SWIFT: Past, Present & Future

Introduction

This document was prepared by Cathy Thomas for Jim Neal, with input from Stephen Davis, Dmitri Laury, Patricia Renfro, Kari Smith, and Bob Wolven.  SWIFT is an acronym for Staff Web InFormation Tree, the "intranet" for Columbia University Libraries staff.  Although SWIFT's primary target audience is Libraries staff, SWIFT is also a vehicle for inter-institutional collaboration (e.g., ReCAP) and the sharing of relevant information with peer institutions (e.g., research regarding Web Content Management Systems).  Most of SWIFT is not password protected.  There are well over 20 content contributors to SWIFT.  The development and maintenance of SWIFT is chiefly the responsibility of Cathy Thomas, User Services Librarian, Library Systems Office.  SWIFT is not considered to be a part of LibraryWeb.

The History of SWIFT

In 1994, SWIFT was created by the Library Systems Office.  It was intended to be an information service for Libraries staff.  Initially, the content was heavily weighted toward information related to Library Systems Office operations.  From the start, however, SWIFT was seen as a mechanism for disseminating administrative information and forms: to improve access to information important to Libraries staff while simultaneously reducing the need for paper documents.

In a 1996 publicity statement, SWIFT was promoted as "a quick and easy gateway for connecting to LibraryWeb and ColumbiaWeb and to campus-wide Web services such as those for AcIS, AIS, Facilities, Human Resources, Purchasing, and Security" and was described as containing the following resources:

"the status of Ethernet line installations; an online form for reserving the Libraries Training Center; other forms such as the PC/Terminal Site Planning Form; news about the temporary Music Library; instructions for LibraryWeb contributors; Web Users Group (WUG) meeting minutes & dates of future meetings; copies of the Internet Quick Guides; plans for the revamped Internet Training Program; a description of the operations at the Offsite Library Shelving facilities; past issues of the CUL Newsletter; updates on digital library planning efforts; a copy of the CUL Strategic Plan for the 1990s; copies of the Libraries' policy statements regarding Service and Human Resources; information about the CLIO staff training program; portions of the CLIO Manual; the Departmental Catalog/Collection Maintenance Manual (DCMM); selected CLIO Circulation Bulletins; ergonomics information; the CLIO Plus Access Guide and CLIO Plus User Guide; the Guide to CD/ROM Resources; the List of Library Liaisons; locations of CNet terminals; procedures for using Jake printers; information about the work of the Library Systems Office, the Bibliographic Control Division, the Technical Support & Acquisitions Division, and the Preservation Division."

In 1998, Libraries/AcIS Human Resources unveiled a significant new section of SWIFT content.  It was described as "under construction" and intended to include the following information:

"General Information: HR/Financial Planning staff contact list, organization charts, staff directories; Policies & Procedures: Librarian's Handbook, Administrative Manual; Information for Supervisors: posting a job, conducting interviews, orientation for new employees, Staff Development & Training: calendar, resources, procedures, forms; Travel: forms, instructions, guidelines for reimbursement, sample travel report; Benefits: tuition assistance, vacation & sick leave, retirement; Performance Reviews: forms, instructions; Career Opportunities: listing of all open positions for AcIS and the Libraries, including student positions, referral bonus information; Union Information: collective bargaining agreements, delegate/steward listing; Forms: job description, performance evaluation, travel, forms related to student employment; Job Classification: 1199 classification task listing, instruction for submission of jobs for review, forms; Time Records: instructions, payroll calendar, sample time sheets."

In 1999, a new SWIFT interface was put into production.  The new look was implemented by Cathy Thomas and was guided by many helpful suggestions from LibraryWeb contributors.  The chief objectives of the revision were to make SWIFT easier to navigate, more logical in its organization, and more helpful to its users.  The new SWIFT provided more emphasis on links to AcIS, personal contacts, groups such as committees and task forces, and administrative units such as the Bibliographic Control Division, Human Resources, and Library Systems.  Other improvements were a new SWIFT banner, new navigation bars for the tops and bottoms of menu pages, and a new SWIFT logo for unobtrusive use on document pages and on menu pages with their own unique personalities.

In the past few years, new SWIFT sections have been added for the Circulation Practices Manual and entities such as ReCAP and the Representative Committee of Librarians (RCL).  Also, documentation and links regarding Group Email Aliases and CUBBoards & Listservs have been added, as have reservation calendars for all Butler Meeting and Training Facilities, and more than 30 forms of various kinds. Some of the SWIFT forms are available for online submission and others are in PDF format for printing, as appropriate.

The Present State of SWIFT
Responsibility for SWIFT's content is distributed among two main categories of Libraries staff: 1) Library Systems Office staff, and 2) more than 20 individual Libraries staff members who work in units outside the Library Systems Office.  SWIFT "Units" sections such as Human Resources and the Bibliographic Control Division operate with complete autonomy without intervention or review by the Library Systems Office.  In fact, there is no formal oversight for SWIFT content.

Even the most cursory glance at SWIFT reveals a site with many strengths and many weaknesses.  SWIFT's strengths reside in its practical services and resources, some of which were enumerated above in the History section.  The few sections that are well-maintained serve as vital communications channels and efficient vehicles for administrative functions.  For example, the Forms section, and especially the Butler Library Meeting & Training Facilities reservation forms and calendars are incredibly useful.

Among SWIFT's weaknesses:

· some sections, such as those for Human Resources, the Library Systems Office, and the Technical Support & Acquisitions Division suffer from having much potential content designated as "under development" or "to come" and therefore lacking links to the anticipated content.  Many Human Resources pages, for example, have not been updated since 1999.

· not all existing content is maintained in a timely and well-organized manner.

· many Committees, Discussion Groups & Task Forces lack a SWIFT presence.

· SWIFT has not had a facelift since 1999, in spite of the fact that much new content has been added since then, and Web design technology has advanced far beyond the humble interface now in place.

· most of SWIFT is not secure; therefore it can be harvested by search engines and viewed by anyone in the world; even those SWIFT pages that are secure suffer from the lack of an overall security plan.

· SWIFT is a neglected stepchild of LibraryWeb: for those who work on SWIFT, it is largely a "labor of love."  Resources expended on SWIFT are invariably "borrowed" from other more pressing priorities such as LibraryWeb and other responsibilities.

· unlike most of SWIFT, the Human Resources section must serve AcIS staff as well as the Libraries; this reality has implications for a variety of design, content, and control issues.

The Future of SWIFT

The ideal future of SWIFT would be its successful conversion into a full-service information, training, and publishing system for Libraries staff use.  SWIFT is capable of hosting much more content in its already established sections.  SWIFT could also be expanded to host content in new subject areas and new multimedia format types.  In addition, SWIFT could be developed to electronically support more administrative processes like document management (e.g., for sharing job applications with search committee members), document archiving (e.g., for electronic resources licenses), and automatic form-based transaction processing (e.g., the "form-to-table" application used for automatically processing reservation requests for Butler Library Meeting & Training Facilities).

A fully-realized SWIFT has the potential to increase work productivity by providing a greater amount of useful and easily accessible work-related resources.  For new staff in particular, SWIFT could be a valuable orientation tool for facilitating smooth transitions.  SWIFT could also streamline staff training efforts by hosting online training tutorials.

SWIFT's future depends on several factors:

1. Endorsement.  First and foremost would be an administrative mandate that endorses SWIFT as an enterprise well worth the expenditure of Libraries resources.  Libraries Administration would need to confirm that SWIFT is a worthwhile staff investment and it would need to unequivocally grant the staff who work on SWIFT time to do so.  If Libraries Administration endorses SWIFT but is not able to allow existing staff members adequate time to create and maintain SWIFT pages, then additional human resources should be secured and directed at the effort.

2. Security.  The vast majority of SWIFT pages should not be available to viewers other than Libraries and AcIS staff.  We need to create and implement a thoughtful security plan to migrate SWIFT to a secure server.  Once implemented, secure SWIFT should not require staff to log in over and over again as they navigate through the site.  In addition, a mechanism needs to be in place for providing access to those SWIFT pages we wish to share with professional colleagues at peer institutions.

3. Staff Workstations.  This factor concerns the staff workstations on which SWIFT is utilized.  For example, SWIFT now provides access to multimedia content: a Web-hosted version of the 15-minute "Murder in the Stacks" preservation training video.  However, this new content feature has not been publicized because most staff workstations are not adequately equipped.  If we wish to deploy interactive training tutorials on SWIFT, staff workstations need to have appropriate viewer plug-ins, sound cards, and headphones.

4. LibraryWeb Development.  SWIFT is in a good position to benefit from measures undertaken on behalf of LibraryWeb.  Given a Libraries Administration mandate, SWIFT could take advantage of the following:

· the services of the LibraryWeb Steering Usability Subcommittee.

· the new FileNET Web Content Management System (WCMS): this would be especially helpful as the Libraries implements the new Voyager-based CLIO.  This process will involve a need to publish vast quantities of documentation, training materials, and perhaps even online instructional tutorials, submitted from a widely distributed base of content contributors.

· the new Staging Environment.  (The Libraries will implement a staging environment in fall 2002.  This will provide a much-needed technical framework for developing, testing, and implementing new designs and content in an area protected from public view.)

5. Technology.  Additional technology components beyond those currently provided by AcIS may be required to develop electronic support for administrative processes like document management, document archiving, and automatic form-based transaction processing.

Conclusion

Ultimately, the quality of SWIFT is a direct reflection of the institution's commitment to its staff.  The fate of SWIFT resides with SWIFT's stakeholders and their expectations for SWIFT's services and resources.  SWIFT is long overdue for a thorough review and reconsideration.  At present, SWIFT lacks a governing or coordinating body, and its maintenance is fragmented and uneven.  It may be time to form a task force to prepare an outline of key issues regarding SWIFT and to make recommendations for not only how it could be improved but how it could best be coordinated.  Staff resources will need to be allocated in order to keep SWIFT current and relevant.  Without the support of Libraries Administration, SWIFT cannot be maintained at an adequate level.
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