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Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, and thank you for being here. Today I’ll be presenting From Shelves to Digital Portals, a case study of the transition of the library of the American Research Center in Egypt from a traditional research library to a fully integrated digital ecosystem. This presentation is grounded in hands-on experience and focuses on practical decisions, real constraints, and measurable outcomes.

To understand why this transformation mattered, let me first set the broader context.




Introduction & Context
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When we talk about digital transformation, it is often discussed in abstract terms.�
At the ARCE Library, transformation was driven by necessity rather than trend. 
Our focus was on redesigning library services to better support scholarly research, long‑term preservation, and access within a rapidly evolving research environment.

In this presentation, I will share how the American Research Center in Egypt’s Library planned and implemented an integrated digital portal, including a fully functional digital library. Rather than focusing on theory, this is a practical case study that highlights the real decisions, tools, and workflows behind that transformation.

With that context in mind, let me briefly introduce the library of the American Research Center in Egypt and its collections.



Introduction to 
ARCE Library 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Introduction to ARCE Library's Collections

The Simpson Library of the American Research Center in Egypt (ARCE) has served as a vital research hub for Egyptology, archaeology, and Islamic and Coptic studies since its founding in 1978. Designed to support advanced scholarship, the library now houses a collection of over 40,000 items, including rare books, Journals, book series, maps, photographs, and archival materials.

The collection reflects a broad range of subject areas, with particular strengths in Egyptology, Islamic studies, and Greco-Roman history, and includes a substantial Arabic-language component representing about 20 percent of the holdings. These resources support both local and international research communities and reflect ARCE’s
long-standing commitment to the preservation and access of scholarly materials.

Among the library’s most significant assets is a first edition of the Description de l’Égypte—one of only five complete sets in Egypt—alongside bulletins of the Comité de Conservation des Monuments de l’Art Arabe and historical catalogues of the Egyptian Museum and the Museum of Islamic Art.

In addition, the Simpson Library maintains photographs of an important collection of Arabic manuscripts, including works attributed to Avicenna (Ibn Sina) and other prominent figures in the Arabic intellectual tradition. These materials highlight the library’s role as a holder of cultural heritage, as well as an active resource for ongoing research.

Given the value and uniqueness of these collections, the limitations of our existing systems became clear.




The Need for Digital
Transformation

• Outdated card catalogues and 
Excel tracking

• Inconsistent metadata
• Limited global access
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Although the Library of Congress Classification system had been adopted late in the year 2000 [THE LATE 2000s MEANS LATE IN THE MILLENNIUM. WE’RE NOT THERE YET!), cataloging practices remained uneven. 
By 2019, the library formally transitioned to AACR2 and later to RDA, establishing a foundation for consistent metadata and improved discovery at a time when digital access had become central to scholarly research.
Before this transition, workflows still relied on traditional card catalogs and basic Excel tracking. Metadata was inconsistent, and access was limited. 
These systems could no longer support modern research expectations or the demands of digital scholarship.

These challenges helped us define a clear set of goals for transformation



PROJECT GOALS
• Implementation of the Koha Integrated 

Library System (ILS)
• Launch of a bilingual online portal 
• Digitization of important materials
• Standardization of metadata through the 

Data Quality Control (DQC) Project
• Integration of multiple databases into a 

unified portal
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We defined a set of clear, interconnected goals, with each one reinforcing the others. 
These included 
Implementing (ILS)the Koha integrated library system.
Standardizing metadata.
Launching a bilingual English - Arabic online portal.
Digitizing high-value and fragile materials.
The ability to integrate multiple systems into a single discovery environment.

Together, these goals formed the foundation of the library’s digital transformation.

I’ll now highlight the key outcomes of this transformation






ARCE LIBRARY 
DEVELOPMENT PROJECT
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And now Let me walk you through how these goals were implemented in practice




ARCE LIBRARY 
DEVELOPMENT PROJECT

• IMPLREMENTING STANDRAD 
CATALOGING 

•BUILDING A SUSTAINABLE 
DIGITAL LIBRARY 
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IMPLREMENTING STANDRAD CATALOGING 
BUILDING A SUSTAINABLE DIGITAL LIBRARY 




Koha ILS 
Implementation

• Open-source Koha adopted for 
sustainability

• Customized MARC fields

• Integrated OPAC discovery
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A cornerstone of the ARCE Library’s modernization initiative was the adoption of Koha, an open-source Integrated Library System (ILS). The decision followed extensive research and consultation to identify a cost-effective solution capable of supporting the library’s expanding digital infrastructure.
Koha was selected for its flexibility, scalability, and strong community support, all of which aligned well with ARCE’s operational and technical requirements.
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DEVELOPMENT PROJECT

• IMPLREMENTING STANDRAD 
CATALOGING 

•BUILDING A SUSTAINABLE 
DIGITAL LIBRARY 
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The implementation focused on cataloging, circulation, and OPAC integration, creating a unified system for both staff and users. 
Customized MARC21 fields enhanced metadata accuracy and ensured long-term system sustainability. 
Close collaboration with vendors supported a stable deployment, while Koha’s OPAC improved discovery through advanced search and integrated access to digital resources. 
This experience demonstrates that open-source ILS platforms can effectively match commercial systems when supported by strong planning and metadata standards.

Strong systems depend on strong metadata, which brings us to the DQC project.




Data Quality 
Control (DQC) 
Project

Metadata Review 
and Correction
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Project Goals and Impact

The project aimed to standardize metadata through a comprehensive Data Quality Control (DQC) initiative, enhance user experience through improved sources discovery, and promote library services via strategic outreach. Together, these efforts positioned the ARCE Library as a forward-thinking institution responsive to the evolving needs of scholars worldwide.

Data Quality Control (DQC) Project: A Cornerstone of ARCE’s Digital Transformation

The Data Quality Control (DQC) Project played a crucial role in ARCE’s transition to a modern digital library environment. Legacy cataloging practices had resulted in incomplete and inconsistent metadata, creating significant challenges for resource discovery and system integration. To address these issues, the DQC initiative undertook a comprehensive review of thousands of bibliographic records, cross-referencing them with authoritative sources and correcting errors.

A key outcome of this project was the migration from AACR2 to RDA (Resource Description and Access), a globally recognized cataloging standard. This shift enabled richer, more precise descriptions of materials, improving metadata integrity and enhancing search capabilities. 

Ensuring Metadata Consistency with MARC21

The ARCE Library’s early reliance on non-standard cataloging practices highlighted the need for a systematic review of its bibliographic records. The DQC project addressed this by ensuring metadata accuracy and standardization through MARC21. Thousands of records were thoroughly examined, corrected, and refined to improve retrieval points and enhance search functionality. This effort positioned the library for seamless migration to modern Integrated Library Systems (ILS) such as Koha, while preparing for evolving standards such as BIBFRAME and linked data

From AACR2 to RDA: Advancing Cataloging Standards

The adoption of AACR2 initially brought structure and consistency to ARCE Library’s cataloging processes, improving metadata integrity and resource accessibility. However, as best practices evolved, ARCE transitioned to RDA, offering a more flexible, user-centered approach to resource description. RDA supports detailed and sophisticated bibliographic records, ensuring that materials are organized for long-term access and usability.


With standardized metadata in place, we could focus on system integration and access.



Digital Portal and Digitization

Development of Bilingual Digital Portal, Digitization Projects 
and Preservation
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The primary goals of ARCE Library’s digital transformation were to modernize library services, expand access, and ensure long-term preservation of rare and fragile materials. Modernization involved implementing an integrated library system (ILS) that could manage both physical and digital collections efficiently.

Expanding access meant creating a bilingual online portal to serve local and international users, integrating multiple databases, and enabling remote access to thousands of eBooks and journals. Preservation focused on digitizing archival materials such as newsletters to safeguard institutional history. 



HEADLINE

• Sample Text will be placed here

• Sample Text will be placed here

• Sample Text will be placed here
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In response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the growing need for remote access, ARCE Library launched a digital portal that integrated multiple systems. This portal serves as a unified access point for over 10,000 eBooks and eJournals, alongside the library’s physical collections. Key features include enhanced OPAC functions, PDF retrieval, and secure user authentication. The bilingual interface, available in English and Arabic, ensures accessibility for both local and international scholars, bridging language barriers and expanding wider reach. The portal also incorporates subscriptions to major academic databases such as Brill, Archaeopress, and JSTOR, providing users with comprehensive research resources. By combining advanced technology with user-centered design, the portal exemplifies ARCE’s commitment to inclusivity and innovation.
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I will now introduce you to the different components of the library portal.

D-Space: This system manages the library’s digital repository, ensuring proper storage, preservation, and access to a growing collection of digital content. 
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Koha: The Integrated Library System (ILS), which powers the cataloging and management of both the library’s physical and digital resources. Koha’s seamless integration ensures efficient catalog search and retrieval.
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VuFind: A discovery tool
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VuFind: A discovery tool  that enhances the library’s search capabilities, allowing users to quickly locate and access both physical and digital resources.
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LDAP: This system provides secure user authentication, ensuring that only authorized users can access certain resources and services.
Shibboleth: A single sign-on (SSO) solution, enabling users to log into various systems across the library portal with a single set of credentials.
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Portal Interface and Global Accessibility

A core strength of the ARCE Library portal lies in its carefully designed interface, which provides seamless and well-structured access to digital resources for a diverse user community. The interface supports efficient navigation, clear organization of collections, and user‑friendly access to research materials, enabling scholars to engage with the library’s holdings with ease regardless of location.

Subscription to Key Databases and Future Growth
In addition to the digital library’s core resources, ARCE Library subscribes to key academic databases that are accessible through the portal. Currently, the library is subscribed to Brill, Archaeopress, JSTOR, and the Online Egyptological Bibliography, providing access to a wealth of peer-reviewed journals, articles, and books that are invaluable to researchers in Egyptology, Islamic studies, and related disciplines.
The digital library will continue to grow as the library acquires new resources, including subscriptions to additional databases and individual e-publications. 






Digitization Projects 
and Preservation

Preserving Archival                  
Materials
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Digitization allowed us to preserve fragile archival materials while expanding wider access. Starting with the Newsletter of the American Research Center of Egypt (NARCE), which documents decades of institutional and scholarly history, the project was completed within a strict timeline and integrated into the portal, with future plans to digitize rare books and manuscripts.

This transformation has not only strengthened preservation and accessibility of ARCE’s collections but also serves as a model for other resource-limited libraries seeking to adopt open-source solutions and digital innovation.





Challenges during the development 
of the digital infrastructure

• Data conversion issue
• Organizational Barriers
• Adapting to User Needs
• Resource Constraints
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ARCE’s digital transformation involved a number of technical and organizational challenges, but through careful planning and collaboration, the library successfully implemented its digital infrastructure.

The challenges included: 



1. Data Conversion Issues
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1.Data Conversion Issues

One of our biggest challenges was legacy data. Many records were inconsistent and did not conform to modern cataloging standards, making system migration risky.
We addressed this through a comprehensive Data Quality Control project, which reviewed and corrected thousands of records and aligned them with AACR2 and later RDA. This work ensured reliable migration to Koha and established a foundation for long-term system compatibility.

Addressing data issues also required addressing people and workflows






2. Organizational Barriers
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Technology alone was not enough. Digital transformation also required cultural change. staff needed time, training, and confidence to adapt to new systems and workflows. team members were used to legacy cataloging practices, and the transition to Koha and RDA involved a significant learning curve.

To address this, the library invested in targeted training programs, including hands-on workshops and troubleshooting sessions. 
Beyond internal change, we also needed to rethink how users would interact with the system.”




3. Adapting to User Needs
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3. Adapting to User Needs
As the digital portal was developed, ARCE had to ensure it was designed to meet the diverse needs of its users.�To meet user needs, ARCE Library involved the management, library team, and IT staff in the design process. The feedback helped the development team to identify the most useful functions. Additionally, the library ensured that the portal was optimized for both desktop and mobile access, allowing users to access resources anytime and from anywhere.

All of this had to be achieved within very real resource constraints





4. Resources Constraints
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5. Resource Constraints
ARCE Library, like many libraries, faced budget constraints during the digital transition. Despite the technical challenges and the need for new equipment, software, and expertise, the library needed to operate within a tight budget.
Solution:�ARCE Library addressed budget constraints by adopting open-source software, including Koha for the ILS, DSpace for the digital repository, and Shibboleth for authentication, which helped reduce software costs. The library also used the Council of the American Overseas Research Centers (CAORC) grant o support the project. 
And by maintaining strong relationships with vendors and institutions, ARCE ensured smooth implementation and access to guidance and support. 
Additionally, the library focused on phased implementation, which allowed the team to spread costs over time and address the most urgent needs first
.
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Technical Glitches and System 
Integration
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Technical Glitches and System Integration
Integrating multiple systems—Koha, D-Space, VuFind, LDAP, and Shibboleth—into a unified digital library portal was a complex task. ARCE encountered technical glitches, including compatibility issues between the systems, in addition to challenges with data integration. These issues often delayed progress and required real-time troubleshooting.
Solution�To overcome these technical challenges, ARCE worked closely with the software vendors and IT experts to address integration problems. They adopted a modular approach, tackling one system at a time, ensuring that each component functioned correctly before moving on to the next. This step-by-step strategy allowed for a more controlled rollout and helped the team identify and fix issues as they arose. Additionally, regular system testing and user feedback ensured that each system worked seamlessly within the portal before full deployment.




Future Directions
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Building on these outcomes, we are now looking ahead.
ARCE Library plans to expand its digitization efforts to include rare books, maps, and archival collections, ensuring comprehensive preservation of its holdings. Enhancements to the digital portal will focus on incorporating AI-driven discovery tools, and mobile-friendly design to further improve accessibility and user engagement. 
Continuous feedback loops and training sessions will support user-centered services, while strategic acquisitions will keep the library’s collections current and relevant. By embracing innovation and adaptability, ARCE aims to maintain its position as a leading research hub, offering exceptional access to resources for scholars in Egyptology, Islamic studies, and related fields.





Conclusion 
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In conclusion
ARCE’s digital transformation was not without its challenges, but by addressing technical, organizational, and financial obstacles with creative solutions, the library has successfully navigated the complexities of modernizing its infrastructure. Through strong collaboration between internal teams and external partners, ARCE library was able to implement a bilingual, fully integrated library portal that meets the evolving needs of its global user base. The lessons learned during this process will serve as a guide for future digital initiatives and will continue to drive ARCE’s mission of providing world-class resources to scholars and researchers in Egyptology, Archaeology, Coptic and Islamic studies, and related fields.

These insights provide a roadmap for other institutions seeking to modernize their services.





THANK YOU

agamal@arce.org
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