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Conversion 

A report on our experiences 

1. Why? 

 

It is often said that you should “never change a winning team”, and the same is true as regards 

replacing an existing library management system with a new one. In 2010 the European School 

Frankfurt decided, together with the European School Karlsruhe, to risk moving to a new library 

system, thereby replacing a system that, to some extent, functioned adequately 

(Bibliotheca2000/BOND) with a new and radically different system (Oliver/Softlink). 

There were various reasons for this decision: 

 the existing system did not have a web-based catalogue: an online public access 

catalogue (OPAC) providing access for all users and offering users a wide range of 

interactive functions; 

 the existing system had all the functions desired, but as functions had been added over 

the years, each additional function had resulted in more software errors and 

compatibility problems creeping in; 

 the support provided for the software used had progressively deteriorated and was 

practically non-existent by the end; 

 the program was tailored to German libraries, and German language resources 

accounted for only a fraction of the total resources in the European School’s library; 

 with the existing system, the establishment of an OPAC would have given rise to 

disproportionate costs; 

 the person responsible for the IT system was tired of all the time-intensive database 

management; 

 a web-based and web-hosted system would replace the old local database, thereby 

allowing the system to be accessed from any computer.  

 

2. When? 

 

If not now, when? We could, of course, have come up with many reasons to postpone this move. 

But had we done so, the database to be converted would have become even larger, the data 

structure would have become even more complex, and the conversion would have become even 

more expensive. Consequently, the European School Frankfurt decided on a rapid transition to 

the new system. The two options were the 2011 summer holidays and New Year 2010/11. The 

decision to opt for the earlier of the two was based primarily on the budgetary year: this would 

allow all orders and budgets to be finalised in the outgoing year, with the new system beginning 

with the new budget. 

 

3. The previous system 

 

At first, the school’s two libraries (i.e. the primary and secondary school libraries) each had their 

own separate databases. These were then merged in mid-2010 by exporting data from the 

primary school database and importing them into the secondary school database. From then on, 

the two sets of data were managed together in a single database. Thus, important preconditions 

for the conversion of data were met. Indeed, a uniform data structure (comparable entries in 
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fields, uniform allocation to libraries, broadly consistent cataloguing of titles, etc.) is the most 

important precondition for conversion. Every field in the old database needed to be completed in 

the same way using the relevant information. Ultimately, it was not remotely important whether 

fields were completed incorrectly. All that mattered was that they were all completed in the 

same way. Where the program and/or SQL instructions allowed it, errors were corrected and 

standardised. This allowed a broad degree of consistency to be achieved, particularly as regards 

key words, authors and series.  

 

4. How? 

 

It is certainly necessary to conduct a test conversion, which should be carried out as early as 

possible (around eight weeks before the final conversion date). The test conversion will help you 

to: 

 acquaint yourselves thoroughly with the new program without any danger of “breaking” 

anything; 

 see which data in the old system still need to be corrected before the final conversion 

takes place; 

 see whether the conversion takes place in the way that you hoped. 

 

At this point in time it is certainly very helpful to have a list of the fields to be converted (field 

name in old system  field name in new system). This list allows constant monitoring of the 

progress made with the conversion.  

 

It is also important to ensure harmonised communication with the software firm during the 

conversion process. In this respect: 

 a contact person should coordinate communication; 

 a numbered list of questions and requested amendments should be maintained. 

 

Moreover, the most important functions (users, lending functions, catalogue, purchasing 

functions, periodicals, data displayed in the OPAC, etc.) should be checked repeatedly in the 

course of the conversion process. 

 

Carrying out initial training either just before or just after the final conversion will make the 

transition to the new system smoother. At least one further training session is required – around 

two weeks later, once the first questions and problems have been raised. 

Once the final conversion has taken place, the old database is deactivated and only the new 

system is used. 

5. Problems? 

 

In the first few days after the transition, staff complained that everything would take much 

longer with the new system. After years of routinely using the old system, it did take a while to 

lend, catalogue and order resources. The only option was to gradually become acquainted with 

all the functions of the new system – lending out the first few items, cataloguing the first book 

and entering the first magazine in the system. “Learning by doing” requires a certain degree of 
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stoic calm when 20 pupils are queuing to take items out. However, this also means that you 

develop, relatively quickly, the very routines that are so necessary in the longer term. 

 

The feedback from our volunteers was thoroughly positive: after a brief introduction 

(30 minutes) they were able to handle the many items to be lent out to primary school pupils, as 

well as taking advantage of some of the benefits of the new system. 

 

We had problems with magazines, as the complexity of the old data meant that it was difficult to 

transfer the relevant hierarchies to the new system. As the European School Frankfurt holds only 

two years’ worth of issues for each magazine, it soon became clear that deleting these data and 

entering them again would be significantly quicker and easier than correcting each individual 

issue. And we could then practise entering data at the same time, killing two birds with one 

stone. 

 

Our pupils peered curiously at the screen when we were lending items out, but they were now to 

be shown how to use the program for themselves. This involved the following: 

 the web address of the new program was posted in all conceivable places; 

 a link to the program was added to the start page of Internet Explorer for all pupils and 

teachers; 

 a flyer was produced containing the most important information; 

 all pupils were required to attend demonstrations in the school hall; 

 a link was added to the home page; 

 finally (and very importantly), at least one “kiosk PC” was installed in the library for the 

sole purpose of accessing the OPAC.  

Summary 

Databases merged in July 2010; test conversion in mid-November 2010; final conversion on 

3 January 2011; first item lent out on 4 January 2011. Maybe you need to be a little crazy to go in at 

the deep end like this. On Christmas Eve, with the roast already in the oven, we carried out a test and 

exchanged e-mails with our data converter. But it was worth the effort. The school’s libraries now 

use a modern, web-based library management system that offers all the necessary functions and is 

extremely flexible. Above all, the new system offers excellent support: so far, all of our questions 

have been answered within 24 hours. 

There have, above all, been major changes for our users, who are the primary focus of our work. All 

pupils and teachers are now able, at any time and from any PC, to access the catalogue, reserve and 

order items, draw up lists and contact the library. If the catalogue is then developed further by 

adding elements such as internet links and LibraryThing, it will become an interactive portal, 

extending far beyond its basic catalogue function. Web 2.0 has now arrived at the European School 

Frankfurt! 

 

Renate Kirmse, 19 October 2011 


