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The Historical Society of Pennsylvania

"Small Archival Repositories and Professional Archivists: 
Building a Community of Practice"

Presented by the Historical Society of Pennsylvania's Hidden Collections Initiative for Pennsylvania Small Archival Repositories (HCI-PSAR, or "The Small Repositories Project")

Opening Remarks: Kim Sajet
Kim Sajet, President and CEO of the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, welcomed everyone and offered initial remarks about HSP’s recent initiatives with the Philadelphia region’s overall history and heritage community. When the economy took a downturn a few years ago, the Historical Society of Pennsylvania began receiving inquiries from small museums, historical sites, and other history organizations in the area. These organizations were seeking help with a number of challenges: a lack of funding, inadequate marketing resources, and a need to attract more visitors, members, and volunteers. In response, the Historical Society of Pennsylvania started its History Affiliates program (http://www.hsp.org/node/2308), and soon after that, received funding from the Mellon foundation to launch its Hidden Collections Initiative for Pennsylvania Small Archival Repositories. An annual awards luncheon that recognizes the accomplishments of the region's history organizations is currently in the planning stages.
Presentation: Project Director

Jack McCarthy, Project Director of the Hidden Collections Initiative for Pennsylvania Small Archival Repositories, introduced the project, the goal of which is "To make better known and more accessible the often hidden archival collections in Pennsylvania’s many small, primarily volunteer-run historical repositories." Funded by the Mellon Foundation, the current 14-month pilot project will focus on two counties (Philadelphia and Montgomery). Possible follow-up projects would focus on the five-county Philadelphia area and possibly a state-wide initiative. Objectives of the pilot project are (1) to identify and create an online directory of all small archival repositories in Philadelphia and Montgomery counties, and (2) to survey the collections of a select number of these repositories and make descriptive information on those collections available in an online searchable database.

To date, the Small Repositories Project has identified some 80 repositories in both counties. Nine repositories have been surveyed so far, encompassing 78 collections, or 719 linear feet of materials. Preliminary finding aids have been created for each collection using Archivists' Toolkit. Project staff is in the process of compiling detailed reports to repositories, which include these collections descriptions, as well as assessments (discussed in further detail by Project Surveyors Celia Caust-Ellenbogen and Michael Gubicza), and general information/resources about managing their archival holdings.

Jack McCarthy reinforced the importance of the Small Repository Project through a case study on the vital, previously hidden collections at the Historical Society of Tacony. An all-volunteer organization just over 20 years old, the Historical Society of Tacony has about 120 members and an annual budget of $20,000. Located in the Northeastern section of Philadelphia, its collections have national and even international significance. Papers and ephemera from the Disston Saw Works and Thomas W. South collection tell the story of Tacony's development as a "Utopian workers' community," where rent was cheap but alcohol and "any building for any offensive occupation" were forbidden. Members of the Disston family invested in major land development projects in central Florida, and the Thomas W. South papers include documentation of the grand venture and its monumental failure. Tacony was also the home of Frank Shuman, an inventor who pioneered the use of solar power. He built the world's first successful solar thermal power plant in Meadi, Egypt in 1912-1913, and one-of-a-kind photographs of the installation, as well as the plan for its construction, are housed at the Historical Society of Tacony!
Presentation: Project Surveyors

Project Surveyors Celia Caust-Ellenbogen and Michael Gubicza spoke next about their findings at the 9 small repositories surveyed thus far. Collections are assessed, on a score of 1-5, in the following categories: Condition of Materials, Quality of Housing, Intellectual Access, Physical Access, Documentation Quality, and Interest. (The last two scores are added together for a "Research Value" score rating from 2 to 10.) If these categories look familiar, it is because surveyors are utilizing methodology that was also used for the PACSCL Consortial Survey Initiative, and was developed about a decade ago by the Historical Society of Pennsylvania for a Mellon-funded survey of their own holdings. The Small Repositories project has added an additional layer of assessments evaluating each small repository as a whole: Staff Levels, Availability, Knowledge, Enthusiasm, Organization of Holdings, and Physical Accessibility.

Celia Caust-Ellenbogen spoke about storage and housing conditions at the small repositories visited so far. The average rating for Quality of Housing is 2.9. (3="Collection housed in non-archival boxes and folders but they are in good condition and have a reasonable amount of material in them.") The average rating for Physical Accessibility is 3.4. (3="Individual collections may be divided across multiple rooms but materials are housed in boxes and boxes are unobstructed.") Innovative storage solutions observed so far include PVC tubes to organize and protect rolled items, and an old bank vault as fireproof, secure storage.
Michael Gubicza spoke next about the organization of archival holdings at the small repositories visited so far. The average rating for Physical Access is 2.8. (3="Rough arrangement by date or other characteristic; series not fully established; researchers often must work through voluminous extraneous material to locate pertinent items.") The average rating for General Organization is 2.9. (Repository holdings are roughly arranged into general groupings, but collections are not clearly defined.) Examples of typical organization, total disorganization, and meticulous arrangement were shown.

Finally, Celia spoke about small repositories in their communities. The average rating for "Repository Representative's Enthusiasm about Project," on a scale of 1 to 5, is a 4.7. We are usually greeted by 2-3 volunteers at each site, and repositories report having up to 40 volunteers working for them. We have been really impressed with the enthusiasm of these small repositories, and their willingness to open their doors to us. We are also struck by the dedication and commitment of their volunteers. In many cases, they function as social organizations. These places have strong community ties. They run educational and entertainment programs, and engage in community outreach.

Group Discussion

Attendees divided into 6 groups of about 10 individuals to discuss three questions pertinent to small archival repositories: 

· What creative low-cost preservation solutions have you observed? (The “$500 to Home Depot Challenge”)

· Can you envision a mutually-beneficial internship scenario for graduate students and non-professional repositories?

· What can small and large archives teach each other about community engagement?

After about 25 minutes, the small groups reconvened to report on their discussions.

Low-Cost Preservation

· Items that can be purchased from Home Depot instead of expensive archival supplies: plastic storage sheds, metal shelves (with or without wheels), polyethylene bags, bankers boxes, PVC tubes, plexiglass or UV filters for windows, fans for circulation, dehumidifier, portable hygro-thermometers (instead of an expensive data-logger)
· Easy-to-build substitutes:

· Trash can "Horton" humidifier for conservation: http://books.google.com/books?id=IXRDD2npRboC&lpg=PA85&ots=-jaYMXQgE7&dq=trash%20can%20humidifier&pg=PA85#v=onepage&q&f=false
· Bricks wrapped in acid-free paper as weights

· Collapsible book cradle made from with blue-board http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yZJvR8ws6ag
· Build your own emergency kit rather than an expensive prefab

· Use materials wisely; cut mylar to fit

· Regular paper may suffice, rather than PermaLife, for preservation photocopying and other purposes: go online to find product specifications and check if paper is acid-free
· Ask volunteers if they work for a company that may be willing to provide matching funds, donate supplies, or allow shared usage of photocopiers or scanners

· Join DVAG: repositories advertise to the Listserv before discarding gently-used supplies
Using Interns

· Supervision by a professional archivist must remain integral to any program that is developed

· DVAG members might be willing to serve as mentors/supervisors for interns. Is an off-site mentor a workable solution?
· A DVAG volunteer corps, or “white glove brigade” might be willing to travel around with interns
· Could this be integrated into an academic program? Could a class work at one repository, working in teams to write processing plans and then process collections?
· It might be wise to target young professionals looking for experience, not interns

· Distinguish between learning internship vs. practice internship

· Perhaps the school internship coordinators could identify which exceptional/more experienced interns would be able to handle a more independent internship environment
· Could the collections travel instead of the interns?
· Could someone, or group, get a grant for a program along the lines of the PACSCL-CLIR “Hidden Collections” model?
· Workshop to train volunteers/staff at small repositories to be intern supervisors?
· Target online students

Community Engagement

· Encourage youth participation at small repositories. Ask them to assist with setting up a website or blog.

· Plan activities for Archives Month in October, National History Day, and National Constitution Day

· Larger repositories can learn from the way small repositories build strong relationships with their neighborhoods and communities, recruit and manage volunteers, and set up public outreach programs.

· Consider planning joint subject-based programs for small and large repositories whose collections overlap or address similar themes

· Buddy small and large repositories with each other?

Follow the Project!

· http://www.facebook.com/HCIPSAR

· Twitter @HCIPSAR

· http://picasaweb.google.com/HCIPSAR

· http://HCIPSAR.wordpress.com/

· http://www.hsp.org

