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Summary: This document is part of a series to prepare an organization to undertake content

management-oriented projects. This particular document focuses on the demands facing

executives, senior managers and all those in leadership positions when content management

projects are undertaken. Points covered are based on our experience, past and present project

work, and feedback from staff, senior managers and executives directly involved in implementing

similar projects. Because change is the order of the day in these types of projects, much of what

we recommend deals with this managing this change,  helping your staff prosper, easing

transitions to new information and organizational cultures, paving the way for new professional

partnerships, and making sure decisionmakers and staff gain the confidence necessary to

successful undertake content management projects.

Assumptions About You:

• You’re an executive with a leadership role or a senior staff member with similar

responsibilities. You make decisions and influence other decisionmakers.

•  Your organization is re-envisioning its strategic directions for information

services, facilities, staffing, user interactions, distributed computing services or

all of the above.

• One of options for structuring documents and data is content management.

•  As a professional information manager (librarian, archivist, curator,

communications person, webmaster, marketer, etc.) you expect to help shape and

participate in related project work.

•  You want to be as prepared as possible to help your organization and your

colleagues succeed.

• You want to be as prepared as possible to deal with the range of coming

changes in the way information is structured, stored, managed, distributed,

reused, and transformed.
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Assumptions About Your Organization:

• Technological changes have occurred, are occurring and will continue to do so.

Part of the changes underway will naturally concern changes in information

management technologies. Equally important, however, and often overlooked or

underestimated, are required changes to both the culture of the organization and

the culture of information within and across the larger enterprise. These changes

in information culture and organizational culture are every bit as challenging as

any that occur based on shifts in technologies. Often, more so.

•  How your enterprise views information will change. The amount of

intermediation, where and how intermediation occurs, will all change. The way

you structure information and how you futureproof that structure must also

change.

• Who your organization works with and how they work with them will change.

•  As a professional information manager (librarian, archivist, curator,

communications person, webmaster, marketer, etc.) you are expected to help

shape and participate in related project work.

• Your organization will require your leadership, the collaborative efforts of your

colleagues and strong input from and knowledge of your users, to succeed.
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Practical Steps

Our decade of project experience and client feedback yields the following practical suggestions

for undertaking content management-oriented project work:

•Set aside time each workday to focus on a series of topics you need to understand or that are

important, but intimidating. You don’t need to master them, but you need to have sufficient

grasp of them to feel comfortable discussing their strategic role. As your organization

prepares to undertake formal projects, the topics will change, but in my experience, daily

immersion is the only way to get a handle of many of these topics. WARNING: When you

first begin tackling new topics (or familiar concepts realized by new technical solutions) very

little will register. It’s like reading a foreign language. Many technical texts are not organized

for understanding by people not already very familiar with the material. Keep reading. Keep

talking. Keep trying to understand. Initial confusion and frustration are part of the process.

Not the fun part, but a phase that leads to a genuine grasp of a topic. Eventually, and you

have to trust me on this, things start making sense. A little while later, real clarity sets in. The

more you grasp the concepts underpinning relevant technologies (especially critical ones like

XML, interoperable data, repositories, etc.), the more you’ll be able to realistically gauge

their role in evolving your organization and your project. Your understanding will influence

how you view the project, just as your project will influence what you feel the need to learn

more about.

•Get a firm grasp on the essential deliverables for any information service design or project.

I’m not talking about all the things you’d like a project to accomplish. I’m talking about the

things a project absolutely MUST accomplish. Aim all your work as a decisionmaker and all

your staff training efforts in this direction first.

•Start now to ask yourself: What is my job … really? The more you learn about concepts,

tools, technologies, etc., the more fully you can answer that question and the oftener the

answer is likely to change. This is a good thing.

•Start now to gain an understanding of key concepts like XML. The latter underpins all kinds

of important ideas like SOA, Web Services, repurposing, interoperability, etc. These

represent different ways of thinking about data and document elements and you need to know

why that is. Don’t give up if nothing makes much sense. Keep working toward

understanding. The return on investment for many projects will hang on the ability to

leverage resources invested to create, manage, and distribute structured content/information.

XML and the XML family of services is essential to providing that capability.
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•I’d recommend something similar to the above for a basic understanding of databases. I

mention this for several reasons: 1) most storage mechanisms use relational databases, 2)

XML is hierarchical, 3) most search queries are not relational, though lots of effort is spent in

many systems trying to coax queries into SQL form, 4) this means there’s a basic contention

between most users query patterns and the storage mechanisms information systems provide.

Sooner or later, this will be an issue, so you might as well start now to get a grasp on the

basics. This will also help you understand strategic issues related to repositories and data

farming.

•Familiarize yourself with the latest cognitive research methods for improving learning and

comprehension. Any system or materials that must communicate with users will be greatly

enhanced by your efforts. Need an example of cognitive methods successfully applied? Get

your hands on a copy of one of the books in the “Head First series” published by O’Reilly.

Some examples include: Head First Design Patterns, Head First Servlets & JSP, Head First

EJB. I’m a huge fan of Kathy Sierra’s work and she’s associated with all the books, though

she’s not the main author on all of them. I strongly recommend trying to find the Head First

Design Pattern book as I think it’s the best example, but any of them will work. No, you don’t

need to learn object oriented design patterns, java, servlets, etc. You need to get this book in

your hands, sit down, and read through it. You’ll have so much fun reading, you’ll forget

isn’t your subject and you’ll learn something whether you meant to or not. The experience is

worth having for anyone involved in content creation. All the Head First books are about

problem solving. So is your project. All major bookstores should have copies you can

examine.

•Know your unit cost for providing information management services. Consider what your

campus (in the role of “enterprise”) spends to provide your staff’s expertise to users. This will

no doubt vary by service. Get some round number in your head that’s reasonably accurate

and ask yourselves the following:  What system could the campus buy for this same price?

What outsourcing services? What do you offer that’s worth more  or adds more value than

those systems or outsourcing options? How can you leverage the dollar investment in your

expertise and value-adding capabilities? I raise this often controversial point because in our

discussions with high level decisionmakers, including campus presidents, vice presidents,

CEOs, CIOs, senior managers, etc. it’s obvious they have their own ideas about how much

information services cost them. Some of these investments are integrally linked to

government contractor requirements, legal requirements, accreditation requirements, etc.  All

high level administrators and executives toy with the idea of moving major funding
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commitments around. Equally important, many are intrigued with the idea of being able to

transform, re-use and/or re-purpose the expertise of curators, archivists, librarians, network

administrators on their payroll. Most information management consultants can testify that

clients solve similar information management problems over and over. If your project

addresses the needs of one specific group and their information, but could be applied and

distributed to other groups, you exponentially increase the value of your labor. You also

allow your enterprise to amortize the cost of your services over several areas, substantially

lowering the per unit cost of your labor. As a decisionmaker, you want to be in command of

the answers to per unit cost questions. You want to make it clear to campus leadership you

are taking a hard look at the value of your services and seeking to maximize that investment

while lowering costs.

•Get some hands-on experience with Greenstone, Fedora, D-space or something similar. This

will expose you to the perils and rewards of open source software as well as repository type

and design issues. You’ll get some of your best ideas about how to create pilot projects by

doing things yourself.  It will also affect what you decide you need to learn more about, the

types of training you’ll need, what features of systems are worth the extra money, and what

tools you can and will use. The latter is critical because in our experience, the availability of

mature tools has everything to do with what gets done.

•Give up the traditional notion of project planning as frontloaded and characterized by an

attempt to think of every possibility and designing accordingly. In a time of rapid

technological change, it is more practical to go to a strategy of rapid, iterative deployment,

where prototype solutions are deployed, tested, redesigned, and re-deployed. This cycle

continues in quick succession until a workable solution is found, then the project moves on.

This can also be referred to as rapid prototyping. When it comes to structuring content, the

best strategy is similar. Structure the content for ultimate flexibility, portability and

interoperability and let that carry your hopes of futureproofing your design. Again, this is

where XML and the XML family of services play a critical role.



Content Management: Getting Ready to Lead ©2005 Northern Lights, Inc. All rights reserved.

Page  6

STAFF SKILLS SUGGESTIONS

The following are tables that contain tools and topics (in various media) we believe are

important to understand. The tables includes important comments and recommended sources for

getting started.

WEB SERVICES-RELATED TOOLS

Tool Comment
XML • Used for data handling and document

publishing.

• Heart and soul of Web Services, SOA

and the quest for data portability.

• The content component in the content

vs. presentation separation.

XSL • The style component in the content vs.

presentation separation. (CSS also

styles XML.)

• Written in XML.

• Arranged in two parts: XSLT for XSL

Transformations, and, FO for

Formatting Objects.

• XSLT is a scripting language.

• Allows for things like TOC, index

complication, etc.

XSLT • Scripting language for XSL.

• Designed to perform transformations,

specifically transformations of XML

document structures

• Ideal tool to transform data between

applications using different data

models.

XHTML • XML application of HTML.

• Web standard for document

publishing.
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publishing.

• Browser capable right now.

• Handles content for the Web. (See CSS

for presentation component.)

CSS • Handles style component for XHTML.

• Can handle style component for XML.

• Browser capable right now.

XML Schema • Key technology (in Web Services) for

enabling interoperability.

• Provides a meta-level description of

XML content.

• Provides platform independent type

description language. XML docs are

employed to transmit data utilizing

these ‘type” descriptions.

• Dictates content and form of XML

documents.

JavaScript • De facto scripting language for the

Web.

• Web-enhancing technology (works

with browser features to enrich the

client’s Web experience.)

• Works with other Web technologies

like HTML and CSS.

XML Topic Maps • GPS for distributed processing.

• Example of an external metadata

information asset.

• Provide multiple views of an

information space.

• This might be a useful tool for many

things.

• Another mechanism for providing

taxonomies and classifying data.
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XHTML Awareness • XML-ized version of HTML.

• Based on rules and syntax of XML.

• Made up of elements, tags, attributes.

PHP • Rapid application development

language

• Works well with XML (has built-in

XML functions)

• Can be used to parse, validate, and

transform XML markup

RDF • Technology to capture and convey

relationships between resources.

• Allows the creation of “knowledge

assertions.”

• Provides a way to associate

information.

• Foundation of other ontology-based

languages.
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RECOMMENDED SOURCES

Area Source
Web Services Awareness IT Conversations

http://itconversations.com/

If you only have time to look at one source for the entire

project, this is the one I recommend. It features audio

programs from the very best of the “alpha geeks” and is

remarkably blunt and spin-free. In it’s brief existence, IT

Conversations has become a juggernaut. The value it adds

is extensive. Use it while you can, before someone buys it

from Doug Kaye and makes it commercial and a tool for

vendor marketing. HIGHLY RECOMMENDED.

(Programs available as various types of audio files.

Podcasts also available via iTunes. If you have any doubts

about which streaming options to use, click the “Which

Format” link and read the excellent explanation for

enlightenment.) The site is regularly changed and upgraded

based on usage patterns and available technology.

Kaye, Doug

Loosely Coupled: The Missing Pieces of Web Services

RDS Associates 2003

Chatterjee, Sandeep

Developing Enterprise Web Services: An Architect’s Guide

Prentice Hall 2003

Diversity of Approaches “Freeman Dyson: In Praise of Diverse Thinking” (available

from IT Conversations)

Fresh and multidisciplinary perspectives are critical to

successful development efforts, esp. at this time when so

many tools are immature. Creativity is required and

diversity in thinking and approach makes a real difference.

The Dyson name is legendary for a reason.

Service-Oriented Architecture

(SOA)

Erl, Thomas

Service-Oriented Architecture: Concepts and Technology
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Prentice Hall 2005

Newcomer, Eric

Understanding SOA with Web Services

Addison-Wesley Professional 2005

Web Services & SOA

http://www.service-architecture.com/

XML Awareness Harold, Eliotte

XML in a Nutshell, 3rd ed.

O’Reilly 2004

Fitzgerald, Michael

XML Hacks

O’Reilly 2004

No theory. All applied, straightforward. Will answer many

questions most beginners require. Highly recommended.

XML.com

http://www.xml.com/

Comprehensive Web resource on XML, featuring XML

development, XML resources, tool, technologies, etc. Good

columnists like Edd Dumbill and the XML Deviant.

XML in 10 Points

http://www.w3.org/XML/1999/XML-in-10-points

Simple, clear, to-the-point. Recommended.

XML Schema Van der VList, Eric

XML Schema

O’Reilly 2002

Good conceptual overview.

Walmsley, Priscilla

Definitive XML Schema

Prentice Hall 2001

A reference and a tutorial. Provides thorough overview and

grounding for a vital concept.
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grounding for a vital concept.

XML Schema Tutorial

http://www.w3schools.com/schema/default.asp

XHTML Awareness Taylor, Dave

Creating Cool Web Sites with HTML, XHTML, and CSS

Wiley 2004

Though Taylor has computing degrees, he also has a focus

on educational aspects of computing and is very capable of

a non-programmer, less purely technical perspective.

XHTML Tutorial

http://www.w3schools.com/xhtml/

PHP Vaswani, Vikram

XML and PHP

New Riders Publishing 2002

Dated (PHP 5 is the current version) but a solid guide to the

synergies of working with XML and PHP.

PHP Resource Index

http://php.resourceindex.com/

XSLT Harold, Eliotte

XML in a Nutshell, 3rd ed.

O’Reilly 2004

Specifically the sections entitled:

Ch. 24: XSLT Reference

Ch. 8: XSL Transformations (XSLT)

Ch. 8.11: Other XSLT Elements

What is XSLT?

http://www.xml.com/pub/a/2000/08/holman/

RDF Powers, Shelley

Practical RDF

O’Reilly 2003

RDF Primer

http://www.w3.org/TR/rdf-primer/
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CSS Meyer, Eric

Anything he’s written as he’s one of the standouts in CSS

work.

CSS Tutorial

http://www.w3schools.com/css/default.asp

Schmitt, Christopher

CSS Cookbook

O’Reilly 2004

Slightly dated, but good explanations of basic CSS

principles from a design-oriented perspective.

Cederholm, Dan

Web Standards Solutions: The Markup and Style Handbook

Friends of ED 2004

An amazing guide to the use of web standards, various

examples of how, when and why to use what. Nothing else

quite like it. Highly recommended for when you either

begin to markup or for when you want to really understand

why some solutions are better (strategically) than others.

You have to be in a position to understand what Cederholm

is saying. This is not a book for complete beginners, but if

you’ve got enough understanding to follow his logic, this

text is the very best of its kind and I’ve not seen the

material duplicated anywhere.


