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MetaWHAT?

Training access services staff to partner in digital projects

metadata creation

With thousands of images already
scanned but completely hidden from

public view, archivists and librarians at Uni-
versity of North Carolina (UNC)-Charlotte’s
J. Murrey Atkins Library needed innovative,
efficient ways to describe these digital objects
and make them available to patrons through
search and discovery. Budget conditions
prevented hiring additional personnel and
challenged library managers to think cre-
atively to use existing library staff. Managers
also sought to maximize downtime while
expanding staff members’ current knowledge
and professional experience.

This article examines the collaborative
endeavors of the Special Collections Depart-
ment and the Access Services Unit to train
service desk staff to create robust Dublin Core
metadata records for digital objects (photo-
graphs, postcards, historic documents, maps,
oral histories) included in the Digital Collec-
tions at Atkins Library. The three main topic
areas will include: 1) staff training and access
services desk work flow; 2) challenges (au-
thority control, quality control, inter-indexer
consistency); and 3) evaluation of the project
and plans for the future.

The unique training and work flow pro-
cedures we created) can serve as a model
for other libraries that seek to refocus the
professional efforts of existing staff and
provide comprehensive access to previously
hidden materials.

UNC-Charlotte is North Carolina’s urban
research university, located in the state’s
largest metropolitan area with an enrollment
of more than 25,000 students. UNC-Charlotte
is among the fastest growing universities in
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the 16-campus University of North Carolina
System. The university maintains a particular
commitment to addressing the cultural, eco-
nomic, educational, environmental, health,
and social needs of the greater Charlotte
region.!

The Special Collections Unit at Atkins
Library comprises seven librarians and archi-
vists and five staff members. Student workers
are hired each semester to assist with digital
production and have served as a valuable
resource for scanning and providing basic
description of digital objects for Digital Col-
lections. However, a large backlog of digital
items exists, most of which lack description
and are therefore unable to be accessed by
the public. In addition, student workers often
lack the experience and training to create
substantial, robust metadata records.

Special Collections developed this large
digital backlog for more than ten years for
several reasons. Patrons have requested
high-resolution digital images for a variety
of reasons, including publications and
research. Librarians and archivists also
digitally reproduced some photographic
collections as a preservation measure; cer-
tain kinds of film are fragile and susceptible
to disintegration, and scanning was used
to preserve the content before the film
deteriorated. Consequently, nearly 10,000
digital images were created or acquired,

Kristy L. Dixon is head of digital programs and special
collections, e-mail: kdixon2T@uncc.edu, and Lisa T.
Nickel is head of access services, e-mail: lisa.nickel@
uncc.eduy, at J. Murrey Atkins Library at the University
of North Carolina-Charlotte

© 2012 Kristy L. Dixon and Lisa T. Nickel

74



none of which had descriptive metadata
attached to them.

To address this backlog, Special Collec-
tions collaboated with the Access Services
Unit. Access Services consists of four depart-
ments with 16 FTE staff: Inter-Library Loan,
Circulation, Reserves, and Stacks Mainte-
nance. These departments have cyclical pat-
terns in which demands on their time and
skills vary widely. Staff members are often
very busy during the fall and spring semes-
ters; during interim periods and summer
semester, they have ample time to contribute
to other projects. The staff members in Access
Services understand and create some library
records (particularly in reserves) and are
familiar with cataloging concepts, but cata-
loging has never been a component of their
jobs. Thus, they are not necessarily experts
at Library of Congress (LC) subject headings,
deep subject analysis, or metadata schemas,
particularly non-MARC metadata.

Group workshops
The digital programs archivist held four one-
hour open training workshops in which she
presented an overview of the project and
explained how the Access Services contri-
butions would help the library by increas-
ing the visibility of its digital collections. In
these training sessions, the digital archivist
presented the current digital collections that
have been fully described and made public
through CONTENTdm, the digital asset man-
agement system used at Atkins Library. She
highlighted specific digital images and their
corresponding Dublin Core metadata records.
She then gave a detailed explanation of the
Dublin Core metadata schema and defined
the parameters for each of the 16 fields used
for digital object metadata within Digital Col-
lections at Atkins Library.

The workshops focused heavily on two
aspects of metadata creation: subject analysis
and writing descriptions.

Subject analysis training

Subject analysis involves examining the item
being described and applying appropriate
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subject headings through the identification of
people, objects, locations, buildings, materi-
als, and events as well as intellectual concepts
and themes represented by the item. This can
be an issue for library staft who have never
had training or experience in cataloging
digital materials.

Difficulties and confusion can surround
the practice of subject analysis for several
reasons.

e It is subjective; one person may interpret
different themes and see different objects in
the items he or she is cataloging.

e Subject analysis of digital objects (still
images, audio, moving images) differs from
traditional cataloging in that the cataloger
does consider aesthetics when creating meta-
data for digital objects as well as philosophi-
cal and intellectual themes.

e Creating metadata for digital objects
requires the person cataloging the item to
strike a balance between traditional subject
analysis and indexing. That is, providing
enough detailed information for end users
to find materials for which they are look-
ing while not devoting excessive time and
resources to a single item.

Digital Collections at Atkins Library em-
ploys controlled vocabularies for subject
headings, such as Library of Congress Sub-
ject Headings (LCSH), Library of Congress
Thesaurus of Graphic Materials (TGM), the
Getty Art and Architecture Thesaurus (AAT),
and Library of Congress Name Authority File
(LCNAF). Subject analysis training included an
overview of each of these vocabularies and
basic rules for applying subject headings. The
workshops also covered the resources them-
selves and strategies for effectively searching
the vocabularies to find appropriate headings.

Writing descriptions

The digital archivist provided an overview of
writing descriptions for the <dc:description>
field in a Dublin Core (DC) metadata re-
cord. The staff participated in exercises in
which images were displayed on an over-
head projector, and each participant wrote
short descriptions. The group then shared
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and discussed the descriptions, comparing
them to each other’s and to the description
guidelines.

One-on-one training

The digital archivist also conducted several
“roaming metadata help” sessions. She was
available to anyone for one-on-one advise-
ment/training/observation during scheduled
two-hour periods. During those times, she
visited the Access Services Unit offices and
notified staff that meeting times were avail-
able at any time during those two hours. Staff
members re-

geographic subdivisions. To alleviate confu-
sion and foster interindexer consistency, the
digital archivist added a tab on each staff
member’s metadata entry spreadsheet pre-
loaded with thousands of formed LCSHs. This
way, staff could browse and choose headings
often used in local collections without having
to learn the complex rules of precoordination.
Staff were invited to create subject headings
if necessary, but each new term needed to
be reviewed and approved by the digital
archivist for entry into the local controlled
vocabulary.

sponded posi-
tively and en-
thusiastically
to the training
sessions. One
advantage to
this kind of
training is the

Access Services
staff requests
new images for
description

opportunity to
engage with
staff members
on an indi-
vidual level.
One-on-one
meetings also
and images into

CONTENTdm for
public access

allowed each
staff member
to communi-

Archivist shares
images to be
described in

individual folders
on shared
network drive

Descriptions
—challenges
and solu-
tions

The styles of
description
varied great-
ly from one
staff member

Staff creates
Dublin Core
metadata records
for each image
using Excel
spreadsheet

to another.
Some individ-
uals focused
on details
within the
digital images

records and
makes necessary
changes

and wrote
very exten-
sive, cohesive

cate his or her
areas of interest
and expertise, which allowed the digital archi-
vist to consider those factors when assigning
collections to individuals.

The individual meetings helped the digital
archivist gather information about each staff
member’s strengths and weaknesses, and
perceptions of description and metadata
creation.

LCSH—challenges and solutions

Some staff demonstrated a keen understand-
ing of searching for LCSH through Classifica-
tion Web and using geographic subdivisions.
However, some did not feel comfortable
creating precoordinated subject headings or
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Metadata creation project workflow.

descriptions.
Several staff mem-
bers typically wrote brief, single-phrase or
single-sentence descriptions and often did
not provide much more information in the
<dc:description> field than they provided in
the <dc:title> field. Ongoing training con-
tinues to address these discrepancies and
encourage staff members to find the balance
between too little and too much.

Gauging confidence

The digital archivist and head of Access
Services closely observed staff members
throughout the training to gauge confidence
and encourage staff with positive feedback.
Some staff members expressed anxiety about
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doing it “right” and seemed unsure of them-
selves and their work. This was dealt with by
offering more training times and one-on-one
sessions with the digital archivist to reinforce
the new skills and practice creating metadata
records with immediate feedback. Also, the
digital archivist regularly communicated with
Access Services staff through e-mail and
established an “open-door” policy to assure
staff that questions were always welcome.

Technical difficulties

At the time this project began, Atkins Library’s
CONTENTdm license level only allowed three
project clients in the building; these clients
were designated for the digital archivist and
two metadata catalogers. Consequently, the
digital archivist could not load images directly
into CONTENTdm for Access Services staff to
catalog and upload for approval.

The authors were challenged to think cre-
atively and decided to use the library’s shared
network drive and created new folders for
each Access Services staff member who held
newly created metadata entry spreadsheets,
images for description, and any additional
documentation needed to complete the meta-
data (fact sheets, articles, finding aids, etc.).
Excel spreadsheets provide adequate means
for creating and storing metadata, and they
work especially well if an institution does
not have a digital asset management system
in place. Although using spreadsheets for
metadata descriptions is a reasonable process
to enact, there are a few drawbacks:

e Loading metadata from spreadsheets is
somewhat time and labor intensive for the
digital archivist.

e Spreadsheets do not include the built-in
quality control features that the CONTENTdm
Project Client does, such as controlled vo-
cabulary verification, date format standardiza-
tion, and highly customizable field properties.

e Rather than loading the images directly
into CONTENTdm for the Access Services
staff to see, large collections of images were
copied into the individual folders on the
shared drive. The huge file sizes (many of
the images are TIFFs) take a great deal of
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time to copy, and the shared drive has finite
memory—these images can potentially fill up
a drive quickly.

Retraining necessary

In May 2011, Atkins Library purchased the
next license level of CONTENTdm. The num-
ber of project clients available for use grew
from three to 50. This brings many benefits
to the project, as the steps of metadata entry
into spreadsheets and manually transferring
images from folder to folder and then into
CONTENTdm will be eliminated. However, it
also means that all Access Services staff will
need to be retrained in a new system. This
could be potentially time-consuming for all
involved, and it could also cause anxiety to
individuals who may feel some discomfort
learning new computer programs and tools.

Assessment/analysis

This project will be evaluated on an on-going
basis through both qualitative and quantita-
tive data. As the project is in its infancy,
little data has been collected. However, the
project will be evaluated through the follow-
ing means:

e surveys given to Access Services staff to
measure perceptions of and satisfaction with
training, ongoing support, and workload;

e surveys given to library faculty and staff
to measure perceptions of cross-departmental
collaboration and resulting work quality; and

e numbers of items described by Access
Services staff (as of 6/22/2011, 450 images
have been fully described)

The evaluation will include, but may not
be limited to, these particular measures. As
the project evolves, the assessment tools
will likely change to reflect the direction of
the project.

Plans for the future

We plan to continue this collaboration
between Special Collections and Access
Services for the foreseeable future. Future
plans include:

(continues on page 82)
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John Muir and University of the Pacific

l John Muir (1838-1914) is one of the most
important figures in California history,
and is widely recognized s the forefather
of the modern environmental movement.
A preeminent nature writer, Muir founded
the Sierra Club and was Instrumental in the
development of the National Parks System.

'Muirs legacy lives on through the John Muir Papers, which are located in the University Library's Holt-Atherton

Speckl Collectlons department. The Mulr Papers Include thousands

of documents created by Mulr, from letters to

Journals to drawings. These materials are used by Pacific students, faculty, and scholars from around the world to conduct

research i the social sciences, humanities, and sciences. As prou

me of the john Muir Papers, Pacifc also'honors his

memory through a variety of programs that promote environmental awareness and sustainability among all Pacificans.

John Muir Papers poster. The poster on John Muir and University of the Pacific makes clear
the links between the Muir Woods photograph and the University Library’s John Muir
Papers. View this article online for detailed image.

certainly an exercise in collective imagination
that extended well beyond the library’s walls
to raise the visibility of the John Muir Papers,
while enhancing the aesthetic appeal of the
study commons.

Notes
1. Information on the John Muir Papers can
be found at http://library.pacific.edu/ha/muir/.

2. James Rettig, “Art for Everyone’s Sake,”
Virginia Libraries 50, no. 3 (2004): 5.

3. Bonnie Johanna Gisel and Stephen J.
Joseph, Nature’s Beloved Son: Rediscovering

Jobn Muir’s Botanical Legacy (Berkeley, Calif.:

Heyday Books, 2008).

4. John Muir, “The National Parks and For-
est Reservations,” Sierra Club Bulletin 1, no.
7 (18906): 283. 72

(“MetaWHAT?” cont. from page 77)

e FEasier metadata entry: Access Services
staff will be transitioning from using Excel
spreadsheets for metadata entry to CON-
TENTdm Project Clients. Although this will
take some additional training, it will ultimately
save time and effort by centralizing all digital
object storage and cataloging.

e Expanding this pilot project to include
staff from other units within the library, if
interest is shown among faculty, staff, and
SUpervisors.

e Continued training and skill development
in subject analysis, authority control, and digi-
tization. As staff members express interest in
learning more about digital project, the digital
archivist continues to hold individual and
group training sessions focusing on specific
activities and areas of research and practice.
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e Document and share the process
with others through publicity and pub-
lishing.?

We are continuing to refine and improve
this cross-departmental collaborative process.
We hope to use this as a model for other
innovative, exciting cooperative projects
within the library and possibly beyond the
library walls.

Notes

1. “About UNC Charlotte,” University of
North Carolina, accessed July 18, 2011, www.
uncc.edu/landing/about.

2. The J. Murrey Atkins Library maintains a
wiki in order to share training materials with
staff and to document and share procedures
with other libraries at http://atkinsspecialcol-
lections.pbworks.com/. Z2
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