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WHAT MAKES A __ T James Branch Cabell Library at Virginia Commonwealth University

BIG OL' underwent a major renovation and expansion from 2014 to 2016, 273 Surveyed
HOT MESS requiring a move of all special collections and archives materials.

A dismal combination of Following the move, archivists conducted a survey to assist in 42 Need ReVleW
«« Low rankings in most areas e = regaining intellectual and physical control of the processed ' 20 BOHM A

g Perplgxmg arrangement, 5[;”::%5}:::::;rsm T collections. The goals were to identify collections lacking proper
dGSCI‘Ip’[l()n, or C()n’[r()| paperwork PO o S e S LGP ! v

-+ Reappraisal needed
Unacceptable physical

condition PROCESS B B EEBEEBEN Intellectual Housing Intellectual
et Control Quallty Access

housing, requiring further processing, or needing updated finding aids.

After some discussion and review of several survey tools, we decided to use the assessment
module available in Archivists’ Toolkit (AT). We created a paper survey form that mapped to o o o
ey | —— the fields in AT and customized the ratings scale to suit our specific needs. To expedite the 3-4 25% 3-4 43% 3-4 52

Condition Of Material 3 Quality Of Housing 1 Special Conservation issues

e s — SN - T otenl i O ot anmge [ htograh it | == | capture of our observations, we developed a list of frequently-used abbreviations. It took two
pocumentation Quaiy nierest RecentestDameas Feper condten archivists approximately 14 months to physically survey the collections and record the
iInformation in AT.

Research Value [ ] Deteriorating Photo/Fim Base [ Other
Intellectual Control Ranking 2 Mumerical Rating 2

General note Other Conservation issues
BOHM, RE- under, RF, FAU, DACS, PE, RE. "~ [] Brittle Paper [] Thermofax Pap

u u
ermofax Paper [u ] PhySIcaI Materlal
Do not know where OS materials are. Many boxes (the PBs inked to this assessment record =
) have the materials in origianal folders or none at all. [] Fastener remova I [] Rebox et : 5
Some items rolled, rubber bands. Access Condltlon
Range of Doc Cases which are numbered separately. Looks [] Mewspaper /Unstable paper Refolder folder editing

like manuscripts and proofs all foldered & labeled. L ,
There is some correspondence in Box 4 maybe some other []Bindings [] Flattening

! . [ —— —— | o | We identified housing, description, and intellectual control as areas in need of attention but

L]

s discovered unexpected challenges as well. Materials had been removed and placed in artificial 3-4 89% 3-4 97%
collections with little or no documentation. Other collections had incomplete donor and
ACTIONS ....................... accession information. We found some collections with problematic materials including food .. LESSONS & OBSERVATIONS ...........
% items, the departmental lost and found box, unsampled realia, and boxes of complete
PONTENFEENI newspapers. Many boxes and folders were in poor condition and finding aids did not
necessarily reflect the current arrangement of a collection. In other cases, we discovered that
some internal finding aids had been updated while the public online version had not.

Box Box 1 Architects: photocopied pictures
Box Box 1 Architecturd photocopied pictures
Box Box 1 Article "The Antebellum Preacher"photocopy

BEFORE  AAAAHHHHHHm — ™m ACTIONS ®u™ ™™™ a" ™"

Having reviewed and assessed the workflows and guidelines for accessioning, processing, and Documentin g chan ges to collections is
finding aid creation we developed a new framework. It has helped us set new processing " :
IMPROVEMENTS priorities and make appropriate work assignments based on the processor’s position, essential for future care
O knowledge, and experience. Student workers, interns, and volunteers are now given only N f
student-appropriate projects (SAPs) as identified in the survey while the professional staff _ _
tackles issues related to collection ownership, reappraisal, or complex processing. 18 Too generous In our ratings

™, LESSONS & OBSERVATIONS ™n™u"u™s"s" 18 o

Like other archival repositories, VCU’s Special Collections and Archives must manage N
Collections collections that were accessioned and processed inconsistently over the course of many - Rating scale helpful, but still challenging to
Reprocessed decades. The survey has reinforced the lesson that clear, uniform accessioning and processing ™ " maintain consistency In evaluations

guidelines are essential. A periodic review of collections can be an instructive exercise for e
setting priorities for retrospective processing and ensuring that internal guidelines and
professional best practices are followed. We now have a more accurate assessment of the state
of our archival and manuscript holdings and have hard data to share with administrators and
resource allocators. Guided by our work on the survey, we can look forward to making more
informed decisions about collection care and access.

Finding Aids
Revised

Some SAPs proved more complicated on closer
inspection
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