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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a follow-up to a poster presentation I gave at last year’s Research Forum on the early stages of my research design. A year later, I am just finishing the survey instrument to be deployed for data collection. I thought I’d be much farther along on my research journey and this presentation is a reflection on my experience with this project and how research doesn’t always go as planned, and that’s okay. We can learn a lot from the research process itself by reflecting on the challenges we face and by relying on a community of practice.
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Presentation Notes
During this presentation, I’ll provide a brief explanation of the study, discuss the learning curve I experienced with research design, the difficulties in defining and operationalizing equity, diversity, and inclusion, and then touch on one inclusive design component, the challenge of navigating variances in how archives are organized, and finish up with some reflections on self care and empathy.


The Study
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I’ve been working on an exploratory quantitative research study of academic archives to gauge the variation of inclusive metadata practices that are incorporated into digital collections and whether they are influenced by institutional policies. This is an essential topic now more than ever after we’ve witnessed the recent police brutalities against black and brown folks in our country and with the increased importance of digital access during COVID-19. It is my hope that the findings will improve data-informed metadata decisions to create inclusive and equitable digital collections to better represent and serve our diverse users.


Challenges
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To say the least, we’ve all faced challenges this year with the upheaval COVID-19 introduced to our daily personal and professional lives. For me, the initial transition to working from home meant prioritizing metadata work over research. Even before COVID, finding time to work on research was my number 1 challenge as it was one of many priorities. This struggle with time meant that my research timeline became a living changing document that flexed often to accommodate the unexpected. I came to realize…  that didn’t mean scrapping a research timeline altogether. It continues to provide structure and milestones to strive for, but I now looked at the finish line not as a static date, but something that can shift. And that’s okay.


Early Career ; ke ca
Learning Curve  BEerldinl
What is good research? . . 1 _ ". o
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There’s a huge learning curve to designing valid, reliable, and accurate research. There is also a lack of concrete research training for library and archive professionals, and my story may sound familiar to other early career archivists. Before this study, my research training consisted of a graduate research methods course and the only original research I’d completed was for my Master’s paper. As an early career professional, I found my knowledge gap was in knowing how to create good sound research. To find community support in filling this gap, I participated in the Institute for Research Design in Librarianship in 2019. This is an excellent year-long program hosted by Loyola Marymount University that starts with a nine-day intensive workshop on social science research methods and design. The education, guidance, and support I received from Marie Kennedy, Kris Brancolini, Lili Luo and Greg Guest was phenomenal, and my fellow IRDL scholars and mentor Chris Marino were invaluable sounding boards for ideas and improving my research design. While I’m still not quite ready to call myself an expert researcher. IRDL bolstered my confidence and taught me that I don’t need to know everything to conduct sound research. Relying on the expertise of colleagues and reaching out to others is a huge component of the process.


Inclusive Metadata

“Descriptions of digital archival

objects that: are fair, equitable, and
respectful to all individuals’
intersectional identities and cultures;
value diverse experiences and
perspectives; strive to create

equitable access to the resources they
describe; and work to effectively

meet the needs of diverse
populations.”
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Researching in the area of equity, diversity, and inclusion provided its own set of challenges. One major hurdle was figuring out how to define and operationalize a string of terms that are often used together almost interchangeably as a unified phrase, but that represent three distinct concepts. Compounding this challenge is that we as a profession have defined diversity in the SAA Dictionary of Archives Terminology, but not inclusion and equity. More recently, inclusion has become almost a catch-all term, and this is the practice I chose to adopt for this research. Choosing the term “Inclusive metadata” creates a broader concept that can encompass diversity and equity. 

To operationalize the term “inclusive metadata” for this study, I still needed to create a working definition, which you can see on the right. To do so, I combined several existing definitions, including SAA’s definition of diversity and cultural competency, and ALA’s definitions for inclusion, equity, and diversity. It’s likely not perfect, but it will provide a baseline of understanding for survey participants.


al=ly
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I not only wanted to measure inclusive practices in this study, but to be inclusive in the design. Figuring out how to be inclusive in the sample population was a major challenge. I first had to answer several questions. What is the unit of analysis? Should I looking at institutions, the institution’s library, the archives, the archivists? What if one institution has more than one archive? Are the digital collections managed by the archive or another department? I chose to look at US academic research archives with digital collections, and will focus on the institution’s main archive. To compile a diverse sample population, I consciously designed an inclusive approach that removed my own biases from the selection process. This meant using six existing lists from research organizations and consortia. These included Carnegie 4-year Doctoral Universities with Very High Research Activity (R1) and member institutions from the Association of Research Libraries (ARL), the Center for Research Libraries (CRL), the Association of Southeastern Research Libraries (ASERL), the Greater Western Library Alliance (GWLA), and the NorthEast Research Libraries (NERL). This resulted in a manageable sample population of 265 institutions. While this does introduce a limitation to this study in that there are likely other academic archives that are a part of a research institution not on these lists, it does broaden the scope of how this study defines what is a research institution.


Organizational
Variances in
Archives

Where are the metadata experts?
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The goal is to collect data from specialized informants who are knowledgeable of digital collections metadata practices at each of the 265 institutions. This introduced a new challenge: organizational structures can differ greatly! As we heard earlier from the presenters during the Professional Identity session, academic archives often live within the library, but they may also be a separate campus entity. Digital collections are also housed and managed in various ways. Some are within the archives. Others are managed by the library technology unit, a digital initiatives or digital libraries department, or are cooperatively managed by many departments. To compound this challenge, every library’s website is different and it’s not always easy to find the digital collections site or contact information. This has become an unexpected and time consuming component of the project.


O
Self Care and Empathy

(\2

Research 1s not easy.
It can be stressful.
Be empathetic with
yourself and have
patience.
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From this research experience, I realized that finding space for self-care and reflection is an important component. Early in the project, I became frustrated and stressed navigating the complexity of research design. It was also stressful seeing that research timeline move farther into the future as I adjusted for unforeseen circumstances. It took shared wisdom from mentors and hearing others’ experiences to realize that research doesn’t usually go as planned. You’re lucky if it does. To help reduce stress in the process, I shifted my mindset toward self care and empathy - part of that was releasing myself from my own internal deadlines and realizing that research is a journey in itself. I made space to step back and decompress - whether that was practicing deep breathing or yoga, taking a break for tea, or simply working on something else for a bit. It’s better to get the research design right and take time to reflect than to rush through and realize there were design flaws that produce invalid results.


Just as much can be learned from the process as from the results.
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While this research project is ongoing and has not yet reached the data collection stage, these challenges give insight into the complexity of archival research designs and prove that just as much can be learned from the process as from the results. The archival profession has room to grow in supporting research and research design education and I’m excited about the work CORDA is currently tackling in this area. There is also more to learn about how archives and digital collections are structured within academic institutions. This again comes back to that identity question. I hope this personal reflection of my research journey has been useful and encouraging for early career archivists to embark on their own research agendas. Conducting research doesn’t have to be a stressful sprint and we can rely on communities of practice and colleagues for support. It is a journey that we can learn from in itself if we allow ourselves time to reflect on the process.


Thank you

jserrao(@aclemson.edu | @Jessical.Serrao
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