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Fail, Falil, Fail, Success?
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This past week | had the privilege of speaking on a panel at Access 2011 [,; about failing entitled,
“If you ain't failin’, you ain't tryin'l" Amy Buckland ;;; moderated the panel where we each took five
minutes to tell a library tech fail story to encourage the audience to share their failure stories. |
think it went over great, and was cathartic to say the least.

| shared my story, and afterword | had that familiar feeling of "but, wait! | have even more to say!"
There are so many lessons to be learned! So, I'll share the story again here and *all* of the
lessons learned that given requisite time | would have said.

The story

Three years ago | was on an Access panel presentation to speak about a project we had just hit
a critical milestone on. Ironically, | spoke at Access 2011 on a fail panel about that same project.

When | started at MPOW | was thrown to the wolves. We had received a Library and Archives
Canada grant to digitize a large number of items from our collections and create a thematic,
cutting edge, web 2.0 website for it. Think tag clouds a.k.a the mullets of the internet (attribution
c4lirc). Guess what? We had no infrastructure. No policies or procedures for digitization. No
workflows. No metadata policies. No standards.

Given the short turn around time of the grant - 1 year - and the grant requirements, a vendor
based drop-in solution would not cut it. So we did it all live!

We took a month to do some rapid prototyping and pulled off a pretty cool proof of concept with
Drupal. It worked, and continued to work. It was the basis of our infrastructure moving forward,
and at the time it was perfect!

In the background of working on the PW20C project, we had the foresight to begin creating an
overall "repository" to pull content from - Digital Collections @ Mac 1. A Drupal 5 based
repository infrastructure loosely based on best practices and standards at the time. A standard
Dublin Core field set created with CCK for records with our own enhanced metadata fields for
collections, a hacked-together OAI-PMH module and some really cool timeline visualizations
using the SIMILE project [13.

Flash forward a year, and we have secured another LAC grant for Historical Perspectives on
Canadian Publishing ;14; another thematic based digital collection site. Time crunch was in effect,
and we pulled together another great project with probably 10x more case studies. My heart goes
out for our project coordinator on this one pulling all of those case studies together.

Flash forward another year, we have what | believed a pretty solid frame work for digital
collections. We have a main digital collections site, and two heavily customized thematic sites.
We are also about 8 months into a major upgrade of our digital collections

infrastructure; migrating everything from Drupal 5 to Drupal 6.
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We upped our functional requirements. We wanted to hang with the cool kids: linked data,
seemless JPEG2000 support, KML integration, and MediaRSS support. Yeah, MediaRSS.

Here is where the fail comes to fruition. Mistakes were made. Mistakes were made.

There is this what | suppose could be a called a koan in the Drupal community, "do it the Drupal
way." Problem is the Drupal way changes depending on who you are talking to and what time of
day it is, and what version you are on. Heavily customizing Drupal themes are definitely not the
Drupal way to do things. Those two thematic sites became an albatross, and have sense been
put out to pasture on their on virtual machines. (Note. Drupal 5 and PHP 5.3 really don't like each
other.)

Lessons learned

Do *not* create custom thematic digital collections sites. To further clarify this, do not create
custom thematic digital collections sites if you have limited personnel resources and actually
have other *stuff* to do.

Do *not* create policy, procedures, workflows, best practices on the fly. However, given the title
of the panel, sometimes you really need to fail to get those best practices down. So, how about,
Do *not* create policy, procedures, workflows, best practices on the fly for mission critical
projects.

Your data your precious. Think a technology a step later. For us, then past Drupal, think past
Fedora. We need to be able to move from platform to platform with ease. Thankfully we had the
wherewithal to structure our data in such a way that it was pretty painless to extract.

Sometimes when you think you are *not* reinventing the wheel, you are in-fact reinventing the
wheel. Look the the community around you and get involved. Don't be afraid to ask stupid
guestions. Some of those questions that | thought were stupid and shouldn't be asked were in
fact questions that were begging to be asked.

Also akin to reinventing the wheel, the hit-by-the-bus scenario. Your really awesome-homegrown-
fantastic-full-of-awesomeness thing you build, you get hit by a bus, take another job, etc. your
place of work is so entirely screwed. At the very least, DOCUMENT, DOCUMENT, DOCUMENT.

The library tech community is pretty rad. We're all doing a lot of similar work that doesn't need to
be replicated, or if it does, does not need to be completed reinvented. Again, engage, and
interact.

Moving forward, making this fail into a success...

Over the past few months we have taken the time to sit down and write out our digitization/digital
collections philosophy with stakeholders. What | thought might be a difficult and painful exercise
turned out to be quite wonderful and we came up with a document that | am proud of.

We also took the time to do a study of what digital preservation means at MPOW, and what we
are capable of doing right now, what we can be doing in the near future, and what we should look
to achieve in the long-term. This segued nicely into a functional requirements document for our
repository infrastructure.

Right now, we are working on creating what | believe to be a solid infrastructure; heavily
documented! Something we lacked all along, and what some of my colleagues know me for - that
guy who walks around stamping his feet about infrastructure all the time. INFRASTRUCTURE.
INFRASTRUCTURE. INFRASTRUCTURE.

Hopefully in a year or two | can come back to Access and present on a panel full of folks turning
failures into success!
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