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Automation System Comparison

I compared two automation systems: Accent, which I use daily as a Teacher Librarian in LAUSD, and CARL, which is used by Los Angeles Public Library (LAPL).    
Automation System #1—Accent Express
Resource: LAUSD – CLAS (Centralized Library Automation System)
Product: Accent Express
Support: The LAUSD Library Services support team is very knowledgeable and informative about the workings of the system and mildly responsive when the system goes down, which is often.  Daily, of late.   

Training: I was not trained on Accent; I was told to “go read the manual because Accent training is not provided by Library Services.”
Coverage and Currency: The program for the most part is current, although this year has been wonky due to preparation for conversation to Destiny.  Cataloging records, OPAC records and patron records are updated by the school librarian on a consistent basis with the downtown library staff.  In that way, the system is current.  Coverage is mostly complete.  

Audience: Districts, LAUSD Library Services, Teacher Librarians, and Library Aides 

Needed equipment: Computer, CD Rom, software, monitor, scanner, printer, barcodes
Upgrades:  Upgrades are automatic when available.  There have been no upgrades since I have been using Accent, although the next one is to Destiny. 
Instructions: There is an Accent’s User Guide available online through LAUSD.net.  
Searching: There are many ways to search depending on the desired results.  In terms of patrons, ways to search are by patron last name or bar-coded ID card, although this year’s ID cards didn’t come compatible with the system.  When cataloging, searches are done according to title, author, subject, series, copy ID, ISBN, etc.  Integrated searches can even be done according to particular library locations.  

Display of results: The display of results is almost immediate except for the results of reports, which take some time to load and display.  

Tolerance for misspelling:  There is no tolerance for misspelling.  A patron name, title, author, etc. has to be spelled exactly in order for the desired results to be displayed.
Graphics: None.

Language: English.

Reports: There are a many reports that can be obtained from the information stored on Accent Express: shelf lists reports, overdue reports, fine reports, transit reports, copy status reports, overdue notices and activity statistics.  These can all be viewed and printed.

Statistics: The copy activity report will give you statistics regarding the daily, monthly, checkouts, missing copies, etc.

Functions:  The three main functions of Accent Express are circulation, cataloging and creating reports.

Switching between tasks: Once a new tab has been selected, all information is lost from the previous tab.  For example, if you’re in check in, and you need to proceed to check out, a new window will not appear; it’s an automatic switch in which you will have to come back to check in.  This sounds like a great idea, however, in some cases it can take extra time.
Printing: The computer is connected to a printer.  All reports, lists, patron records, etc. can be printed.

Compatibility with school systems: Accent Express standardizes cataloging records, provides efficient program maintenance and updates, facilitates the weeding of school’s collection, provides information on holdings district-wide and provides centralized services throughout the entire district.  When it works.
I was never trained how to use Accent Express; I was told to “read the users guide” which was on the web somewhere.  Luckily for me I pick up computer programs pretty quickly and I take good notes, so I just played with it until it made sense and then whenever there was an issue I’d call a fellow TL and write down everything said, to be put in a folder later, so that I could access it if that issue came up again at another time. 

Accent has had been down quite often this past year.  In fact, there were days at a time when the system would not come up at all.  This was quite frustrating, as we TLs were told never to use stand alone, and therefore were left with no other option than to not circulate, which is heartbreaking and defeats the purpose of having a library at a school. 
Accent is pretty straightforward and easy to navigate.  However, there are some issues that are annoying, such as trying to check out a book to a student and having a note pop up that they owe a fine or another book, and then having to go to a different part of the website to punch in their name again, which seems like too many steps for a simple transaction.  But altogether, I feel it is easy to use.

Automation System #2--CARL
Resource: LAPL (Los Angeles Public Library).  I interviewed Elaine Whitaker at the Mar Vista branch.
Product: CARL Solution Circulation Management System for the librarians.  The public sees a different web layout.
Support: The support provided is mostly in-house.  There was a recent upgrade and ever since then Carl has gone down often.  There is a downtown technical support team that assists with issues that arise and provide technical support.  When there are issues, they call downtown and let them know.  During my interview, Elaine’s computer froze twice and she had to restart both twice.  She then called downtown and let them know after the second restart, and they told her that 30 branches are down across LAPL.  This was a familiar feeling to me; although the LAUSD library system is much, much smaller than LAPL, it is still quite frustrating when it happens.
Training: Training happens mostly in-house where more experienced staff members train those who are new working with the product.  “They train someone in your library, then that person is supposed to train the rest of the folks.”  When Elaine came in, she went downtown to Central once a week for thirteen weeks for training. Downtown now provides training for one day for new library staff members.  LAPL will send out memos that will explain shortcuts in the system.  Much of their “trainings” are conducted that way; via memos. 
Coverage and Currency: The software is updated “whenever they get around to it.  They let us know the morning of sometimes, that we have to restart the computers.”  
Audience: Librarians, library clerks, LAPL organization, patrons (for public view)
Needed equipment: computer, CD Rom, software, monitor, printer, scanner wand, receipt printer

Instructions: There is a circulation manual, which is about 3 inches think that “no one ever uses.”  It’s also available online.

Searching: When searching for patrons, the library card is used as an identifier.  If not, a picture ID is needed.  There is a way to search by patron last name and/or first name, however they are discouraged to do so.  When searching for books, DVD’s, etc., there are ways to search by title, author, call number, branch, Dewey number, actors, directors, and so forth.

Display of results: If searching for a title, the list of records will appear.  Then you are able to sort records according to title, author, and call number.  You can also sort according to materials, for example by book titles, DVD titles and so on.  This makes it easy when you’re looking for The Wizard of Oz movie versus The Wizard of Oz book.  Or soundtrack.
Tolerance for misspelling: There is absolutely no tolerance for misspelling.  The query needs to be spelled correctly for any results to appear.  Elaine always has Amazon up in the background because of this, so that she can look up books because “patrons never, ever, ever have the exact title on anything.”  I watched her get extremely frustrated trying to find a video she finally learned was called The Gospel.  She looked it up in English and Italian, asked a ton of questions relating to her search, and could not find it until finally the patron remembered the director. 
Graphics: None, although there are on the public catalog, where there are pictures of most book covers. 

Resource links: There are no resource links on CARL.  There are however resource links to the databases, weblinks and e-media on the LAPL OPAC.

Language: English, but if a book is in a Vietnamese, Spanish, or Russian it will appear in that language.  The public catalog can be viewed in English Armenian, Arabic, Chinese, French, German, Hebrew, Italian, Japanese, Korean, Persian, Russian, Vietnamese and Spanish, depending on patron’s choice.

Reports: The only in-house reports are the router requests.  Otherwise, all reports are printed downtown such as the circulation reports or the lost item report.  Once a month they receive their “circ” for the month from Downtown, but they cannot do them themselves.
Statistics: Statistics are all calculated downtown, as well such as checkouts.

Functions: The main functions of CARL are for circulation and for holds.

Switching between tasks: While you can go back and forth in between tasks, you have only one window at a time.
Printing: The computers are connected to printers.  Patron records can be printed however as I stated earlier, reports, shelf lists, etc. are obtained, monitored and printed downtown.  Patrons cannot print to their own computers, they must print using a library computer at $.25 per page.
Cataloging: most books and non-print materials are ordered from Brodart and come shelf ready.  However, there are always books and non-print materials to be cataloged.
Obviously I’m more familiar with Accent than I am with Carl, however, I was really grateful for the opportunity to sit down with Elaine Whitaker, one of the librarians at the Mar Vista branch library in Los Angeles, who was more than happy to take some time for me.  I sat for about an hour and a half with her, observed CARL in action, and asked questions.  

Carl seems relatively straight forward and much more sophisticated than Accent, although when asked, the first thing Elaine said about it was that “it sucks.”  Much to my surprise, many of CARL’s functions are blocked from local branches such as running certain types of reports, cataloging, which are done from the main downtown library only.  If a new book comes in, they can copy the record if it’s already done by Downtown, but must hold on to the book if it hasn’t.  I suppose these rules are due to the scope of books and patrons the entire library system supports.  
I loved interviewing Elaine.  She was sarcastic and realistic, and clearly loved her job.  She was happy to let me sit in a chair next to her desk and ply her with questions amidst her support of various patrons who would stand in line or call.  I am grateful to have had this opportunity.   
