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OVERVIEW

The goal of the Open Library Environment Project is to define a next-generation technology environment based on a thoroughly re-examined model of library operations and connected to other enterprise technology systems. Our project activities include training workshops on Service Oriented Architecture and Business Process Modeling, in-person and virtual meetings, webcasts and online discussions to get input and feedback from the broad library community and development of a design document. By the end of our project, we will have a design for a next-generation library system using Service Oriented Architecture. We also will have built a community of interest that can be tapped to help build the OLE framework.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS
What are you trying to do? What problem are you trying to solve?
Proprietary Integrated Library Systems do not fit the modern scholarly research process or modern library workflows. It is nearly impossible for a library to integrate its commercial ILS with tools widely used by faculty and students, such as a course management system or emerging social-networking tools. Libraries find themselves adapting their workflows to outdated technology, rather than using technology to facilitate more efficient and effective workflows. The burden of maintaining and supporting existing ILS systems is hindering libraries’ ability to respond to new technologies and to scholars’ information needs and expectations. Dissatisfaction with current ILS systems is widespread. Many libraries are actively planning for life beyond their current ILS, but skeptical that good commercial alternatives will be available. By working together on a community-designed, open-source alternative to the ILS, libraries can design a technology system that will support rather than hinder their desire to innovate and to provide access to high quality scholarly information.


Haven’t other groups already developed open source ILS products for libraries?
Current open source projects do address aspects of the limitations in commercial ILS systems, and thus offer an excellent starting point. At the same time, we think there is more work to be done in rethinking completely the library management systems needed by academic libraries. We are optimistic that the open source library projects now in progress will inform our work, and possibly lead to some convergence or joint activities in the future. We would expect any software development project which comes after our planning project to leverage software developed by other community-source projects.

What is Service Oriented Architecture? Why are you using that approach?
SOA is a software design approach in which individual software pieces are built independently and can either be interchanged or repurposed. SOA utilizes ‘loosely coupled’ systems that expose their resources and content as independent ’services.’ These services can be combined to create new systems and services. SOA is becoming widely accepted as best practice in the IT industry and offers great promise for our planning.
SOA is a business methodology as much as it is a technology approach. Developing a Service Oriented Architecture requires business leaders and IT leaders to work together to create a high-level of map of how the business should work. In the case of our project, individuals who know the functional requirements of the library (such as reference librarians and catalogers) will work with technical staff in the library (such as system administrators and interface developers) to deconstruct workflows, determine how a process should operate, and then define reusable services. We will then be able to couple these services together into a total system that meets the requirements of a modern library.
Who is involved in this project? How were partners chosen for the project?
We have assembled a very strong project team representing libraries of different sizes, public and private institutions and varied U.S. and international locations. Partners were chosen for their ability to contribute to both functional and technical planning for community-source SOA projects, for their influence in the library community and for their experience in library innovation relevant to this project. By including a wide variety of people and institutions, we increase the likelihood that our design document will reflect the full range of library needs and that we will have a community that is highly motivated and well prepared to continue into the development phase in a second project.

Core Partners will be manage the project, lead project activities and write the final design document. Core Partners are drawn from Duke University, the University of Pennsylvania, the University of Kansas, Lehigh University, Vanderbilt University, the National Library of Australia and Library and Archives Canada.

Advisory Partners will play an active role in shaping the direction of the project through participation in key meetings and by providing evaluative feedback on project plans and project work. Advisory Partners include the University of Chicago, the Orbis Cascade Alliance, Whittier College, the University of Florida, Rutgers University, the University of Maryland and Columbia University.

What will you do during the project?
The project will start with Service Oriented Architecture training from an expert consultant who has provided similar training to other community-source projects. We will continue with a series of meetings which focus on more extended SOA training and training in library business process modeling. After each training session, project partners will convene working groups (either virtual or in person) in their home institutions and geographical regions to conduct library workflow analysis and produce a set of business process specifications. Throughout the project we will host web conferences to share our project goals, scope and progress with librarians, higher education IT professionals and library automation vendors and to get feedback from the full library and academic community. The Core Partners will then develop a draft of the proposed design document for community comment before submitting the final version at the end of our project.

We will first describe higher-level workflows for all the major aspects of library operations. Once these higher-level workflows have been established, more granular operations can be described, down to the level of individual services that can be technically formulated. To keep the project scope manageable, we will focus on those services that meet a common need, are critical to libraries and that will be attractive to a wide set of developers for future programming. Initial discussions with Core Partners produced agreement that some service candidates (identity management, procurement transactions) are likely to be developed outside this project. More common library functional needs (archives management, collection services and metadata services) will become the focus of the progressive meetings and candidates for further description. 
How can individuals who are not an official part of the project team have an influence on the design document? How can I stay informed about the project’s activities?
The project website has general information, working documents, progress reports and  channels for individuals to comment and offer feedback. Three webcasts will be offered, for which anyone can register and participate at no cost. Project partners will be giving presentations at professional meetings and conferences to share information and gather community feedback. A list of upcoming presentations as well as materials from delivered presentations will be available on the project website. An open listserv, ole@duke.edu, provides another opportunity for discussion.
When will this project start and end?
Planning for this project began in Fall 2007. Official project activities are likely to start in August or September of 2008 and conclude with publication of the design document in late July, 2009.

