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In the past several years, a number of states have initiated virtual library projects to enhance access to resources available through libraries and other information resource providers. Typically the resulting virtual library is deployed as a web-based portal through which users may identify and access selected resources. Recent work at the Texas Center for Digital Knowledge (TxCDK) at the University of North Texas is demonstrating how attention to requirements, standards, architecture, and interoperability testing can provide the foundation for an extensible, services-oriented virtual library.

The Library of Texas (LOT) is a virtual library initiative of the Texas State Library and Archives Commission (TSLAC) and the Texas Telecommunications Infrastructure Fund Board. The LOT builds upon the existing network infrastructure of Texas libraries and encompasses: 1) a virtual catalog; 2) an integrating search and retrieval interface; and 3) a document delivery service. In the first rollout of the LOT, a set of diverse resources will be available including online catalogs of Texas public and academic libraries, commercial online databases licensed by TSLAC for statewide use, and a Texas government information locator service. Access to these resources through a standards-based search and retrieval interface will extend the reach and range of Texans to information. 

In the fall of 2001, the TxCDK contracted with the Texas State Library and Archives Commission to plan, design, and test a resource discovery service for the LOT. Over a period of 14 months, the Z Texas Implementation Component of the Library of Texas Project, the ZLOT Project, demonstrated the feasibility of a Z39.50-based approach for distributed access to Texas library resources. A resource discovery service provides users with a variety of tools and approaches for discovering the existence of appropriate resources. Typically, a user will search one or more repositories of metadata, full text, or images to identify and select resources. The specific features of this service depend on its functional requirements (e.g., types of searches and search criteria required). 

The ZLOT project carried out a number of activities to produce a set of technical specifications for the resource discovery service:

· Identification and consensus building on the functional requirements for the resource discovery service:  Functional requirements for a LOT Resource Discovery Service were developed in conjunction with a number of Texas library leaders and practitioners who participated in a series of focus groups and/or as members of the ZLOT Advisory Group.

· Implementation of a statewide technology inventory to identify early technology adopters for planning deployment of the LOT: Technology capabilities of Texas academic and public libraries were assessed. This assessment enabled the development of a Technology Adoption Indicator (TAI) used to classify the libraries that responded to the technology assessment survey. The technology assessment enabled categorization of the responding libraries as early, middle, or late technology adopters. 

· Assessment of the functional requirements through proof-of-concept demonstrations of the resource discovery service by library technology companies: A proof-of-concept demonstration assessed both the feasibility of the functional requirements and the overall ability of the library technology marketplace to provide products. Ten vendors developed prototype systems based on the functional requirements for a common search and retrieval interface. This assessment helped shaped the final technical specifications and provided vital information for TSLAC’s decisions on implementing an operational resource discovery service. 

· Development of a services-based architecture for the LOT that will accommodate multiple virtual library services: A services-based architecture for the LOT was developed with a focus on the resource discovery service. The services-based approach used in the architecture allows the reuse of components of the LOT for future services and other enhancements.

The LOT Resource Discovery Service will provide standards-based access to Texas academic and public libraries’ online catalogs. Ensuring acceptable interoperability between the common search and retrieval interface application and the content providers takes advantage of a second project underway in the TxCDK.  

The Z39.50 Interoperability Testbed Project, Z–Interop, is an applied research and demonstration project funded by the U.S. federal Institute of Museum and Library Services through a National Leadership Grant. The goal of Z–Interop is to improve Z39.50 semantic interoperability among libraries for information access and resource sharing. Z–Interop provides a testing environment for Z39.50 clients and servers used in library applications. The mission of Z–Interop is to:

· Provide a trusted environment for vendors and consumers of Z39.50 products to demonstrate and evaluate those products

· Develop rigorous methodologies, test scenarios, and procedures to measure and assess interoperability

· Demonstrate and operate a Z39.50 interoperability testbed.

The testbed consists of a test database of 400,000 records, test scenarios, interoperability benchmarks, and testing procedures. Since May 2002 when the testbed became operational, several companies have tested their Z39.50 products. New problems of interoperability have been identified including the effects of word normalization policies and word extraction decisions.

The Z–Interop testbed will be used in the next phase of the ZLOT project to assist library system vendors and local Texas libraries in assessing Z39.50 servers’ support of appropriate Z39.50 profiles (e.g., the Bath Profile) to achieve acceptable levels of interoperability. Reliable interoperability among systems can provide users of the LOT Resource Discovery Service with confidence in the service and the results. 

Links to Resources

The Library of Texas: <http://castor.tsl.state.tx.us/lot/>

The ZLOT Project: <http://www.unt.edu/zlot>

The Z39.50 Interoperability Testbed Project: <http://www.unt.edu/zinterop>
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