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The Digital Public Library of America 
launched in April 2013 with the goal 

of maximizing access to our shared culture. 
Although numerous digitization efforts 
began early in the history of the web, in the 
mid-1990s, and have continued to the pres-
ent day, there was not much coordination 
between these efforts and no easy, unified 
way to find what was available. Further-
more, there are types of materials, such as 
ebooks and audiovisual works, that have 
structural issues to access due to copyright, 
technology, or other issues.

DPLA was founded to solve these prob-
lems and to increase access as much as 
possible. Currently, the Digital Public Library 
of America holds over 15 million items from 
over 2,000 libraries, archives, and museums 
in the United States. When we launched in 
April of 2013, we had only 2.4 million items 

from approximately 500 institutions. While 
we are proud of this rapid and significant 
growth, we still have thousands of institu-
tions that would like to join DPLA, and likely 
hundreds of millions of items, ranging from 
digitized books, photographs, manuscripts, 
and maps, to audio and video, to paintings 
and sculpture, to works from all fields of the 
natural sciences. So in a sense we are still at 
just the beginning of an important, multi-
decade effort.

Unlike single libraries, even those of 
great size, we do our work in a highly dis-
tributed way. We have what we call state-
based “Service Hubs,” and it is through 
those hubs that we are able to assemble a 
very large-scale virtual library. These hubs 
help us gather materials from across the 
country, ensure that there is good meta-
data about those materials, and store and 
serve the digital content to audiences from 
around the world.

In addition to this distributed model, we 
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have more recently endeavored, through the 
Institute of Museum and Library Services 
(IMLS) funding and through a partnership 
with Stanford and DuraSpace, to provide 
a new digital infrastructure for our hubs 
that is robust and modern. Leveraging the 
Hydra Project, we have created Hyku, which 
can act as a turnkey solution for our hubs 
to host and to more seamlessly share their 
content with DPLA, and thus the world.

Our work therefore connects with the 
National Digital Platform in two main ways. 
First, it creates for the first time a highly 
networked digital library system that unites 
and makes maximally available the content 
from thousands of institutions; and second, 
it uses cutting-edge technology to serve that 
material in contemporary, advanced ways.

THE NATIONAL NETWORK OF HUBS
DPLA would not exist without the collabora-
tion of our Content Hubs and Service Hubs, 
the organizations that both aggregate 
metadata from their partners — the library, 
museum, archive, and cultural heritage 
institutions from across the US — and then 
contribute it to DPLA. Combined, these in-
stitutions bring together millions of records 
about digital texts, photographs, manu-
script materials, artwork, and more, avail-
able for use through the DPLA portal and 
application programming interface (API).

Content Hubs are large institutions, like 
the National Archives or The Library of Con-
gress, that work with DPLA to share cultural 
heritage data on a one-to-one basis through 
a single data feed. Service Hubs, in contrast, 
work to share data with DPLA on a one-to-
many basis through a single feed. Service 
Hubs, currently geographically focused, 
represent cultural heritage institutions in a 
single state or region of the country.

When launching DPLA, we worked with a 
number of states who had existing state-
wide digital collections, including the Digital 
Library of Georgia and the Minnesota Digital 
Library. Through participation in DPLA, both 
Georgia and Minnesota have been able to 
significantly expand their collections and the 
number of institutions that participate in 
their statewide effort. In 2013, when Minne-
sota joined DPLA as one of the initial Service 
Hubs, 175 cultural heritage organizations, 
largely small libraries, archives, museums 
and historical societies, contributed 46,000 
records from a centralized database. Since 
that time, Minnesota has added an aggrega-
tion layer, which includes the digital collec-
tions of seven large institutions, and they 
now contribute over 500,000 items to DPLA.

Other Service Hubs, like the Empire 
State Digital Network (which as the name 
suggests covers New York), were not pre-
existing, and were instead formed with the 
goal of sharing content with DPLA. New York 
had a number of collaborative digital cul-
tural heritage projects, but not one that had 
statewide coverage. The Empire State Digital 
Network, administered by The Metropolitan 
New York Library Council (METRO), now 
has over 200 partners and contributes over 
350,000 items to DPLA.

At launch, DPLA represented a collabora-
tive of eighteen Content and Service Hubs, 
who together provided free and open access 
to 2.4 million digital objects. As of March 
2017, DPLA is a collaborative of forty-five 
Content and Service Hubs, providing access 
to over 15.5 digital objects and is growing 
regularly. Within the next two years, we 
hope to complete the national network by 
having an on-ramp to DPLA in every state 
in the country. At that time, we will work to 
improve collection gaps and seek targeted 

content in order to round out the network.
Figure 1 shows the locations of hub 

participants at the launch of the Digital Public 
Library of America website in April of 2013. 
Figure 2, by contrast, shows the current status 
of hub participants and highlights the growth 
of the network over the past four years. 

DIGITAL INFRASTRUCTURE
When DPLA was first conceived, there 
was no stream of digital items ready and 
waiting. The first task was to build out 
the network of hubs that would together 
provide this stream of the nation’s cultural 
heritage. Since most of these hub organi-
zations were yet to be founded, an early 
strategy to scale DPLA’s network involved 
meeting hubs where they already were in 
terms of technology and metadata, rather 
than dictate that the hubs provide data in a 
specific format via a specific channel.

As a result, the digital infrastructure of 
DPLA and constituent hubs is highly hetero-
geneous. On a regular basis, DPLA consumes 
metadata via diverse channels including 
OAI-PMH, bespoke APIs, and data dumps. 
This data arrives in a variety of formats, 
typically JSON or XML, that can correspond 
to numerous schemas and interpretations 
thereof. And the systems providing this 
data range from open source, off the shelf 
software, to proprietary services, to software 
custom-built for the purpose of participat-
ing in DPLA. No two DPLA hubs are alike.

Even with this polyglot take on metadata 
aggregation, DPLA does encounter providers 
that do not have the technological re-
sources available to easily participate in the 
hubs network. Our hubs and providers have 
diverse quantities of funding and person-
nel, and the task of maintaining the niche 
infrastructure and technological know-how 

Figure 1: DPLA Hub locations, April 2013 Figure 2: DPLA Hub locations, March 2017
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to participate in DPLA can be costly and 
time-consuming. Even well-resourced hubs 
have potential providers of their own who 
hold amazing items in their collection but 
lack the resources to share them digitally.

A solution that made it simple for these 
partners to contribute their collections to 
DPLA by providing them with the tools to re-
cord, preserve, and syndicate their metadata 
would be of utmost use. DPLA, along with 
partner organizations DuraSpace and Stan-
ford University, banded together to develop 
a plan to satisfy this need.

Thanks to a generous grant from the 
IMLS, DPLA and its partners have embarked 
on a multi-pronged project to create a ro-
bust application for next-generation digital 
asset management. A core pillar of this 
project is to devote significant effort toward 
enhancing Hydra, which brings together 
several important platforms to form a co-
herent but flexible repository solution.

Hydra’s architecture is based on the 
availability of several key components, 
including Fedora Commons Repository for 
data preservation, Apache Solr for full-text 
indexing of repository content, Blacklight for 
search and discovery, Hydra-Head, a Ruby on 
Rails Engine for primary content manage-
ment operations, and numerous Ruby gems 
to provide a variety of additional end-user 
interfaces and workflows.

However, because Hydra was never 
meant to be a one-size-fits-all solution for 
digital repositories, but rather an extensible 
and reconfigurable constellation of compo-
nents, uptake can be daunting for new users, 
and turnkey installs were never meant as a 
deliverable for the general Hydra project.

Enter the Hydra-In-A-Box project. This 
effort strives to produce a polished, feature-
complete, easy-to-install and maintain, 
turnkey Hydra-based application for next-
generation digital asset management. This 
is being accomplished by standardizing and 
combining some components in the Hydra 
infrastructure into a unified release that is 
easy to install and highly cohesive. The main 
output of the Hydra-In-A-Box project has 

recently been named Hyku.
Another chief aim of this effort is to 

offer Hyku as a hosted service named Hyku-
Direct. A customer of this service would 
be given access to a competitively-priced 
instance of the Hyku application in the 
cloud that will be fully managed and main-
tained by DuraSpace, which hopes to offer 
HykuDirect service after a pilot period to 
occur in 2017. Onboarding new institutions 
would be as simple as registering for any 
common software-as-a-service product, and 
costs would be minimized by economies of 
scale realized by hosting multiple customers 
in the same infrastructure. To avoid vendor 
lock-in, Hyku’s codebase will remain entirely 
open source and freely available, and migra-
tions of content to and from this service will 
remain unfettered. The Hyrda-In-A-Box part-
ners are holding conversations with other 
potential service vendors who could offer 
Hyku as a service as well. Ideally, a potential 
customer will be able to choose from several 
vendors who in turn might tailor their ser-
vices to specific markets or use cases. 

DPLA sees immense potential for a fed-
eration of data providers armed with Hyku. 
ResourceSync, the new metadata syndica-
tion format conceived as a replacement to 
OAI-PMH, will be baked in, which means that 
parallel harvests and incremental updates 
are available out of the box. And the Hyku 
team has committed to producing exports in 
DPLA’s Metadata Application Profile, which 
will greatly reduce the friction in bringing 
in new providers to DPLA’s platform. Finally, 
Hyku features built-in IIIF (International 
Image Interoperability Framework) support, 
which will offer providers a great way to 
allow users to see zoomable, full resolution 
views of their content no matter where users 
encounter it on the Internet.

These advances will help our hubs harvest 
their providers as well, but potentially most 
important is the fact that they promote a 
national network of content access, aggrega-
tion, and analytics. DPLA hopes that the Hyku 
product will produce a vibrant, participatory 
community of adopters and contributors.

Alongside participating in work on Hyku, 
DPLA has engaged in ongoing work to im-
prove and generalize DPLA’s metadata aggre-
gation tools into more reusable components. 
DPLA’s aim is that the result of this work is 
generally useful for metadata aggregation, 
enrichment, analysis, and publishing.

CONCLUSION
DPLA’s quickly growing national network 
of hubs and the new technologies we are 
working on with partners will directly and 
greatly contribute to the dream of a na-
tional digital platform. It has been exciting 
to see that platform develop, and to make 
large-scale contributions to it. DPLA’s open 
and extensible structure was always envi-
sioned as a critical and helpful part of the 
knowledge ecosystem in the United States 
and beyond. The millions of items we serve 
to millions of students, teachers, research-
ers, and members of the general public 
every year are a testament to the strength 
of that model and the progress that has 
been made thus far. n
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Popular media images suggest that 
disability involves sensory impairments 

like blindness or mobility impairments 
like wheelchair use. However, according to 
the American with Disabilities Act (ADA), 
disability also includes emotional, cogni-
tive, and learning disabilities. In the context 
of public institutions, libraries are at the 
forefront of working with the public, includ-
ing the functionally diverse (also known 
as the disabled or differently abled). This is 
especially true as services for the function-
ally diverse, especially for those with mental 
health issues, continue to be defunded at 
the state and federal level (Embry, 2015). 
While libraries have been on the vanguard 
of ADA compliance for physical spaces, an 
area libraries especially lag behind on is 
making our web presence accessible for 
screen reading software as well as general 
accessibility for people with mental and 
learning disabilities. Though there has been 
movement to make library webpages more 
accessible and especially to understand 
how screen readers interact with library 
websites, many of the databases that librar-
ies purchase are not compliant with basic 
web accessibility codes to the contrary of 
what vendors may state (Yoon, Hulscher, 
& Dols, 2016; DeLancey, 2015). However, 

this disparity still exists and is exemplified 
by how software can be set to almost any 
language spoken on Earth, but that same 
software is not accessible for someone 
with low or no vision. “The world’s roughly 
3 million Lithuanian speakers get language 
support – as they should – yet accessibility 
features for the more than 7 million visually 
impaired people in the U.S. alone are often 
tacked on as an afterthought compared 
with internationalization” (Kelvey, 2015). 
Kelvey’s key point is not just that the Lithu-
anian language gets more support, but that 
a large segment of the population, the func-
tionally diverse, don’t get nearly as much 
support in comparison to their numbers. 
The World Health Organization estimates 
that around 15% of the world’s popula-
tion, about 1 billion people, have some kind 
of disability (World Health Organization, 
2014). This is a significant segment of the 
global population that libraries are under-
serving. Technological or built environment 
compliance means minimum accessibility 
and even though a library is ADA compliant 
doesn’t mean that it is actually accessible. 
By incorporating a more holistic approach 
towards disabilities that looks at the func-
tionally diverse from an independent living 
model, as well as incorporating universal 

design into all aspects of our planning 
from the very beginning, libraries, on 
all levels from physical to technolog-

ical to service, will become more accessible 
for all people. 

 
THEORIES OF DISABILITY 
There are several models that define how 
society sees the functionally diverse. The 
most common is the medical model, which 
“… is distinguished by perpetuating the 
notion that someone who has a disability 
is broken, in disrepair, or infirm” (Brown, 
2000). The medical model lends itself to 
objectifying the functionally diverse in a 
very negative way, including treating them 
as if they were unintelligent, ignoring them 
and their needs, and devaluing the unique 
and rich identities that functionally diverse 
people add to society as a whole. The medi-
cal model can be seen in libraries by the 
reluctance of library employees to assist the 
functionally diverse in subtle ways like not 
making eye contact to more dramatic ways 
such as omitting the functionally diverse 
from library programs. 

Another model that the functionally di-
verse fall under is the rehabilitation model, 
in which “… the main goal is to normalise 
men and women who are different, even if 
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it implies hiding the functional diversity’s 
difference or making it disappear” (Palacios 
& Romañach, 2007). The human leg and 
foot works because of all of the muscles, 
ligaments, tendons, and bones that work to-
gether to allow humans to be bipedal. Take 
away all of those moving parts and pros-
thetic feet or legs that are shaped liked feet 
or legs, aren’t actually all that functional. 
Look to Oscar Pistorius, the Olympic runner 
who competed in the 2012 London Summer 
Games. Pistorius is a below the knee double 
amputee and runs on “blade” prosthetics, 
which has earned him the nickname “Blade 
Runner” (Whiteman, 2015). On the one 
hand, Pistorius is clearly adhering to the 
rehabilitation model by having fought for 
years to be allowed to run in the Olympics 
rather than the Paralympics. On the other 
hand, Pistorius is contradicting the rehabili-
tation model by wearing blade prosthetics 
that are radically different than what is 
typically expected. The rehabilitation model 
is the most prevalent approach in librar-
ies, especially in terms of infrastructure. 
Signage and accommodation equipment for 
the functionally diverse fade into the back-
ground or are placed in low traffic areas so 
that it’s not immediately obvious that there 
is assistance available unless it is actively 
being sought out. 

A third model is the Independent Living 
or social model. The idea behind the Inde-
pendent Living model is “…that people with 
disabilities were the experts on their experi-
ence and could best decide for themselves 
what services they needed and how to use 
them” (Pelka, 2012). To use an example from 

popular culture, in Daredevil, a web televi-
sion series on Netflix based on a Marvel 
comic book, Matt Murdock is a superhero 
crime fighting lawyer who navigates the 
physical world around him as a person 
who is blind, including finding information 
using a refreshable braille display (a small 
electronic device that translates print text 
into braille) (Buckley, 2015). In this particular 
case, while Murdock has friends and col-
leagues who support him, he lives alone and 
makes his way through the world largely on 
his own using assistive technology, like a 
refreshable braille display and a white cane. 
Murdock is certainly living an independent 
lifestyle, relying on no one but himself to 
survive and thrive. In libraries, a patron 
with a disability who can easily navigate 
to the materials that they want, digitally 
or physically, without the assistance of a 
library employee, would certainly qualify as 
independently living in a library context. 

In many cases, for the functionally 
diverse, the theoretical models have focused 
on repairing or fixing disabilities and not 
treating the entire person or even asking 
what the person may want or feel that they 
need. This is the case when looking at the 
physical layout of libraries, especially older 
ones, as defined by any period before ADA 
legislation but more specifically libraries 
built by Andrew Carnegie from the late 
1880s to the 1920s. Carnegie was a major 
factor in bringing libraries to the general 
public in large part because he poured the 
millions he made as a steel magnate into 
building about 2,500 libraries (Harris, 1984). 
Carnegie’s libraries were a boon when 

they were built, but they are a product 
of their time and were not designed for 
the functionally diverse. Prizeman did a 
comparison study of two Carnegie libraries 
in Pittsburgh. He rightfully points out how 
race and economics effected the building 
of both libraries and he also describes both 
libraries in their similarities and differences. 
“The double-doored lobby, a necessity in 
the harsh climate of Pittsburgh, is extended 
to enclose a gently raking flight of steps at 
Homewood whereas at South Side the steps 
are left outside and the vestibule is reduced 
to the minimum length of a door swing” 
(Prizeman, 2013). He goes on to describe 
how at the South Side Library, the steps 
were eventually reconstructed to include a 
ramp and a less steep angle for easier entry. 
Steep steps, heavy doors, and tight spaces 
do not make entrances to buildings acces-
sible for people with mobility impairments. 
The original construction of a Carnegie 
Library, while different in terms of time and 
space, often followed similar guidelines, in-
cluding raised entrances like those depicted 
here. This, as well as the general layout of 
Carnegie Libraries, has not been generally 
conducive to accessibility though modern 
administrations have done their best to 
retrofit them. How often do we ask the 
functionally diverse for their input, especial-
ly in the initial planning stages of building a 
library or of any project that we take on? To 
be aware of the functionally diverse means 
that in whatever projects we do, we need 
to focus accessibility at the beginning of 
the design process and not as the last item 
on the list. Libraries being accessible for all 
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people is a radical and progressive act be-
cause it requires forethought and inclusion 
from the very beginning of any project. 

 
ADA AND DISABILITY AND THE LIBRARY 
The original ADA in 1990 used language 
like “readily achievable” to indicate how 
making accessibility should be retroactively 
addressed when discussing buildings that 
already existed. This language is vague and 
leaves open to interpretation how far a 
building has to go to achieve accessibility. 
After all, a ramp might be readily achievable 
for one building and totally impossible for 
another. While the intent of the ADA was to 
create accessibility to buildings and services 
for all people, the law fell short in large 
part because of vague language, difficulty 
in actually enforcing the law, and built in 
loopholes like “readily achievable” that al-
lowed executives to essentially opt out of 
doing accessibility modifications for almost 
any reason. For example, at the beginning of 
the period of retrofitting buildings for acces-
sibility, there was noticeable resistance from 
some library directors as discussed in Schei-
mann’s master thesis (1994). Scheimann 
queried library directors of small to medium 
sized public libraries in Ohio in 1994 about 
their ADA compliance, only four years after 
ADA came into law. While his findings sug-
gest that most library directors embraced 
the law, there were notable exceptions, such 
as, “’…I have a $50,000 elevator that is used 
by less than six people! People must soon 
learn that a lot of things in life aren’t fair. 
There just are not enough resources to pro-
vide every individual and every group with 
everything he, she, or it desires,’” and “’We 
simply can’t afford it so we are ignoring it,’” 
as well as, “’In the eleven years I’ve been 
director of this library no has ever come in 
in a wheelchair and I doubt that they ever 
will’” (Scheimann, 1994). The language in 
these quotes clearly indicates that these 
directors have a decidedly negative view of 
the functionally diverse. In the case of the 
elevator quote in particular, the director 

resents the cost involved and most certainly 
resents having been forced into installing an 
elevator that is actually used, albeit by six 
people. From that director’s point of view, 
they seem to suggest that those six people 
should struggle without the elevator in 
order to comply with some arcane idea of 
“fairness.” Scheimann himself shows a deep 
concern about these attitudes by stating, 
“Although they were not predominant, some 
responses seem to show an anger toward 
the mandates of the law. The source of this 
apparent anger may be a concern” (1994). 
While Scheimann regrettably doesn’t go 
on to adequately discuss why this anger is 
present, the fact that he acknowledges that 
those feelings and cultural attitudes are 
there is important because they are all too 
often not articulated. 

To delve more deeply into this reaction 
to compliance, it is useful to consider how 
society has generally viewed the function-
ally diverse in the past. In the medical 
community, it is not uncommon for doctors 
and nurses to talk over the patient to each 
other and to vaguely acknowledge the hu-
manity of the person by asking the patient 
to move their body in certain ways or to 
answer clinical questions that focus only 
on the disease or condition. A famous case 
that has been in various films and novels is 
that of the “Elephant Man.” Joseph Merrick 
was a young man in the Victorian period 
in London. Parts of his body grew out of 
proportion to the rest of him and to survive, 
he eventually landed at the London Hospital 
where he lived until his death at the age of 
27 (Joseph Merrick, 2016). It is now thought 
that Merrick had proteus syndrome, an 
exceedingly rare condition that causes body 
parts, tissues, bones, and organs, to grow 
out of proportion to their size in asymmetri-
cal ways (Genetics Home Reference, 2012). 
The cost of living in the hospital was offset 
by the general public because “The Lon-
don Hospital was an overcrowded general 
hospital and thus not the appropriate place 
for an incurable like Merrick. Yet Carr Gomm 

[chairman of the hospital] had received 
only refusals to his applications on Mer-
rick’s behalf to the established institutions 
for incurables. Thus Carr Gomm comes to 
the British public seeking advice, and, more 
crucially, support….” (Graham & Oehlsch-
laeger, 1992). To solicit donations to assist 
in making the argument that funding was 
needed not only to research his condition 
and keep him alive but to support so many 
others that were diseased or “deformed”, 
Merrick was put on display, something that 
he was familiar with from having been in 
a freak show. In the film, From Hell, this 
medical prostitution is graphically shown; 
Merrick is put on a pedestal and his robe 
removed, thereby revealing his deformed 
body covered only by a loin cloth. The crowd 
reacts in horror as they collectively whip 
out their checkbooks to financially assist 
the poor man and the courageous hospital 
trying to care for him (Hughes, 2001). It is 
not Merrick himself that the crowd, or the 
doctors assisting him, or the British public, 
are reacting to, it’s Merrick’s condition. This 
dehumanizes Merrick and objectifies him 
in a way that completely eliminates his 
humanity. While we have come a long way 
from the medical objectification that Mer-
rick experienced, that medical model of dis-
ability has been the foundation of how the 
non-functionally diverse interact with those 
that are different, sometimes radically so. It 
is that objectification of disability that still 
lingers, even in our language, particularly 
when discussing the functionally diverse. 
Language can also reveal attitudes, even 
when the speaker might deny that a nega-
tive attitude is being articulated. 

Language like “dealing with,” “mentally 
ill,” “difficult to manage,” and “problem 
patrons” are reoccurring themes throughout 
the library literature. This language often 
focuses on the functionally diverse who, in 
particular, may have mental or emotional 
disabilities. Even when an article is focused 
on ways to change how a library works with 
all patrons, especially functionally diverse 

http://www.3branch.com/maker.html?utm=lwslbannermaker201706
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patrons, there can be problems. In Murray’s 
article about whether or not there is a place 
for patrons with mental health problems in 
Law Libraries, she states at the beginning of 
her article, almost as a warning, “The men-
tally ill library patron will continue to be a 
presence at your public library. If your library’s 
goal is to rid itself of this type of patron, the 
staff will be set up for failure” (2009). Her 
use of language, “mentally ill patron” rather 
than “patron who has a mental disability,” 
puts the condition (mental illness) first and 
devalues the person as a person by objectify-
ing them via their medical condition. This is 
identity first language which has typically 
run counter to the current trend of people 
first language. However, there is controversy 
within the disabled community about person 
first versus identity first language. Dunn and 
Andrews lay out the differences between per-
son first and identity first language and why 
some groups like the Autistic and Deaf com-
munities see their disabilities as part of their 
identity and therefore embrace identity first 
language rather than person first language 
(2015). Murray’s use of identity first terminol-
ogy does not apply to either of the communi-
ties that have been identified by Dunn and 
Andrews and therefore is more than likely 
inappropriate and shows a lack of sensitivity 
towards the patron she is assisting. Murray 
states at the end of her essay, “I confess that 
my initial goal when I began our library’s ef-
fort was to direct the population elsewhere” 
and “…the goal should really be identifying 
how to successfully coexist with the mentally 
ill patron” (2009). Again, her language use 
objectifies the patron, which is problematic, 
but more importantly, she admits that she 
wanted to get rid of functionally diverse 
patrons in the first place. Her final sentence 
about coexisting clearly indicates that func-
tionally diverse patrons are still not actually 
welcome in her library but that they will be 
tolerated. This attitude is present throughout 
the entire article, especially when discuss-
ing policies and evicting functionally diverse 
patrons. On the other hand, Murray has 

made some inroads into her own prejudice 
against people who are different from her 
as well as developing a better set of policies 
in how her library works with patrons who 
are functionally diverse. Murray’s article is 
but one of many in the library literature that 
give mixed messages with regards to the 
functionally diverse. Her article is certainly 
not an indication of how all libraries interact 
with the functionally diverse, especially those 
that have mental or emotional disabilities. 
However, because of the relative recentness 
of this article, 2009, which was 19 years after 
the ADA was passed, it is clear that there is 
still work to be done regarding librarian at-
titudes towards the functionally diverse. 

ONTOLOGIES OF POWER 
What does power look like? From the 
brightening lightbulb of the AHA! moment 
to easily entering a building to finding a 
journal article in a timely fashion, power 
in libraries is about access to information. 
When people have power all the time, like 
being able to navigate a building easily or 
being able to read anything at anytime, any-
where, it is hard to imagine not being able 
to do those things. The functionally diverse 
however are very often in this predicament, 
and because they are perceived as being 
so few in number, their needs are largely 
ignored. As the functionally diverse are typi-
cally perceived as powerless, it is difficult for 
others to understand their needs and it is 
exhausting for them to continually advo-
cate for themselves and educate the people 
around them. “People with little power 
rarely have a voice in the negotiations over 
space, and thus their interests are often 
ignored, which makes it even more difficult 
for them to achieve functional indepen-
dence and social participation” (Steinfeld & 
Maisel, 2000). This is particularly true when 
examined through the lens of the haves 
and the have nots, on almost any level: 
social, economic, political, etc. Dominant 
culture in the United States is marked by 
white, male, and able-bodied privilege with 

remarkable inroads being made by femi-
nism and civil rights activism. In the context 
of the functionally diverse, the inequalities 
of power are still very much present within 
not only American society but global society. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in educa-
tion, in which libraries play a substantial, if 
uncredited, role. While education has moved 
forward in creating curricula that integrate 
functionally diverse children into society, 
the examples of poor access are legion in 
libraries and show that libraries are lagging 
far behind in some areas such as mental 
disabilities. This is especially true when 
compared to how the educational system 
supports people with mental disabilities. 
Copeland examines some of these attitudes 
in his limited study which interviewed five 
people with varying levels of disability. In 
interviewing of patrons with disabilities, 
he asked about a variety of topics including 
physical accessibility of library buildings. He 
comments that, “Additional challenges for 
these patrons included inaccessible floor 
plans and space layouts that do not allow 
sufficient space for successful navigation of 
mobility equipment….Another major con-
cern was the inaccessibility of restrooms, 
which many participants indicated was 
extraordinarily difficult and meant building 
in an additional 15 minutes or more into 
the time they spent in the library in order to 
navigate a bathroom that may or may not 
be ‘technically ADA compliant’ but still inac-
cessible” (2011). Copeland’s participants’ 
comments and concerns are not unique. 
This also is exemplified in the library litera-
ture in regards to what librarians research 
and publish on. In a content analysis project 
by Heather Hill, she analyzed articles writ-
ten between 2000 and 2010 that focused 
on disability and accessibility. She found 
that of the 198 articles evaluated, 50 or 
25% focused on digital accessibility (web, 
databases, software) (Hill, 2013). The rest of 
the articles in her study focused on services, 
programs, products, etcetera, while only 2% 
of articles actively talked about the acces-

http://www.resourcemate.com/landingpages/resourcemate.aspx
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sibility of buildings or of physical texts (Hill, 
2013). While Hill’s work focuses on library 
literature, the author of this article’s obser-
vations of physical buildings and spaces, as 
well as evaluative walkthroughs of several 
libraries have led to the following observa-
tions. Accessible entrances into libraries 
are all too often placed in hard to get to 
areas, typically by docks and dumpsters, or 
there might only be one accessible entrance 
located on the side of a building rather than 
in front where everyone else enters. Bells are 
sometimes installed where the functionally 
diverse can ring to summon assistance to 
ask for help rather than being able to help 
themselves. Bathroom stalls are hacked 
together to create a larger stall but doors 
continue to have knobs or are not power 
assisted, thereby making getting into the 
restroom difficult. One of the major issues 
that surrounds these afterthought retrofits 
to comply with the ADA is the very ideas 
that encompass functional diversity, and in 
particular, what it means to be functionally 
diverse and how that functional diversity af-
fects individuals and the world they inhabit. 
Making our world universally accessible 
requires a great deal of social justice work. 

 
TOWARDS SOCIAL JUSTICE 
When we discuss social justice, what is it 
exactly that we are talking about? Reisch 
gives a thorough and well thought out 
definition by saying social justice “…involves 
envisioning what a just society would look 
like. It requires us to address fundamental 
questions about human nature and social 
relationships; about the distribution of 
resources, power, status, rights, access, and 
opportunities; and about how decisions 
regarding these distributions are made” 
(2014). Librarians have a rich history of 
being passionately involved in social justice 
movements. We have to look no further 
than “learn to read” programs, the Occupy 
movement and the position that many 
librarians took in it, as well as the outreach 
that occurs into disparate and underserved 
population areas. When information access 
is extended to all people and not just those 
that have the most privilege, librarianship 

becomes a revolutionary act. For example, 
at the height of the Occupy Wall Street 
(OWS) movement in New York City, three 
academic librarians from different institu-
tions came together under the auspices of 
the myMETRO Researchers Project, which 
is run through the Metropolitan New York 
Library Council, to try and support OWS 
with research. The librarians were eventu-
ally embedded into the Eco-Cluster of OWS, 
where they provided an extensive anno-
tated bibliography that abided by copyright 
law as well as exposing the cluster to more 
dynamic collaboration tools. In their own 
words, the librarians state, “This project 
explores the possibilities and limitations of 
a ‘library without borders,’ and confronts 
issues of open access scholarship, open 
source communication, information poverty, 
and the digital divide” (Gervasio, Ecklund, & 
Ress, 2013). These are admirable goals and 
can certainly be applied to the functionally 
diverse population. One way to think about 
this level of accessibility is how and when 
we incorporate accessibility into our work-
flows. Universal Design offers a potential 
solution to the workflow problem. 

In the architectural and technological 
worlds, as well as in education, there is a 
movement towards Universal Design, which 
is very different from accessible design and 
accessibility in general. As defined, “Univer-
sal design, also known as life span design, 
seeks to create environments and products 
that are usable by children, young adults, 
and the elderly. They can be used by people 
with ‘normal’ abilities and those with dis-
abilities, including temporary ones” (Null, 
2014). The idea behind Universal Design is 
to create spaces, physical, technological, or 
educational, in which all people, regardless 
of ability or age, can move, use, or learn. 
Accessibility is something that is added on 
after the initial design, whereas Universal 
Design focuses on including accessibility for 
all from the very beginning. Said another 
way, “Accessibility is a property of the rela-
tion between the user and the resource in 
the context of how that is mediated; not a 
property of the resource. Accessibility must 
be situated within the real world context, 

and acknowledge the unequal power struc-
tures that constitute disability and acces-
sibility” (Cooper et al., 2012). The argument 
here is that accessibility tacked on after 
the initial design of something will never 
truly be accessible because it is added as an 
afterthought rather than part of the design 
from the very beginning. The key to integrat-
ing accessibility into a process, whether that 
is architectural designing, programming, or 
teaching, is to use universal design, which 
places accessibility at the forefront. 

Before the ADA, very little thought was 
given to functional diversity. It’s not that 
architects were deliberately malicious or 
obtuse, they just designed for the 85% of 
people that had enough usage of their 
limbs, brains, and senses to use buildings 
and products. As well stated here, “Stores, 
theaters, and other buildings were never 
deliberately intended to shut out people 
with disabilities-but the built environment 
has been highly effective in denying access 
to people who have limited use of hands or 
legs. A single step, a one-inch threshold, a 
heavy door, or a round doorknob can make 
entry into a building difficult, if not impas-
sible” (Eparent.com, 2011). Going a step 
further, the same article points out that, “…
for many, accessible [places]…can mean the 
difference between a life of independence 
and full immersion in the community and 
one of dependence and restrictive living 
situations” (“The Impact,” 2011). Now that 
it is understood that places aren’t acces-
sible even if they are ADA compliant, there 
is a push to make places accessible for all; 
not just for greater equality, but also so that 
functionally diverse people can live their 
lives as independently as they wish to. Free-
man sums up this argument eloquently as 
someone with a physical disability, “I should 
be able to use the technology and resources 
available to me when and if I want to. No 
one should tell me how to navigate my 
body” (Freeman, 2015). This swing towards 
the social model of disability has been going 
on within the functionally diverse commu-
nity for quite some time. It is only relatively 
recently that the social model of inclusivity 
through Universal Design has been making 

» When we discuss social justice, what is it exactly that 
we are talking about? Reisch gives a thorough and 
well thought out definition by saying social justice “…
involves envisioning what a just society would look like.
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its way into the actual fabric of society. 
Returning to Null’s definition of Universal 

Design, he makes a clear distinction between 
people by saying, “…people with ‘normal’ 
abilities and those with disabilities, including 
temporary ones” (2014). This quote clearly il-
lustrates the division between those that are 
functionally diverse and those that are more 
“normative”, especially in a social model of 
our world. Contextually speaking, disability is 
something that is more often thought of as a 
medical issue (the medical model) or an inte-
gration issue into the environment (the reha-
bilitation model) and more recently an issue 
of integration into society (the social model 
or the independent living model). The social 
model of disability is exemplified by, “…it was 
not our impairments that were the main 
cause of our problems as disabled people, 
but that it was the way society responded to 
us as an oppressed minority” (Oliver, 2004). 
This indicates that there is a greater need 
to challenge the cultural perceptions of dis-
ability. The social model in particular makes it 
clear that it is society’s view of the function-
ally diverse that create barriers to timely ac-
cess to information, the environment, goods, 
services, etc. A goal of the social model is to 
challenge societal norms. “An emancipatory 
meaning of difference is one of the goals of a 
movement concerned with social justice. This 
involves challenging definitions and assump-
tions that legitimate and maintain relations 
and conditions that marginalize and exclude, 
and replacing them with definitions which 
engender inclusion, dignity, and solidarity” 
(Barton, 2004). Said another way, in terms 
of social justice and the social model of dis-
ability, raising issues of language, access, and 
design of spaces is an act of rebellion against 
still commonly held beliefs rooted in the 
medical and rehabilitation models. For some-
one who is functionally diverse, to speak 
up against the societal view of disability is 
a radical act. To be inclusive in the library is 
to keep in mind all aspects of the human 
population rather than focusing on the great-
est common denominator. Universal Design, 

rather than Accessible Design, is certainly a 
key component of obtaining social justice 
for functionally diverse people, especially in 
libraries where Accessible Design has been 
predominate. 

Steinfeld and Maisel argue that acces-
sible design is about “…[applying] design 
criteria in accessibility regulations in a 
mechanistic way” (2012). While adapt-
ing physical environments to laws like the 
American with Disabilities Act is a require-
ment of the law, Imrie, while discussing the 
United Kingdom’s Disability Discrimination 
Act of 1995, states very aptly that, “There 
are too many get-out clauses and exemp-
tions in law to expect anything other than 
the continuation of practices which treat 
accessible design as an ‘add-on’ or part of 
compensatory design” (2004). The same 
could be said of public entities that are in 
compliance with the ADA in the United 
States. Compliance indicates no more than 
the absolute minimum required by law and 
in many cases, buildings of a certain age are 
exempted from making rigorous accommo-
dations for the functionally diverse because 
of the large costs involved. However, as 
libraries, we pride ourselves on being avail-
able for our patrons so that they can get 
what they need in a timely fashion in order 
to educate themselves or for leisure. Can we 
still take pride in this when there is a large 
segment of the population that can’t effi-
ciently, or sometimes at all, use our services 
because we are not actually accessible, even 
if we are ADA complaint? This question isn’t 
just about the physical environment; it also 
includes how we interact with our function-
ally diverse patrons, some of who maybe 
nonverbal, have completely different body 
language, or be unable to communicate at 
all. Librarianship as a profession has focused 
on accessible design, but instead the focus 
should be on universal design for everything 
that we do from developing programs to the 
layout of our spaces to answering questions 
at the reference desk. 

 

GOING BEYOND COMPLIANCE 
What can we do to not only go beyond com-
pliance but also to insure that the function-
ally diverse have a space within our society 
on their own terms, rather than the terms 
that society might try to assign to them? An 
excellent place to start is with Universal De-
sign. When we design things – spaces, tech-
nologies, educational platforms – from the 
ground up with accessibility in mind rather 
than as an afterthought, we are including 
everyone and not just the normative 85% 
who can easily use whatever we are design-
ing. Harihareswara has an excellent point 
that “Naturally, all this stuff [accessibility, 
empathy, hospitality] is then smushed out of 
our software [or hardware, physical environ-
ments, etc.] because it’s just not incentivized, 
it’s actually penalized, and when the group 
making the software isn’t very diverse, the 
cycle repeats itself, and becomes even worse” 
(2015). Her remark points out that it is part 
of the human condition to gravitate towards 
people and ideas that are akin to us.

Harihareswara espouses that we not 
only change the way we design so that 
our designs are universal, but that we also 
include the points of view and opinions of 
people that are extremely different from 
ourselves. This is completely possible, 
especially when utilizing usability design 
principles, most particularly through the 
use of functionally diverse team members 
and failing that, personas. “Personas are a 
way of combining user research data from 
many sources into a fictional but realis-
tic character. Personas have names and 
personal characteristics and abilities, along 
with aptitudes for using technology, and 
attitudes about their experiences. They let 
us look across individuals to see patterns. 
They are used as stand-ins for all of the real 
users during the design process so that we 
remember to put people first, considering 
how we can make their experience an excel-
lent one” (Horton & Quesenbery, 2013). In 
short, personas are constructs that allow 
the designer to test the design against a 

https://about.yewno.com/
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paper person that has the attributes of a 
real person. When a design has reached a 
stage where it’s ready to be reflected on, 
the designer can take the personas of Joe, 
Alice, and Mark, who are all fundamentally 
different, and test the design against each 
one of them to see if they will react in the 
ways that are expected. Another aspect of 
user experience design, the universal design 
version for programmers, is to use heuristic 
evaluation. Heuristics is where software or 
websites are evaluated based on a series 
of agreed upon metrics (the heuristics) 
(Nielsen, 1994). Because of the varying 
needs of software and website design-
ers, how much usability testing gets done 
is contingent on a whole host of factors. 
However, the sooner the iterative user ex-
perience process is brought into the design 
cycle, generally speaking, the more usable 
it is. While usability design is something 
utilized with technology, it can also be ap-
plied to libraries in terms of using personas 
or heuristics when a new website is de-
signed, or there is discussion of rearranging 
furniture, or an evaluation of how patrons 
interact with people at the reference desk. 

While personas can go a long way in 
helping non-disabled web developers and 
others create some level of accessibility in 
whatever it is they are creating, it is far bet-
ter for those developers to have a working 
knowledge of accessibility guidelines and to 
include people with disabilities in the test-
ing phases of their end product, whether 
that is a website or a room layout. Web Ac-
cessibility In Mind (WebAIM) is an organiza-
tion that works to create greater awareness 
around accessibility of the internet for peo-
ple with disabilities. They rightly point out 
that, “Most accessibility errors on web sites 
are the result of a lack of awareness, rather 
than malice or apathy” (Web Accessibility 
In Mind, “Introduction,” 2016). This lack of 
awareness is often because leadership of 
an organization doesn’t make accessibility 
a high priority (Web Accessibility In Mind, 
“Introduction,” 2016). While awareness 
around accessibility will help create more 
usable web interfaces, rooms, services, et-
cetera, the best method for anyone looking 
to create more accessibility is to do usability 
testing with people who have disabilities 

(Web Accessibility In Mind, “Rocket”, 2011). 
Hill’s research also bears this out and that 
of the research articles (n=70) in her study 
on library and information sciences litera-
ture, only 36% included participation from 
people with disabilities, a clear indication 
that libraries don’t solicit feedback from the 
functionally diverse nearly as often as we 
should (Hill, 2017). 

We also need to consider the fact that 
while we would like to have a one size fits all 
approach to making things accessible, this 
simply isn’t true. Freeman accurately points 
out that, “One student’s accessibility needs 
will not match another’s – not exactly. So 
supporting all student’s accessibility needs 
will cost money if the right services (and 
the people to carry out those services) are 
to be provided” (2015). Public institutions 
have clung to the belief that ADA compli-
ance means true accessibility. As Freeman 
discusses, this is not true because each 
condition, even if it is the same condition, 
doesn’t affect people in the same ways. In 
a recent focus group study, one participant 
with PTSD mentioned that they struggled 
with seeing uniformed security patrolling 
the library while another person with PTSD 
commented later that their issues had 
nothing to do with uniforms at all (Pionke, 
2015). Both people have the same condi-
tion but their experiences of that condition 
and what triggers it are totally different. 
To accommodate both of their needs, two 
very different approaches would have to be 
taken in the library. By no means a pana-
cea, a potential partial solution is to create 
services that are malleable in nature and 
can adapt to the patron rather than having 
the patron adapt to the situation. This is 
a proactive rather than reactive approach. 
As such, a specialized training where the 
librarian doesn’t necessarily use their skills 
in information finding but instead acts 
as the eyes for a person who is blind or 
the ears for a person who is deaf, could be 
highly beneficial to the functionally diverse 
because the service would act as a support 
structure for the functionally diverse to find 
what they are looking for. While most func-
tionally diverse people want to navigate the 
world on their own terms, the reality is that 
our spaces, websites, and databases haven’t 

been adequately made for them yet. Having 
an assistant who understands accessibil-
ity and information needs to speed up the 
lengthy process of information finding, 
because the lack of accessibility is getting 
in the way of timely information retrieval, 
will go a long way to assist the functionally 
diverse. Assistance, however, isn’t the only 
thing that we should consider as librarians. 

A major recurring issue is the lack of 
training on not only assistive technolo-
gies but also on how to interact with the 
functionally diverse in a non-offensive and 
helpful way. There is no singular training 
program that will ever address all of the 
information that is needed when helping 
the functionally diverse. Many programs, 
whether small or large, focus on creating 
an awareness of disability and accessibility 
as well as providing resources on how to 
handle issues surrounding making a space 
or service more inclusive. Project ENABLE, 
developed at Syracuse University, is an 
online training tool designed to allow for 
as needed training in regards to disability 
and accessibility (Project ENABLE, 2015). 
Utilizing a “just in time” training model may 
be the best methodology for ensuring that 
librarians are adequately prepared. To that 
end, various videos and training modules 
about assistive technologies that are aggre-
gated into one place for easy reference is a 
definite and even easy recommendation to 
make. The second, and harder, part of train-
ing involves educating librarians about the 
points of view of the functionally diverse. 
While activities like being blindfolded and 
walking around the library while “blinded” 
are well known and problematic, less at-
tention is paid to the functionally diverse 
who have mental, emotional, cognitive, or 
learning disabilities. A program like Mental 
Health First Aid, while being an investment 
in time, is also useful in that it teaches lay 
people, who have no mental health training, 
to be able to realistically assist, in a variety 
of ways, people who have a mental dis-
ability. In their own words, “Mental Health 
First Aid is an 8-hour course that teaches 
you how to help someone who is developing 
a mental health problem or experiencing 
a mental health crisis. The training helps 
you identify, understand, and respond to 

» We also need to consider the fact that while we would 
like to have a one size fits all approach to making things 
accessible, this simply isn’t true.
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signs of mental illnesses and substance 
use disorders” (Mental Health First Aid). In 
short, a greater awareness of the issues that 
the functionally diverse face can signifi-
cantly positively affect the outcomes of how 
librarians interact with this segment of the 
population. Said a different way, librarians 
often put a lot of effort into understanding 
other cultures and ethnicities. It’s far past 
time for us to put that effort into under-
standing a hidden in plain sight population: 
the functionally diverse. 

 
CONCLUSION 
While libraries and librarians have always 
been deeply concerned about the popu-
lations that we serve, and the stories of 
extraordinary outreach efforts to patrons is 
voluminous, we have fallen short of assist-
ing patrons who are on the very margins 
of our society; the functionally diverse. The 
American with Disabilities Act was a major 
piece of legislation that sought to create a 
greater level of equality for the function-
ally diverse but because of societal views of 
those who are different, the law has been 
relatively unenforced. Libraries are on the 
forefront of social change and we can apply 
to those principles of social change and so-
cial justice as we design our spaces and ser-
vices for the functionally diverse. Through 
the use of universal design principles, 
innovative and scalable outreach, as well as 
greater training and education surrounding 
disability, libraries can do better. By doing 
better, we will continue to hold our place as 
a center within our communities and for all 
the people in them. n
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BY LESLEY PARILLA

THE COLLECTION 
In 2004, Smithsonian Libraries acquired 
the mixed-format Russell E. Train Africana 
Collection for its special collections divi-
sion. This collection contained items that 
had broad public appeal and significant 
historical value. The collection’s diversity of 
materials has been a source of excitement 
and challenge since Smithsonian Libraries 
acquired it in 2004. Judge Russell E. Train 
created the collection around his decades-
long fascination with the history of explora-
tion and wildlife in Africa. 

Train acquired materials from historic 
figures like Theodore Roosevelt during his 
African Expedition in 1909–1910, as well 
as explorers David Livingstone and Henry 
Morton Stanley. The collection includes 
documents, photographs, and personal 
items from more recent figures, like Ernest 
Hemingway, when he was on safari during 
the 1950s. 

Questions arose concerning how to best 
describe the content and make that descrip-
tion discoverable to as wide an audience as 
possible, while still adhering to library and 
archival standards. Books in the collection 
were simple to address, as they could be 
cataloged following the existing rare books 
workflow. However, the nontraditional library 
content, including manuscripts, photographs, 
original artwork, posters, maps, and ephem-
era, presented additional questions. 

The collection creator, Russell E. Train, 
had supplied a detailed inventory of these 
materials in a text document along with 
the collection. The Smithsonian Libraries 
wanted to make these descriptions in the 
inventory widely available and to supple-
ment, expand, and—if necessary— reformat 
them to increase their utility for researchers. 
In the spring of 2015, Smithsonian Libraries 
decided to pursue a short-term project to 
make the description available, while taking 
into consideration interoperability with the 
publishing platforms, both internal and 
external, to which the library had access. 

Through this process, staff dealt with ques-
tions relating to the needs unique to digital 
content, challenges of data reuse, and 
descriptive standards.

The libraries initially looked at two 
options: create records for each item or a 
finding aid for the collection. Records for 
each item would take advantage of the wide 
range of online catalogs to which Smithson-
ian Libraries contributes, like Biodiversity 
Heritage Library and Digital Public Library 
of America. Smithsonian’s Office of the 
Chief Information Officer started providing 
support to institutional departments and 
divisions that wish to use Encoded Archival 
Description (EAD), the archival profession’s 
standard descriptive schema. This support 
made a finding aid more plausible and more 
appealing. An online finding aid would 
enable users to search the Train Collec-
tion alongside other Smithsonian archival 
collections, as well as show collection- and 
item-level relationships more clearly. 

Over the course of the project, Smithson-

ian Libraries created 500 item-level MARC 
records and an online EAD finding aid. For 
many libraries, this would be potentially prob-
lematic. Item-level records offer more informa-
tion than a box list in a finding aid, so why 
risk confusing users by essentially offering 
duplicate records in two schemas (item-level 
MARC records and an EAD finding aid)? 

“CROSSWALKING” EAD AND MARC
Special collections and archives have 
recognized the increasing need to reach 
audiences beyond the traditional “silos” of 
library and archive platforms. Since the early 
2000s, there has been work conducted, like 
Katherine M. Wisser and Jennifer O’Brien 
Roper’s project in 20031 at North Carolina 
State University Libraries, to crosswalk from 
EAD to MARC. Since then, there have been 
articles2 discussing in greater depth how to 
bridge multiple schemas, as well as repur-
posing and reusing existing description. This 
idea of reusing description or metadata has 
now become part of the data curation con-

Increasing Online 
Discoverability of a Mixed-
Format Collection

Figure 1: Sketch by Abel Chapman, 1851–1929. Part of “Sudan sketchbooks 1913–1919,” Art022. Part of 
the Russell E. Train Africana Collection at the Joseph F. Cullman 3rd Library of Natural History, Smithsonian 
Libraries. SIL28298-01.
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versation. The Research Libraries Roundtable 
panel on Data Management and Curation in 
21st Century Archives3 at the 2015 annual 
meeting of the Society of American Archi-
vists in Cleveland, Ohio, covered this very 
topic. However, these discussions usually 
look at how to repurpose EAD into a MARC 
collection-level record, not the item level, 
or they avoid the challenges of cataloging 
nontraditional library materials in MARC by 
using other schema.

Institutions have taken advantage of 
methods that harvest from repositories 
compliant with the Open Archive Initiative 
(OAI) and that use Dublin Core, like the proj-
ect at Brigham Young University described 
by Corey Nimer in 2011,4 which allow them 
to automatically contribute records to 
organizations like WorldCat. Smithsonian 
Libraries workflows and online relationships 
made some of these options unworkable. 
Smithsonian Libraries has a well-developed 
digitization workflow for MARC records; the 
libraries only use OAI-compliant systems for 
their repository. Records not in MARC could 
be contributed to Smithsonian’s Collections 
Search Center, which accepts any type of 
record, but not to Smithsonian Libraries’ 
primary record destination, SIRIS, which is a 
MARC-based system. 

COMPLICATIONS AND POSSIBILITIES
When the collection was acquired, the 
Special Collections department considered 
cataloging the materials using the rare 
books workflow, but the unique qualities 
of the archival content (unpublished, little 
detail provided, difficult handwriting) made 
cataloging too time-consuming. They looked 
at hiring an archives contractor to reorganize 
the archival materials. However, Special Col-
lections decided against this. Traditionally, 
finding aids and archival description focus 
on the collection and series level, providing 
context for how the materials relate to each 
other. However, this particular collection is 
artificial in structure, since the whole did not 
originate organically from a specific function; 
thus, the materials do not necessarily gain 
additional meaning from the other items. 
Instead, the libraries hired a contractor to 
migrate the data from the inventory to an 
Access database. The Special Collections de-
partment revisited the description challenge 
in 2015, when Smithsonian Institution’s Of-
fice of the Chief Information Officer began to 
offer support and training in the use of EAD 
for the purposes of the Smithsonian Online 
Virtual Archive. 

By this time there were significant 
developments in the online environment. 
These complicated the discussion about how 
to best make these materials discoverable. 
Several online platforms such as Internet 
Archive, Digital Public Library of America, and 
Biodiversity Heritage Library to which Smith-
sonian Libraries now contribute did 
not exist or were in their infancy. 
Online catalogs that aggregate EAD 
finding aids were still in develop-
ment. When the collection was 
acquired, reference requests were 
usually directed to Special Collec-
tions staff, so the detailed inven-
tory from the collection creator 
was often sufficient to answer 
questions. 

As digitization increases 
and online platforms multiply, 
researchers may end up never 
interacting with special col-
lections staff for access. The 
inventory met basic needs for 
searching the physical materi-
als, but the special collections 
staff is no longer dealing with 
just the physical object. Some 
of the collection materials have 
been digitized and are available 
online; more will be digitized. 
Additionally, the digital object 
is not constrained in the same 
way as the physical object. The 
physical materials reside in a 
special collections library, but 
the digitized versions would 
make sense in online plat-
forms containing materials 
from libraries, archives, or museums. Smith-
sonian Libraries wanted to create records to 
address the needs of both the physical and 
the digital materials. 

The materials in question could be 
described in several different descriptive 
schema based on their physical location (in 
a library) and the nature of their content 
(original materials). The libraries decided 
that the greatest priority was to make the 
description available in as many places as 

possible. User confusion could be 

Figure 2: Medicine chest used by Robert Henry Nelson, possibly during his time with the Emin Pasha Relief 
Expedition, NelA003. Part of the Russell E. Train Africana Collection at the Joseph F. Cullman 3rd Library of 
Natural History, Smithsonian Libraries.

Figure 3: Example of a letter from David Living-
stone (1813–1873), M094. Part of the Russell E. 
Train Africana Collection at the Joseph F. Cullman 
3rd Library of Natural History, Smithsonian Librar-
ies.
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kept to a minimum as long as staff used 
best practices for record creation whenever 
possible. The project coordinator would work 
with staff from the Smithsonian Online 
Virtual Archive and the cataloging staff to 
determine what descriptive standards would 
be used. The resulting item records would 
meet two needs: items could be found 
online and provide ready-made metadata for 
digitization. The finding aid would display the 
hierarchical relationship between materials 
and the collection context.

So how did Smithsonian Libraries decide 
on MARC and EAD? 

EAD is clearly the standard for archi-
val collections, but there are numerous 
standards that could be used for item-level 
records, especially if the records are to be 
used as metadata. Given the variety of 
formats, Dublin Core, a schema designed 
to be “broad and generic… for describing a 
wide range of resources”5 would surely be 
the most logical choice. These questions 
springboard into additional queries compli-
cated by differences in archive and library 
description methods. 

Smithsonian Libraries looked at the cur-
rent organization and determined that the 
existing structure in the Access database 
was sufficient. Following this line of reason-
ing, project staff determined to make deci-
sions that would make the best use of exist-
ing description and structure. The existing 
structure fit better with MARC than Dublin 
Core, since the Special Collections cataloger 
at one point had augmented some records 
with subject headings and other MARC-
based description. It also meant records 
would be in the department’s preferred 
schema (MARC). Existing item description 
was robust. Staff thought about splitting 
apart collection “items” that might normally 
be cataloged separately. Project staff deter-
mined the priority was to make the most 
of existing description to make materials 
discoverable and would not use limited staff 
time to reorganize the collection to meet a 
standard cataloging definition of “item.” 

THE PROJECT
The Smithsonian Libraries started the three-
month project with a team that included 
members of the cataloging department, 
digital services, special collections, and a 
project coordinator who worked on another 
Smithsonian project between the Institu-
tion Archives and the Libraries. This team 
investigated how to best use the existing 
description in the Access database cre-

ated from the collection inventory. This 
involved looking at what standards to use, 
where to contribute, and how to make the 
records sustainable; that is, how to take 
into account that some online publishing 
platforms would require manual updat-
ing of the records if they were changed in 
the future. This last concern was particu-
larly important because the Smithsonian 
Libraries are very active in contributing to 
online consortia. If content was contributed 
to one location, it would be automatically 
uploaded to additional sites over which the 
Libraries had little editing control. 

Due to the range of possible solutions, 
the project coordinator also worked with 
the staff at OCLC, the Smithsonian Librar-
ies DAMS coordinator, and the Office of the 
Chief Information Officer, to name just a 
few. To inform these decisions, the project 
team compared the existing description to 
online catalog requirements; what stan-
dards they wanted to meet (library and 
archival) and how much editing would be 
needed; what online locations would be 
both desirable in terms of reaching new 
audiences and sustainable in requiring 
minimal future editing; and how to fit this 
work into existing workflows so that records 
would be used by staff and easily main-
tained after the project was finished.

ACCESSING ONLINE LOCATIONS IN LIGHT OF 
THE DIGITAL ITEM
The first step in this cataloging project was 
to select ideal platforms where the new 
collection records would be made available. 
Staff determined that there were three ideal 
destinations for records: the institutionwide 
online catalog Collections Search Center 
(CSC); the Smithsonian Libraries online 
catalog Smithsonian Institution 

Research Information System (SIRIS); 
and Smithsonian’s Online Virtual Archive 
(SOVA). To determine the costs and benefits 
of each, the project team assessed current 
workflows as well as what changes and ad-
ditional time would be necessary to bring a 
set of records to each platform. This process 
proved illuminating in terms of understand-
ing that many staff would be needed to 
contribute and maintain records in each 
location unless the work was carefully struc-
tured to use as much machine effort and as 
little staff effort as possible. 

The project team determined that 
the following principles would guide the 
creation of new records and workflows for 
online publication: 
• Creating “new” records would be defined 

as transforming existing item-level de-
scriptions into currently used library and 
archive standards (such as RDA, EAD, and 
MARC)

• When creating records, existing item 
descriptions would be used without sig-
nificant edits to save time

• Current department workflows should be 
used for creating and uploading records 
when possible—records would therefore 
reside in expected locations, and future 
edits, corrections, or additions could fol-
low current workflows

• Assign structures and data fields to the 
records so that they are searchable in a 
way that will make sense to researchers 
and to the library staff that assist them

• Ensure that all the records for the entire 
collection are available and searchable in 
one place, and/or are collocated within 
each online platform 

• If possible, the resulting description 
would be used to make archival portions 
of the collection available alongside 
other archive collections at Smithsonian 
through contribution to Smithsonian’s 
Online Virtual Archive (SOVA)

Of the three ideal publication platforms 
identified, the easiest to use was the Smith-
sonian Collections Search Center (CSC). The 

Figure 4: Record Creation process. Inventory was 
supplied by the Collection creator. Smithsonian Li-
braries hired a contractor to convert the inventory 
into an Access database. The short-term project 
used the database description to create item-level 
MARC records and the box list for the Finding Aid.
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CSC is format-neutral, such that the records 
could be converted quickly into Dublin Core 
and all of the data would immediately be 
surfaced through CSC to the public. However, 
the CSC is an endpoint, a final resting place 
for catalog records that do not contain digital 
content, so contributing first to CSC would 
mean that the records would be in a fraction 
of possible locations and would have to be 
managed outside the cataloging workflow. 

If, on the other hand, records were 
created in MARC and entered first into the 
library’s online catalog, there would be sig-
nificant benefits. Records would be entered 
once and published many times—they 
would automatically populate anywhere 
Smithsonian Libraries already contributes 
MARC records (including CSC and OCLC). Re-
cords for the entire collection would there-
fore exist in more than one location, vastly 
increasing discoverability. At the completion 
of the project, records could be managed 
and searched in the same manner as any 
other records. Records would be aligned 
with other internal workflows such as those 
for digitization, which uses the item’s MARC 
record from the library’s online catalog and 
meant that any future digitization requests 
could be fulfilled with a minimum of effort 
using existing workflows.

REUSING THE DESCRIPTION 
The project team felt that, for this collection, 
item-level records in MARC could be created 
using the content provided by the collector. 
The descriptions provided by the collector 
were very detailed and already loaded into 
a database, which would make reuse and 
transformation much faster. All the col-
lection holdings could then be searchable 
at the “item” level together in the online 
catalog—an exceedingly appealing possibil-
ity for the research user community. 

However, the database content did pose 
some challenges. The meaning of “item” 
varied. In terms of library cataloging, each 
item ideally receives its own record; how-
ever, “items” in this collection were more 
like “folders” in archival terms. The “items” 
described in the database were sometimes 
small groupings of materials that were 
purchased or combined by Train. Content 
did not appear to meet one descriptive 
standard, such as library standard AACR2 
or archives standard DACS. Description 
varied. Some items included abstracts and 
biographical notes, while other materials 
had no identified creator. 

To use the database, library staff decided 

to use the existing level of description; 
“item level” would essentially mean “folder 
level.” Whatever grouping level Train main-
tained would be the level of description. 
This would free up staff time to focus on the 
greater goal of the project—getting these 
records to the public via an online discovery 
platform. This also worked well toward the 
goal of creating a full finding aid. Since the 
project would be using the folder level as 
item level, item-level records could be trans-
formed into a box list for the finding aid.

Project staff then focused on access-
ing the content and quality of the existing 
description. They determined which parts of 
the database content correlated with MARC 
fields. They also looked at records already cre-
ated by the special collections cataloger for 
archival items in the collection, and mapped 
out how the database descriptions would be 
used to create minimal MARC records. 

DESCRIPTIVE STANDARDS 
Two ideas guided many of the decisions 
made in terms of record editing. First, as 
these records are unique, there is little chance 
that they will be copied. For this reason, staff 
focused on only editing or adding content if 
it affected the searchability and accessibility 
of the record. Second, these would be MARC 
records, but they would not be entirely DACS, 
AACR2, or RDA compliant. Changes focused 
on clarifying description by removing abbre-
viations and terms specific to rare books. This 
was also done in the spirit of RDA, which often 
focuses on spelling out terms and transcribing 
what is on the item. Text in title and sum-
mary was largely left unchanged. Special care 
was given to standardize access points like 
creator, related names, and subject headings 
to comply with the International Standard 
Bibliographic Description (ISBD). Subject head-
ings taken from the collection record were 

added to all item-level records. Since there are 
so many different formats, staff standardized 
format description with the Getty Research 
Institute’s Art & Architecture Thesaurus. 
Changes were made to maximize search-
ability alongside other records, using carefully 
chosen professional standards.

THE RESULTS 
The project was able to create 500 item-lev-
el MARC records and a finding aid in three 
months by working with staff who had 
expertise in library and archival description, 
with a goal of adapting existing description. 
These records also go well beyond minimum 
descriptive standards. The MARC records 
have been well received by the special col-
lections department and the finding aid has 
received compliments from across the units. 
These records have already enabled staff to 
make digital content more widely available. 
These include not only fully digitized ver-
sions of materials, but also images origi-
nally taken for conservation purposes that 
are now available on the finding aid in the 
Smithsonian Online Virtual Archive. 

Records also meet the other characteris-
tics deemed necessary by the project team. 
Because staff used the prevailing cataloging 
standard for which existing workflows were 
designed, they benefited from Smithson-
ian Libraries’ relationships with online 
platforms and the increasing institutional 
support of EAD. Because the records were 
created in MARC, the Train archival collec-
tion item-level records are now part of the 
regular cataloging department workflow 
for any future edits and contributions. Staff 
will be able to quickly meet any digitization 
requests for the unique materials, because 
MARC records already exist for needed 
metadata. The entire process has been fully 
documented and can be edited to convert 

Figure 5: Example of MARC item-level record available through Smithsonian Libraries Online Catalog at 
http://siris-libraries.si.edu/.
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and contribute other nontraditional materi-
als in library holdings. 

Though records were not cataloged to 
the standards of the rare books workflow, 
they do provide a strong alternative to 
standard cataloging for special collections. 
The archival community has developed the 
approach of “more product, less process,” 
for processing collections. Who is to say that 
the expedited approach can’t be applied to 
other library activities, such as more granu-
lar (series- and item-level) record creation? 
The goal is to make materials discoverable 
through the judicious use of staff time and 
expertise. Many libraries already have some 
type of description that accompanies new 
collections for inventory purposes. These 
documents can provide a framework for 
item-level record creation for both internal 
and external (online) use. Once the collec-
tion has basic item records in a familiar 
format like MARC, it can become even easier 
for catalogers to strategize which records 
are deserving of additional descriptive work. 
Abbreviated item records also gain power-
ful meaning when they enable digitization 
and are published online alongside digitized 
materials. When researchers can see the 
resources for themselves and verify the con-
tent, the possible downsides of abbreviated 
item description may prove negligible. 

LESSONS LEARNED
With so many possibilities, it is easy to forget 
that the technology and systems are tools. 
They should not overshadow the project 
goals. Our goals were to make the most of 
existing description in a way that can be 
easily managed in the long term, as well as 

take full advantage of existing workflows and 
institutional relationships for record distribu-
tion. We selected schema and descriptive 
standards for their longevity and adaptability 
with Smithsonian Libraries’ current systems. 

MARC may seem problematic because of 
its wealth of standards and requirements. 
However, these can be treated as guidelines 
and best practices. It is important to deter-
mine what is “good enough”; description 
that is sufficient to ensure staff can find and 
identify materials and that researchers have 
enough description to determine if materi-
als may be pertinent to their research. By 
focusing on what makes the items unique, 
and their access points, we were able to 
make the most of staff time when editing. 

The catalogers on our project team took 
on the important role of subject matter 
experts, able to advise what was necessary in 
the records, what description had to be stan-
dardized, and what could be left alone. This 
allowed a cataloger whose primary back-
ground is not in MARC to complete much of 
the cataloging work and optimize the Special 
Collections Cataloger’s time on the project.

If a library decides to pursue data reuse 
for records in multiple schemas, the library 
must be aware of which description is 
primary. Staff will not have time to update 
both if there are changes in the future. 
Because we are, by definition, a library, 
and our staff and researchers default to 
our MARC records, we created the primary 
description in MARC. Since we do not antici-
pate substantial content changes, we can 
embrace the opportunity to make descrip-
tion available in EAD, which only creates 
more connections and access points to the 

materials. Archives have embraced EAD as a 
way to finally make available archival collec-
tions in a manner that is searchable online 
and represents an item’s context. Libraries 
with nontraditional materials and archival 
collections like the Train Africana Collection 
can significantly benefit by participating in 
EAD’s growth. Repurposing MARC records 
makes that possible in the face of staff and 
budgetary constraints. 

The process was helpful in other ways. 
Library staff is now more familiar with 
archival description through EAD with the 
guidance of Smithsonian Online Virtual 
Archive (SOVA) staff. Cataloging staff were 
able to edit and fill out descriptions more 
easily when the information was put in a 
format they are used to (like MARC). Finally, 
this process of targeting the type of editing 
done to record description is now informing 
other Special Collections cataloging projects 
in the works. n
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Rapid growth in enrollment and the 
planned opening of a new, free-stand-

ing library building resulted in a large influx 
of new employees at the Jerry Falwell Library 
in summer 2013. As a result, the library 
administration wished to implement an on-
boarding program to ease the transition for 
both existing employees, who would have 
a large group of people to get to know, and 
new employees, who would need to learn 
the organization and their duties quickly. 
With a three-person steering committee 
reporting directly to the dean of the library, 
the New Employee WIFI Connector Program 
was born. This article chronicles its develop-
ment and implementation. 

 
RELEVANT LITERATURE 
The concepts and benefits of onboarding, 
organizational socialization, and acclimati-
zation are well documented in the human 
resources literature. Tang defines organi-
zational socialization as “the process by 
which newcomers acquire the attitudes, 
behaviors, and knowledge needed to make 

the transition from being outsiders to 
becoming effective members of an organi-
zation.”1 Tang found in a retail setting that 
proactive socialization fosters in newcomers 
“a sense of role clarity and positive career 
attitudes, which further facilitate[s] com-
mitment to the organization and reduce[s] 
employee turnover.”2 The following authors 
also note that providing onboarding in the 
workplace is important as it contributes 
toward employee satisfaction which can 
then positively impact employee retention. 
Korte and Lin found that “newcomers who 
remained unsure of their position indicated 
higher levels of disappointment and anxiety 
because of feelings of isolation or neglect”3 
and “that relationships have a huge influ-
ence on what they can do (performance) 
and how they feel (satisfaction) toward the 
organization.”4 Allen and Shanock discov-
ered that socialization “tactics that provide 
more content and more social interaction 
are related to subsequent embeddedness 
[in the organization].”5 

Within library science literature, on-
boarding is not well documented. While 
mentoring or orientation programs are 

often covered,6 an organizational socializa-
tion process is not. Some exceptions include 
a study documenting best practices for 
onboarding but the authors note that 

“the library literature has limited 
information regarding onboarding best 
practices.”7 The authors also state that “only 
one institution (6 percent) discusses either 
politics or language with new employees.”8 
Another exception is Chapman who notes 
the importance of the socialization process 
in her review of the literature concerning 
onboarding. Chapman states that “it is the 
aspect of socialization that ensures that 
[the newcomers] will begin to feel part of 
the organization” and that “acceptance of 
the new employee from supervisors and co-
workers . . . is crucial to whether or not that 
person will fit in and stay with the organiza-
tion.”9 Other articles reiterate this need for 
socialization based on human resources 
literature,10 but there is no library science 
literature concerning the implementation of 
such an onboarding program. The focus in 
library science literature is less on onboard-
ing and more on acquiring necessary job 
skills or navigating the tenure process. 

Developing and Implementing 
an Onboarding Program for 
an Academic Library 
» Strategies and Methods
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One close example that does exist in 
library science literature is from Ballard and 
Blessing at North Carolina State Univer-
sity Libraries. They describe an orientation 
program that was updated specifically in 
response to the socialization literature in 
human resources.11 Their program includes 
orientation, checklists, and meetings with 
key co-workers.12 The emphasis is on the 
core values and mission of the library in 
order to facilitate socialization rather than 
solely on day-to-day functions. They are 
also “developing a new program in which 
each new staff member will be paired with 
an ‘orientation partner’ outside his or her 
assigned department.”13 This partner will 
informally meet with the new employee to 
discuss any concerns in a more comfortable 
environment.14 However, no literature yet 
exists in which a library implements an on-
boarding program that includes familiariz-
ing the new employee with the institutional 
politics, language, and unspoken rules.  

 
BACKGROUND 
Founded in 1971, Liberty University is a 
fully-accredited non-profit liberal arts insti-
tution with 450 programs of study, offering 
degrees from the associate to doctorate 
level. The university remains grounded in 
its foundation as an evangelical Christian in-
stitution and has experienced rapid growth 
over the last decade. Enrollment at the uni-
versity is approximately 100,000 students, 
the largest percentage of whom take classes 
online. Current residential enrollment is 
over 13,500 students and is expected to 
continue to grow. The Jerry Falwell Library 
plays a fundamental role in the academic, 
cultural, and social life of Liberty University. 
The library’s materials and services are avail-
able to all enrolled students as well as to 
faculty, staff, and the community.  

 
FORMATION AND IMPLEMENTATION 
In summer 2013, the Jerry Falwell Library 
was preparing to move to a new library 
three times larger than the previous facility. 

Subsequently, over twenty new positions 
were approved by the university to support 
new and expanded services. With the arrival 
of this large group of new employees, the 
dean formed a committee to develop an 
onboarding approach intended to help with 
acclimation to the library and university 
culture.  A pilot for the New Employee WIFI 
Connector Program began in fall 2013. The 
pilot offered opportunities for learning best 
practices and the program continues today 
in a modified format. 

Upon initial implementation of the New 
Employee WIFI Connector Program, the 
stated purpose was to help new employees 
more quickly acclimate to the library and 
Liberty University. This purpose was fulfilled 
by providing institutional history and cul-
tural knowledge; lessening initial uncertain-
ty with regard to policies, procedures, and 
expected activities; addressing basic ques-
tions about the library and/or the university; 
providing a connection outside of the new 
employee’s department; and making the 
workplace friendlier.  New employees were 
matched with a veteran employee, called a 
connector, who was selected based on his or 
her experience and personality. The steering 
committee matched new employees with 
connectors from a different division of the 

library. These match criteria were based on 
the belief that it is beneficial for partici-
pants to see a different side of the organiza-
tion and to get to know someone who is not 
connected to their normal workflows.  

The New Employee WIFI Connector 
Program was so named as a tie-in to the 
library’s customer service initiative: WIFI 
(Welcoming, Informative, Fast, Impres-
sive). Because the connector program is 
considered to be a component of internal 
customer service, the steering committee 
felt that the tie between the two would 
help connectors remember that they are 
performing internal customer service and 
facilitate new employees understanding of 
the library service model. In the pilot year 
of the program, connections were made for 
the entire academic year with the veteran 
employee and new employee meeting once 
a week for the first month and monthly 
thereafter. Surveys were conducted at the 
one-month and six-month points to evalu-
ate the success of the program.  

 
SUCCESSES AND FAILURES 
Overall, the library administration deemed 
the program a success in terms of accli-
mating new employees to the library and 
university culture. Determining the success 
of the program regarding retention was 
more difficult. Retention figures from previ-
ous years were not readily accessible for 
comparison purposes. The steering commit-
tee decided to use the pilot program year 
as a benchmark for measuring future years. 
The overall retention rate for new hires was 
88%. Further investigation showed that 
retention of benefitted new employees was 
100%, but non-benefitted employees were 
retained at a rate of 81%. This difference 
offers an opportunity for more research to 
determine if the reason for the difference is 
benefit status.  

Initial, one-month surveys were distrib-
uted to participants in October 2013 and 
had a return rate of 42% for new employees 
and 69% for connectors. These surveys were 

http://www.esteyshelving.com/
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used to gather general perceptions from 
participants. Overall, the majority of respon-
dents agreed that the program was working 
well; however, themes within the com-
ments exposed areas for further exploration 
and improvement. These themes included 
the challenge of finding time to meet, the 
length of the program, requests for more as-
sistance by the connectors in ways to relate 
to the new employees, requests for funds 
to support coffee or lunch meetings, and 
concerns about the matching criteria.  

The next round of surveys was distrib-
uted in February 2014 and the questions 
focused on the themes that had emerged in 
the initial survey. Connectors had a higher 
return rate (57%) than new employees (24%).  

Survey respondents overwhelmingly 
advocated for a shorter program. Fifty-six 
percent (56%) requested that the program 
be reduced to six months or less, with more 
individuals requesting the program dura-
tion be reduced to three months than six 
months. Because of these results, the steer-
ing committee reduced the duration of the 
program to three months.  

Participants also expressed strong opin-
ions regarding the number of times the con-
nectors and new employees should meet 
each month of the program. Fifty percent 
(50%) were of the opinion that meetings 
should continue to occur once a week for 
the first month of the program and 69% 
indicated that meetings should continue 
to be once a month for every subsequent 
month of the program. These practices from 
the pilot program were retained as a result 
of the survey responses.  

Survey results were mixed when rating 
the matching criteria. Respondents were 
asked to rank the following criteria from one 
to three, with one being most important: 
same age, same area of the library (public/
technical), and same employment category 
(staff/faculty). The results differed slightly 
between the connectors and new em-
ployees. Connectors ranked the same area 
of service highest while new employees 
ranked the same category of employment 
the highest. In both cases, the same age 

was lowest in importance. Several 
new employees added comments 
to this section indicating that they 
provided the ranking as requested 
but did not see any of these as being 
particularly important to the success 
of their connector matches. One such 
participant said, “I actually think that 
it is good to have differences in each 
of these areas because it gives a broader 
perspective of the library.” Taking all 
rankings and comments into consider-
ation, the steering committee decided to 
not change matching criteria.  

A few of the survey questions were 
unique to the connectors. These addressed 
the most important resource the steering 
committee could offer to connectors, the 
maximum number of new employee con-
nections they could handle, and whether 
or not they would be willing to serve again. 
The steering committee was most interest-
ed in how it could better support the con-
nectors. The results revealed that the most 
important resource was the provision of 
funds for taking the new employee to coffee 
or lunch while the second most important 
involved providing goal sheets or talking 
points for the meetings. As a result of these 
responses, the steering committee request-
ed funding and created helpful talking point 
sheets for the connectors. In addition, the 
steering committee began to hold connec-
tor meetings to pass along helpful informa-
tion and to provide an on-going means for 
gathering feedback.  

After the conclusion 
of the pilot program, the 
organization and succes-
sion plan for the steering 

committee was altered. 
The initial committee 
had been established 
for the purpose of 
the pilot program and 
was intended to last 
for its duration. Once 
the program was 
deemed successful 

and planned for 
continu-

ation, parameters had to be set for the 
steering committee. Committee members 
were asked to serve two-year terms except 
the member-selected committee chair, who 
serves an additional year.  

 
RECOMMENDATIONS  
The lessons learned through the Jerry 
Falwell Library WIFI New Employee Con-
nector Program are transferrable to other 
institutions. Onboarding programs of three 
months or less with new employees 
matched to a same gender veteran em-
ployee in a different department would be 
possible at even the smallest libraries. In 
cases where the library is made up of one or 
two people, the connector could come from 
outside the library. Each library knows its 
culture and can create goals, objectives, and 
talking points that would assist the con-
nector in starting conversations with new 
employees. With declining budgets in librar-
ies, it may be impossible to offer funding for 
coffee or lunch, but these are not required 
components of the program. Meetings can 
occur at any other time during the workday 
without refreshments. The most important 
factor of the program is to create connec-
tions for new employees to the people of 

» Onboarding programs of three months or less with 
new employees matched to a same gender veteran 
employee in a different department would be 
possible at even the smallest libraries. In cases 
where the library is made up of one or two people, 
the connector could come from outside the library.
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the library in order to foster commitment, 
acceptance, and growth. n

 
Copyright © 2016 by Lori Snyder and Erin 
Crane. Article first appeared in Library Lead-
ership & Management, Volume 30, No. 3. 
https://journals.tdl.org/llm/index.php/llm/
issue/view/376

ABOUT THE AUTHORS: Lori Snyder 
(lsnyder9@hmc.psu.edu) is Collection 
Management and Digital Resource Man-
agement Librarian at the George T. Harrell 
Health Sciences Library, Penn State College 
of Medicine. 

Erin Crane (ecrane@germanna.edu) is 
E-Resources and Instruction Librarian at 
Germanna  Community College.

                                                          
REFERENCES:                                                                                                                                          
Ballard, Angela and Laura Blessing. “Organiza-

tional Socialization through Employee 
Orientations at North Carolina State University 

Libraries.” College & Research Libraries 67, no. 
3 (2006): 240-248, accessed April 29, 2015, 
doi:10.5860/crl.67.3.240. 

Chapman, Connie. “Retention Begins before 
Day One: Orientation and Socialization in 
Libraries.” New Library World 110, no. 3/4 
(2009): 122-135, accessed April 29, 2015, 
doi:10.1108/03074800910941329. 

Crumpton, Michael A. “Can a Mentoring Program 
Save You Money?” Bottom Line: Manag-
ing Library Finances 27, no. 2 (2014): 60-63, 
doi:10.1108/BL-05-2014-0016. 

Graybill, Jolie O., Maria Taesil Carpenter Hudson, 
Jerome Offord, Mary Piorun, and Gary Shaffer. 
“Employee Onboarding: Identification of Best 
Practices in ACRL Libraries.” Library Manage-
ment 34, no. 3 (2013): 200-218, accessed April 
29, 2015, doi:10.1108/01435121311310897. 

Hall-Ellis, Sylvia D. “Onboarding to Improve Library 
Retention and Productivity.” The Bottom Line: 
Managing Library Finances 27, no. 4 (2014): 
138-141, doi:10.1108/BL-10-20140026. 

Harrington, Marni R. and Elizabeth Marshall. 
“Analyses of Mentoring Expectations, Activities, 
and Support in Canadian Academic Libraries.” 
College & Research Libraries 75, no. 6 (2014): 
763-790, doi:10.5860/crl.75.6.763. 

Korte, Russell and Shumin Lin. “Getting on Board: 
Organizational Socialization and the Contri-
bution of Social Capital.” Human Relations 
66 (2012): 407-428, accessed April 30, 2015, 

doi:10.1177/0018726712461927. 
Neyer, Linda and Kathryn Yelinek. “Beyond 

Boomer Meets NextGen: Examining Mentor-
ing Practives among Pennsylvania Academic 
Librarians.” Journal of Academic Librarian-
ship 37, no. 3 (2011): 215-221, doi:10.1016/j.
acalib.2011.02.013. 

Oud, Joanne. “Adjusting to the Workplace: Transi-
tions Faced by New Academic Librarians.” 
College & Research Libraries 69, no. 3 (2008): 
252-266, doi:10.5860/crl.69.3.252. 

Tang, Chuanyi, Yongmei Liu, Hyunjoo Oh, and Bar-
ton Weitz. “Socialization Tactics of New Retail 
Employees: a Pathway to Organizational Com-
mitment.” Journal of Retailing 90, no. 1 (2014): 
62-73, accessed April 30, 2015, doi:10.1016/j.
jretai.2013.11.002. 

Wallace, Karen. “Creating an Effective New Em-
ployee Orientation Program.” Library Leadership 
& Management 23, no. 4 (2009): 168-176, 
https://journals.tdl.org/llm/index.php/llm/
article/view/1802/1077. 

FOOTNOTES:
1. Chuanyi Tang et al., “Socialization Tactics of 

New Retail Employees: a Pathway to Organi-
zational Commitment,” Journal of Retail-
ing 90 (2014): 62, accessed April 30, 2015, 
doi:10.1016/j.jretai.2013.11.002. 

2. Tang et al., “Socialization Tactics of New Re-
tail Employees: a Pathway to Organizational 
Commitment,” 71. 

3. Russell Korte and Shumin Lin, “Getting on 
Board: Organizational Socialization and the 
Contribution of Social Capital,” Human Rela-
tions 66 (2012): 416, accessed April 30, 2015, 
doi:10.1177/0018726712461927. 

4. Korte and Lin, “Getting on Board: Organiza-
tional Socialization and the Contribution of 
Social Capital,” 425. 

5. David G. Allen and Linda Rhoades Shanock, 
“Perceived Organizational Support and Em-
beddedness as Key Mechanisms Connecting 

Socialization Tactics to Commitment and 
Turnover among New Employees,” Journal of 
Organizational Behavior 34 (2013): 364, ac-
cessed April 30, 2015, doi:10.1002/job.1805. 

6. Michael A. Crumpton, “Can a Mentoring 
Program Save You Money?” Bottom Line: Man-
aging Library Finances 27, no. 2 (2014): 60-63; 
Marni R. Harrington and Elizabeth Mar-
shall, “Analyses of Mentoring Expectations, 
Activities, and Support in Canadian Academic 
Libraries,” College & Research Libraries 75, no. 
6 (2014): 763-790; Linda Neyer and Kathryn 
Yelinek, “Beyond Boomer Meets NextGen: 
Examining Mentoring Practives among 
Pennsylvania Academic Librarians,” Journal 
of Academic Librarianship 37, no. 3 (2011): 
215-221; Joanne Oud, “Adjusting to the Work-
place: Transitions Faced by New Academic 
Librarians,” College & Research Libraries 69, no. 
3 (2008): 252-266; Karen Wallace, “Creat-
ing an Effective New Employee Orientation 
Program,” Library Leadership & Management 
23, no. 4 (2009): 168-176. 

7. Jolie O. Graybill et al., “Employee Onboard-
ing: Identification of Best Practices in 
ACRL Libraries,” Library Management 34, 
no. 3 (2013): 204, accessed April 29, 2015, 
doi:10.1108/01435121311310897. 

8. Graybill et al., “Employee Onboarding: Iden-
tification of Best Practices in ACRL Libraries,” 
207. 

9. Connie Chapman, “Retention Begins before 
Day One: Orientation and Socialization 
in Libraries,” New Library World 110, no. 
3/4 (2009): 129, accessed April 29, 2015, 
doi:10.1108/03074800910941329. 

10. Sylvia D. Hall-Ellis, “Onboarding to Improve 
Library Retention and Productivity,” The 
Bottom Line: Managing Library Finances 27, 
no. 4 (2014): 138-141; Jennine A. Knight, 
“Rapid On-boarding of Academic Librarians: 
Good Economic Sense,” The Bottom Line: 
Managing Library Finances 26, no. 4 (2013): 
152-160. 

11. Angela Ballard and Laura Blessing, “Organi-
zational Socialization through Employee Ori-
entations at North Carolina State University 
Libraries,” College & Research Libraries 67, no. 
3 (2006): 240-241, accessed April 29, 2015, 
doi:10.5860/crl.67.3.240. 

12. Ballard and Blessing, “Organizational Socializa-
tion through Employee Orientations at North 
Carolina State University Libraries,” 243. 

13. Ballard and Blessing, “Organizational Social-
ization through Employee Orientations at 
North Carolina State University Libraries,” 
246. 

14. Ibid. 

https://journals.tdl.org/llm/index.php/llm/issue/view/376
https://journals.tdl.org/llm/index.php/llm/issue/view/376
http://www.arifkin.com/index.php?section=store&subsection=viewitem&idn=750


Strateg ic L ibrary™ ©2017 <21> 

“ I  go in to my l ibrary and a l l  h is tory unro l l s before me. ” 
-ALEXANDER SMITH

»

Keep off the Moors: 
The Road to Data 
Archival Storage
» The William S. Richardson School 

of Law Library at the University 
of Hawaii embarks on a journey to 
develop their archival collections.

BY ELLEN-RAE CACHOLA AND BRIAN 
HUFFMAN

The William S. Richardson School of Law 
Library has embarked on a journey to 

develop their archival collections. This arti-
cle outlines the steps to assess the archival 
and recordkeeping context of an institu-
tion in order to plan the installation and 
development of repositories and technology 
to support the access and curation to digital 
collections and electronic records. 
 According to “Cintas Document Man-
agement Paper: Best Practices for Transi-
tioning to an Electronic Medical Record 
System,” four principles were discussed:
1. Take inventory of records.
2. Create retention schedules and policies 

for each department.

3. Select the best document management 
system that can connect legacy to propri-
etary system, such as the ability to save 
different files, destroy records or send 
copies.

4. Begin scanning even before the software 
is purchased so that when it is set up, the 
files can be migrated and searched.1 

 Although this process refers to a medical 
environment, it outlines steps applicable for 
any library’s needs. An inventory of records 
helps to understand the quantity and 
content of the records that will be migrated 
during this transition. Retention schedules 
and policies for each department can clarify 
how long the record should be kept, and 
how it circulates within the organization’s 
workflow. These first two steps help deter-

HOW PUBLIC LIBRARIES 
SUPPORT REGIONAL ECONOMIC 

DEVELOPMENT
As the nation emerges from recession, 

economic development experts in cities and 
counties are working to retain existing tax 
bases and attract new sources of revenue.

STORIES OF SERVICE-LEARNING: 
GUIDELINES FOR INCREASING 

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT WITH 
DIGITAL STORYTELLING

University of Nevada, Reno Libraries provide 
support for an Intercultural Communication 

class in the creation of digital stories.

GROWING ORCIDS AT TEXAS A&M 
UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES

Registry helps reduce name confusion by 
aiding researchers and students.

BEST PRACTICES FOR 
IMPLEMENTING A SUCCESSFUL 

DIGITAL LAW LIBRARY
Developing a strategy for a successful 

migration to digital.
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