Library 2.0: Free and useful web tools for librarians
By Todd Vandenbark, Special Project Developer, LITS

Ball State University’s Bracken Library is not only a great place for doing research for class, checking email between classes, or finding a quiet place to study. Library staff also offer a wealth of information regarding tech tools and resources to assist our patrons with their projects.
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While many people are familiar with the most popular “Web 2.0” tools – self-publication through blogs, social networking through Facebook and MySpace, and the collaborative reference tool Wikipedia – there are several free and less well-known tools available to help create professional-looking products.  Gliffy is an online drawing and diagramming tool, which is available at www.gliffy.com. Gliffy allows users to create all types of diagrams, including flow charts, network diagrams, floor plans, organizational charts, SWOT diagrams, wireframes, UML and others. It is also a great way to quickly create web site maps, diagram entity relationships, develop prototype user interfaces, and diagram processes and procedures.  Users can share, print, or export any diagram you create for use elsewhere. If you can click-and-drag using your computer mouse, and type a few letters, you can use Gliffy.

To get started, simply set up a free, basic account at the Gliffy home page. A basic account allows the user to save up to 5 diagrams at a time. There is no software to install, and Gliffy is compatible with both Mac and Windows operating systems. To create a diagram, simply drag-and-drop shapes from their extensive library, then click and drag to connect the shapes with lines that shift and adjust as you move the shapes around. Add text inside shapes, labels outside them, and use color to distinguish and clarify different portions of your drawing. You can even upload your own images to Gliffy, and use them in your diagram. Once finished, you can publish your diagram to the Web, or email your friends and invite them to collaborate in editing it. Any diagram or drawing you create can be exported in graphic format (JPEG, PNG, or SVG), and used wherever a graphic image is needed – in a web page, PowerPoint presentation, Word document, etc. Gliffy does add its logo and an advertising tag line to the bottom of each exported image, but these are easily removed by cropping the image after you insert it into your Word document or PowerPoint presentation. Or you can remove it using any image editing software, such as Adobe Photoshop or Fireworks, Gimp, Image Well, OpenOffice Draw and others.

Gliffy offers online support in a variety of forms – FAQs, tips and tutorials, a searchable support database, and user forums – though the software is so intuitive and easy to use that you will probably not need them. Gliffy also offers monthly subscriptions for organizations and academic groups that include additional features such as user management and team collaboration. Their web site offers a YouTube video demonstration of the Gliffy software (see http://www.gliffy.com/demo.shtml), as well as numerous examples of the types of diagrams anyone can create using this simple yet powerful software.

