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Final Report - 30 January 2009

The 2008 Mellon Aware for Technology Collaboration grant to the Georgia Public Librayr Service  was intended to produce documentation for Evergreen open source library software. This had been an area of opportunity for the Evergreen project, as due to a number of factors the project had very little documentation going into the 2008 calendar year. 

By the end of the grant award period, significant amounts of documentation had been produced in three areas: cataloging, records import-export, and the reports system. Additional work was produced in the area of acquisitions. 
This documentation was produced by hiring contract writers with experience in their subject areas. One of the writers had extensive experience with Evergreen itself; the other three had various levels of experience both with the systems they were describing and with writing documentation. 

The documentation production covered the gamut of scenarios:

· Reports documentation addressed an existing module of the Evergreen software—the reporter—that users universally found complex and challenging. It was produced as two documents, “Beginning” and “Advanced.” 

· Cataloging documentation was initially planned to be written by a contractor with extensive cataloging experience as a single long document addressing the current cataloging system in Evergreen. However, at the same time, one Evergreen community in Michigan was drafting a 23-part cataloging handbook that was then adapted further by another community (Indiana) and presented to the community at large. So the contractor’s role evolved from writing documentation to editing and validating community documentation. 

· Importer-exporter documentation was written in tandem with development of this tool (available in Evergreen 1.4 from the first release candidates on forward). The production of this documentation in tandem with development has had several positive outcomes, discussed below. 
· Acquisitions documentation efforts produced an outline (initially called a wireframe) based on the visible attributes of the acquisitions system in development and the information the contractor could gather on known deliverables. 

While the documentation itself is useful to the project and its varied stakeholders, the documentation project ultimately generated a timely and crucially important higher-level conversation about the organization of the documentations project for Evergreen—which then evolved into a proposed project plan for documentation. 
The project plan dovetailed with key findings from this grant activity. These were:

1. Leverage community efforts. The cataloging documentation initially began as a write-from-the-ground-up project, but quickly evolved into shared development once it became clear that Evergreen catalogers were producing quality documentation on their own. The Evergreen wiki now has a section dedicated to community-produced documentation. The ability to produce documentation in an open, collaborative environment is a particularly strong advantage of open source software, and one that the Evergreen community will continue to leverage. 
2. Establish and communicate style guidelines. Evergreen already had de facto style guidelines going into the project, and these were adopted by the contractors hired specifically for the Mellon grant. The contractors found these very useful, and a documentation intern at Laurentian University, one of the Project Conifer libraries migrating to Evergreen in mid-2009, has put forth a style proposal for formal consideration. 
3. Develop a community of expertise. This is taking place in the Evergreen community, and it both encourages documentation writing and gives the non-developer community a sense of ownership. Further steps in this direction will be monthly documentation webinars to pull together all interested stakeholders and a documentation users’ group empowered to evaluate and endorse recommendations about documentation. 
4. Integrate documentation into the development cycle. The initial approach to documentation for Evergreen, prior to this grant, was that with a little training and advocacy, it would organically flow from the community in tandem with development. In practice, if documentation is not intentionally placed into the development cycle, it does not happen. 
5. The clearer the development deliverables, the easier it is to document software in process—and the better it is overall for the software development itself. The importer-exporter, developed in tandem with its documentation, had a fairly clear set of deliverables, which had two positive findings. The first is that the writer could develop documentation in a timely manner. The other is that the writer quickly acquired a dual role: system tester. She was able to advise on what wasn’t working or had unexpected results, as well as on poor/confusing labeling. 
6. Identify the technical framework for documentation early, and carefully. This did not happen early in this project, but once the project was under way, in essence the project usefully “forced the question.” The grant project initially focused on producing documentation as quickly as possible within the grant timeline; it did not have a planning phase to explore how documentation should be produced or delivered to end-users.  It became evident, as documentation began flowing, that the Dokuwiki framework was inadequate, which prompted an environmental scan of best practices in other open source documentation projects, as well as the exhumation of a two-year-old proposal now under review and discussion by the Evergreen community. Specifically, the Evergreen community is now considering migrating from the less-than-desirable Dokuwiki space to a dedicated site, with documentation converted to the widely-used Docbook XML schema which through XSLT can then be transformed into HTML, PDF, and other popular formats.  Additionally, Evergreen community members are now monitoring other “model projects,” such as Fedora’s documentation group. Another bit of near-luck combined with fortuitous guidance is that because contractors were asked to hew to de facto style guidelines, the documentation developed in Word will have a relatively low threshold for conversion to XML.  

7. If you set the threshold too high for documentation production, you can end up without writers. This is actually a positive finding for this project. It was difficult enough to find freelance writers with documentation experience as well as expertise in library software. Though there was some suggestion from Evergreen developers that these writers should also be expert in XML, that bar proved to be too high, and writers were found who produced documents in the word-processing program, Word. This finding is being folded into the documentation proposal. The only minor adjustment to this would have been more stringent directions regarding the use of Word formatting to further assist the XML conversion process. 

8. Write for the people who will use the documentation. This is another positive finding, and can be accomplished by using subject experts with writing skills, as well as through style guidelines. For example, it was initially suggested by a developer interested in the project that to facilitate foreign-language translation, screen captures should be kept to a minimum. However, time and again both the writers and their reviewers found that frequent use of screen captures improved the clarity of the documentation. This is just one of many examples of how an intentional documentation project, using the right people, can produce documents useful for its target audience. 

9. Think beyond the grant period. As the end of the grant period approached, stakeholders in the Evergreen community began discussing how to integrate documentation into Evergreen development practices—essentially, the sustainability models required for ensuring the production of documentation. We have not identified the answers, but the fact that the questions are being asked is a major step forward. 

While the documentation project has had its share of challenges, overall it has exceeded its initial goals by setting the Evergreen project on a trajectory toward intentional, well-planned documentation, and by encouraging long-needed discussions about “meta-issues” such as formats, technical frameworks, and integration with development life-cycles. The documentation produced is quite useful; but far more useful in the long run is the integration of documentation management into the Evergreen project. The Mellon grant funding provided a crucial, timely impetus for these discussions and decisions, and in doing so far exceeded the initial dollar amount in value received to the Evergreen community. 
Mellon Award Financial Information
GPLS contracted with Equinox Software, Inc, as specified in our original proposal to work with staff from PINES, the University of Windsor, and the province of British Columbia, along with the PINES functional subcommittees to document this software. The funds helped to further facilitate communication and cooperation among these groups and others throughout the nation interest in EVERGREEN as an open source alternative for all libraries.  The Mellon award was spent as detailed below by Equinox to hire contract technical writers and to provide project management and assessment. Funds from the state of Georgia were also expended in the completion of this project.
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