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After spending two years working on better solutions, we have learned what to look for in scheduling software and have found a solution for our library. For any busy scheduler in the library, the core capabilities are:

· an easy to use interface, to visually see available staff and what they are assigned to 

· features to help both the scheduler and individual staff members 

· the ability to create different views for print and online schedules  

· real-time updates, immediately reflected in what people see

One essential issue is that scheduling is driven by three different perspectives.

These three views may conflict with each other, and most software is biased toward one of these differing sets of priorities:

1. Manager (group) view – to create the schedules, see the big picture, make changes on the fly, and print out various scheduling views for staff.

2. Staff (personal) view—to see their own schedule, their desk schedule, and if another staff member is available.

3. User (public) view- to see the library instruction, one-on-one or other service schedules.

The most flexible scheduling packages allow one to allocate staff easily and create views for the individual staff member to use. For the manager, the fastest way to schedule is have a visual view of one week at a time. To accomplish both of these tasks simultaneously, you need to use a two-tier system. Tier one is simply the hours each employee is working on a particular day. Tier two allows you to assign tasks for service assignments to available staff. Many software packages do not employ this system, or a click and drag feature (the easiest way to quickly make and change assignments).

Creating the schedule is one issue; creating reports or views from the resulting calendar is a separate problem. The “perfect” layout of the calendar is a matter of opinion, but one must experiment with formats and get input from the staff. You also need multiple outputs: personal calendars, group calendars, instruction calendars, etc. It is essential that you can publish these views to a secure website or calendar site for immediate and easy access. Paper versions at a busy library will not do, and remote access to the calendars is highly desirable.

What events do you need to include in your calendar? Think long and hard about this.  The tendency is to try to keep it simple, but leaving locations or types of activities off will only complicate matters later. My schedule has 12 tier one locations (including off-campus) and 13 service points (assigned duties). Tracking off-campus categories is important for HR reporting. The more detailed you are, the easier it is to find someone or change what they are doing.

What Software to Choose

After using paper and pencil, then Excel sheets, then MS Outlook, our scheduling grew complex enough to demand a full-featured scheduling package. If you try a web search, you will find many “free” software tools for calendars and scheduling. Those we tried were either heavily focused on individuals rather than institutions, or were far too simplistic. For the best results, try the commercial package vendors, obtain a demo version of their software, and really give them a try. Make sure that the vendor has already sold and implemented its solution for libraries.

The clear winner for us was Schedule 3W from Dymaxion Research. Schedule 3W helps us handle hour-by-hour changes, which are then quickly reflected in what everyone sees.  The interface offers “reports” (31 different views) that we can print, email, or post directly to the web. We have an interactive module on a protected site, so staff can create their own views on-the-fly (the "Web View" option).

Contact information for the software vendors I encountered are given below, along with some of our comments as an input for you to use. Since scheduling is such a distinctive process, please review all of these yourselves. Our opinions are just our own.

Schedule 3W. www.schedule3w.com.  (902) 422-1973. The best of what we tried. We are now using this package.

Google Calendar. www.google.com. We tried this free, fairly intuitive website. You need to create an account with Google, then have people contribute to it. We found this to be too simple for our needs.

Scheduleline. www.scheduline.com. (800) 251-5009. The folks at this small outfit were very diligent in helping us. The software is designed to handle many people and a huge variety of tasks. Obviously it has been used by a variety of firms, but not too many libraries. I found the complexity to be too much to deal with.

Visual Staff Scheduler. www.abs-usa.com. We downloaded the demo version and tried using it with our reference desk schedules. I was unable to output the calendars I needed.

WhenToWork. www.whentowork.com. We have heard good reports from some libraries that use this package. I see it mentioned on the listservs.

Schedule Source. www.schedulesource.com. (800) 340-0763 Another package that has been mentioned on the listservs.

ScheduleSoft 4.0. www.schedulesoft.com. (800) 416-9006. Another full-featured package.

iCalendar. Our IT staff created a scheduling package for our tutoring center. We looked at ways to modify it for the library, but decided against it after seeing that support was unavailable. iCalendar is noted as a standard (RFC 2445) for the network exchange of calendar data. If you have the IT staff to help, maybe you can create your own homegrown solution. The standard is sometimes referred to as "iCal", also is the name of an Apple, Inc. program. The implementations of the standard include both platform and add-ons for most of the major calendar packages, including Microsoft Outlook.
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