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Background

The “New Approaches to Generating EAD Finding Aids” grant project was developed to help Columbia’s Rare Book & Manuscript Library (RBML) make progress in implementing the Encoded Archival Description (EAD) standard for creating and maintaining electronic archival finding aids.  Since EAD has become the defacto national and international standard for the electronic representation of archival collection guides, implementing it at Columbia had become a strategic priority for us.   We expect that the use of this new standard and its evolving suite of software tools and best practices will ultimately allow us to publish archival guides more effectively to the Web, create more customized user presentations, update and maintain the information more easily over time, and allow for automated harvesting by other institutions for the creation of new types of scholarly databases and research tools.

In this grant project, our plan was to try out different approaches to migrating our older finding aids, which were originally created in MS Word and ProCite, into the new, standard format.    Specifically we planned to evaluate two new software packages, Archon and the Archivists’ Toolkit,  and also to try out a pure XML-based approach to converting up to 150 of our existing ‘legacy’ finding aids.   At the time the grant project began, a version of Archon (http://www.archon.org/) had recently been released by the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign; the Archivists’ Toolkit (http://www.archiviststoolkit.org/) was still under development by a consortium libraries under a grant from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, and was released into production only after our project had started.

Project Team

Working on this project were:  Susan Hamson (Supervising Archivist), the Curator of Manuscripts and University Archivist at RBML; Alexandra Bernet (Project Archivist), who carried out the evaluation of Archon and the Archivists’ Toolkit; Terry Catapano (Supervising Digital Specialist) of the Libraries’ Digital Program Division, who provided consulting and technology support and performed the final conversion of legacy finding aids into EAD.   Other CUL staff participated as well, including Patrick Lawlor, Technical Services Archivist in RBML, who performed preliminary conversions of our legacy ProCite formatted finding aids, and Stephen Davis, LDPD, who provided technology consulting.  Regular planning and progress meetings were held, and team members communicated regularly.

Summary of Project Accomplishments

During the course of this project:


1. Columbia Libraries Digital Program staff successfully installed and tested the Archon and the Archivists’ Toolkit software first on local equipment and then on central University production servers for ongoing project use


2. The Project Archivist successfully input and tested 10 existing paper finding aids, 10 existing electronic finding aids, and 10 sets of collection survey & accession information (See Appendix A for information about the specific collections whose finding aids were used for this project)


3. The Supervising Digital Specialist successfully converted some 60 legacy electronic finding aids, selected by the Project Archivist, into EAD 2002 / XML

Summary of Project Outcomes

This project resulted in several important findings and outcomes for Columbia University Libraries relating to the creation, maintenance and forward migration of both paper and electronic finding aids.  These included the following:

1. We found that the Archivists’ Toolkit has significantly more potential for use in a research library like Columbia than Archon, although Archon did have some desirable features not available in the Archivists’ Toolkit

2. Despite its potential, however, the Archivists’ Toolkit has not yet matured sufficiently nor developed enough of its planned feature set to be used yet for the easy, effective and routine creation of finding aids in a complex archival environment.

3. We also determined that, whatever their value for manual input and creation of new finding aids, neither of the two products had the functionality or toolset needed specifically to ingest and convert non-EAD electronic finding aids into EAD 

4. We did, however, find that the Archivists’ Toolkit had significant potential in our environment as a tool for managing accession information and collection survey results, totally apart from its value for finding aid creation and maintenance

5. As a result of #3, we found it necessary to undertake a separate effort by the Supervising Digital Specialist to programmatically convert non-EAD electronic finding aids into EAD using XSLT and scripting tools.  Although more than half of our existing electronic finding aids were after analysis unable to be converted programmatically, by the end of the project, 60 had been successfully converted into EAD 2002 and were in the process of being edited and integrated into our new Archives Portal (http://www.columbia.edu/cu/lweb/archival/).  A list of the electronic finding aids successfully converted may be found in Appendix A.

Project Challenges


Project startup required longer than anticipated, chiefly because of the time it took to implement new software and support systems in the Libraries and in Columbia’s University IT department.   Since both Archon and the Archivist’s Toolkit are brand new products, and each went through more than one release version during the course of the project, project start up involved implementing different iterations of both packages.  Archon is a web-based “LAMP” (Linux, Apache, MySQL, PHP) application; the Archivist’s Toolkit is written in Java and runs, as a multiuser application on MySQL.  Both of these packages required that our Digital Program group work with University IT to implement secure applications on the University’s central servers.  (In fact, this process actually helped spark discussions that led finally to University IT developing a more generalized “LAMP” hosting service for the University – a positive development in itself that will make it possible to support additional special collections applications in the future.)

A second challenge was the inconsistent way in which Columbia electronic finding aids had been created in the past.  While we had hoped to convert 150 of these into current EAD 2002 a little less than half that many turned out to be suitable for programmatic conversion, chiefly because of inconsistent encoding practices over time.   The remainder, however, will be able to be addressed over the next year using a combination of manual editing and the new technology tools we now have available to us.
Software Evaluation Methodology

Both Archon and the Archivists’ Toolkit are free, open-source software applications designed specifically for the full span of archival work, from donor contacts to collection intake to surveying of materials to complete processing and finally, creation and output of a finding aid or guide that a researcher can use.  We determined that the key functions we needed to test to assess their value for use at Columbia were:

1. creation of new finding aids

2. ingest of ‘legacy’ electronic finding aids

3. support for collection surveying and accessioning 

To best serve this task, 10 collections for each of these three components were chosen, selected to mirror a variety of circumstances that arise on a regular basis.  The collections to be ingested were culled from two sources; the finding aids created from a variety of Mellon grant projects previously, and the tagged finding aids output from RBML’s legacy ProCite database.  

In order to create a representative sampling of the types of finding aids created in RBML, we decided to include finding aids for: personal papers, corporate entities, and both large and small collections.  Summary collections with information on the box level only and collections with numerous folder titles for each box are also represented.  (For full information about each of these collections and why they were selected, please see Appendix B)  

We then developed a consistent set of criteria to use in testing the software’s handling of each finding aid, including both product features listed in their documentation and publicity as well as a set of requirements derived from our own internal processing practice.  The detailed results of our evaluation can be found in Appendices C and D.    Some key observations about the two software packages follow.

Software Evaluation Summary
Archon

· In Archon the full hierarchy of a collection is not visible, only the specific level or two currently being worked on.   This is awkward to work around, and forces the person inputting data to constantly have to back out of what they were doing to get an overall picture of the collection.  

· While ingest of existing EAD finding aids into Archon was relatively simple, it was also very time-consuming and the process lacked good status and error messages

· Archon has no separate component to accession or survey a collection.  The only way to input this information is to create an actual collection record and then put the accession/survey information in note fields

· Archon’s response time was slow, but it is uncertain whether this was a result of the local server hosting the software or the software itself.

Archivists Toolkit

· Unlike Archon, in Archivists’ Toolkit one is able to see the entire hierarchy of the collection being worked on in a familiar ‘folder contents’ display.  This is a definite advantage over Archon, as you can easily see how the part you’re working on fits into the larger collection.  

· Archivists’ Toolkit is quick, intuitive and easy to use – extremely important for staff acceptance and effective integration into workflows.  It also includes helpful pop-up information boxes when scrolling over screen elements, helping guide input and editing.

· Archon lacks the ability to record information at the “box level.”  The only way to include box-level information appears to be by encoding it as “otherlevel,” which is slightly awkward.

As this project proceeded, we became aware that other practitioners in the archival community outside Columbia had also begun to raise questions about the products and to discuss how they could best be used and approved.   The Project Archivist began corresponding with others who were working on similar issues, in a less formal way.  

We hope this report will also give others a clearer picture of which product might work best for them in their situation.  Currently, the Mellon Foundation is financially supporting the Archivists’ Toolkit and there are full-time staff members devoted solely to its maintenance and development.  While Archon is still being improved upon, it is essentially an internal system created for use at the University of Chicago that was made available as open source for use by others.  As time goes on, it seems apparent that the Archivists’ Toolkit is likely to have more long-term support.  Columbia applauds both of these efforts for giving archives and archivists free, easy to use tools that can help in creating high quality information to better assist researchers and manage internal archive workflows.

More detailed information about the results of our evaluation is available on request. We also plan to share our findings directly with the project managers for the two software development initiatives.

Conclusion

The current grant project provided an enormous boost in Columbia Libraries’ ability to understand, implement and use new software tools to support the creation of high-quality, standard archival collection finding aids and accession databases.   In particular, we are confident that the Archivists’ Toolkit will have both short and long-term value to us for editing existing EAD finding aids, performing collection surveys and creating accession databases.

Under this grant we also succeeded in converting about half of our backlog of ‘legacy’ electronic finding aids into the EAD 2002 format, to allow for better long-term maintenance and data migration, integration with other digital content, harvesting by other institutions and initiatives, and display within our new Archives Portal.  For the remaining legacy finding aids, we now at least have a clear path forward.
