Colleen McFarland

UW-Eau Claire

MAC Fall Symposium on Minimal Processing

Omaha, NE, Oct. 6-7


"It Changed My Life:” Lessons Learned from Minimal Processing

Hi.  My name is Colleen, and I'm a perfectionist -- especially when it comes to my work.  But I've been practicing minimal processing for over a year, and if I can do it, anybody can do it.

If you are worried that my talk this morning will continue along in the vein of a twelve step program meeting, fear not.  I will not invite audience participation by way of confessions, revelations, or the archival equivalent of alter calls at the microphone. “But why the title, then?” you might ask.  Let me explain.  

The title comes from a comment I made during my very first conversation with Rick Pifer.   I had just arrived at the University of Wisconsin -- Eau Claire in March 2006 to start my new job as Head of Special Collections & University Archivist.  Rick, who formerly held my position and now works fairly close by at the Wisconsin Historical Society, stopped in at the end of my first week on the job to meet me and to find out how things were going.  In our conversation that day, we touched on many archival topics, including Greene & Meissner's minimal processing.  Having been involved in an NHPRC funded minimal processing grant and therefore having implemented it at my repository just 9 months earlier, I had definite opinions about MPLP.  Believing in openness and frankness in conversation, I said to Rick:  "Minimal processing changed my life."  

Today, I'm going to share with you my experiences in implementing minimal processing as a lone arranger.   You will hear not only what minimal processing looks like in "real life," but what it feels like and how it helped me overcome the professional and emotional inertia induced by a huge backlog.  I will not presume to tell you what your experiences with minimal processing will be, should you choose to implement it at your repository.  But I will testify to the fact that I would have been a much less effective archivist without minimal processing.  And more likely, I would have left the profession out of frustration and despair.

In August 2004, I started my first archives job as a solo archivist at a small college in the rural Pacific Northwest.  My position gave new meaning to the term “lone arranger;” I was the only archivist in a three hour driving radius.  And while the college had maintained an archives for decades, it had never before had a professional archivist.  My predecessor, a descendant of a pioneer family, a native to the region and a well-loved member of the community, had managed the archives for 34 years without the benefit of formal training.  Not surprisingly, he dedicated his time entirely to collecting and conducting his own local history research.  
Shortly after I arrived on the job, I realized that I had inherited a 3500 linear foot collection, and what was essentially a 100% backlog.  There were had printed guides for two small collections, inventories for a handful of others, a card catalog of item-level records describing documents that were nowhere to be found, and a poorly constructed Excel shelf list.  There were no drawers of finding aids in filing cabinets and no MARC records in the online catalog.  My charge was to "bring the archives into the 21st century" though cataloging and digitization, and to make the archives relevant to the college community through instruction and outreach.  I arrived with the boundless enthusiasm and optimism of a newly minted archivist.  That lasted about two weeks.

Shortly after I had arrived, I was asked to join a group of Pacific Northwest archivists in writing a consortial processing proposal for consideration by the NHPRC.  Recognizing that I would need all of the help I could get, I quickly identified several long neglected, so-called “hidden collections” of regional and/or national significance.  It was in writing my institution's portion of this group proposal that I was first forced to think about the amount of time required to process an archival collection.  I received a good archival education, but as a graduate student, I had not encountered the reality of the demands and limitations on an archivist’s time.  In my internship, I learned how to process collections thoroughly according to the highest standards of the archival profession and the repository for which I worked.  In that setting time was not an issue -- simply put, archival processing required the amount of time it required.   But to write a grant proposal, I quickly learned, I needed to quantify the costs of processing, and time is the most expensive element of archival processing.

For the purposes of the grant, all participants had been instructed to use Terry Abraham's Processing Formula, which stipulates the processing of one linear or cubic foot of archival materials every 16.5 hours.  Fair enough, I thought.  I plugged this number into my budget calculations and went on with my day.  But being a curious sort who enjoys math, I soon thereafter decided to use this processing formula to estimate how long it would take me to process the current holdings of my repository.  3500 linear feet times 16.5 hours per foot equals 57,750 hours.  By dividing that number by 2080, the number of hours a full time employee works in 52 weeks, or one calendar year, I could begin to grasp the task that lay before me.  57,750 divided by 2080 equals ... 27.8 YEARS.  If I did nothing else but process collections, I could devote the last 5 years of my career to administration, reference, outreach, instruction, collection development, and all of the other things archivists do aside from processing.  And remember, my calculation did not factor in new records that would most certainly find their way into the archives during the next 27.8 years.  Nor did it factor in time for vacations, which I would clearly require. Needless to say, this figure did not boost my morale.  It made me feel as though I had an impossible task ahead of me.

For much of my first year, I avoided processing entirely.  There were plenty of other problems to address, and I felt no urgency to start a huge project that offered no end in sight.  When I finally did start processing in the spring of 2005, I believed that I was never going to be able to make noticeable headway in reducing the backlog.  Because I believed I wasn’t going to accomplish much in terms of quantity, I decided to strive for quality.   So what I did process, I decided, had to be processed perfectly.   I wanted to arrange and describe my collections so beautifully that they would make Oliver Wendell Holmes weep, were he able to see them.

Unfortunately, because of my inexperience in the profession and the enormity and gravity I had assigned to the task before me, my efforts were less a manifestation of perfect processing than an exercise in processing a la  J. Alfred Prufrock.   I found time for "a hundred indecisions / And for a hundred visions and revisions" before the completion of a single finding aid for the smallest of collections.  I would agonize literally for days -- of course while doing other administrative and archival work -- about the arrangement of a collections.  I was constantly plagued by nagging questions in the back of my head.   Flat arrangement or series?  If series, how many?  Or maybe sub-series?  And what on earth am I supposed to do with the photographs in the collection?  Leave them in?  Take them out?  While measuring out records "in coffee spoons," I grew less and less confident that I was processing correctly (whatever that meant).  Simultaneously, I felt myself growing and more and more distant from the charges that had been set before me:  to make archival materials available and relevant to the students, faculty, and staff of my institution.  I knew I would never have time to process and catalog the collections, and without processed collections, I couldn’t make materials accessible and interesting to my potential users.  

 Before long, I felt as if I were ensnared in a vicious circle of inadequacy.  Reference and outreach were difficult and time-consuming because I didn’t know my collections.  I didn’t know my collections because I didn’t have time to process them.  I couldn’t find time to process them because of the demands of reference and outreach.  In short, I felt trapped, frustrated, and ready to give up on the profession.
At this point, the processing grant consortium had received initial feedback from the grant reviewers.  Their consensus was (1) our grant proposal offered nothing new to the archival profession, and (2) our processing time estimates were inflated.  One of the consortial representatives -- I believe it was Anne Foster from the University of Alaska--Fairbanks --  had used Greene & Meissner's minimal processing formula to estimate the time required to process some of her proposed collections.  It was recommended that the rest of us do the same for all of our collections and that the grant be resubmitted as a proposal to test minimal processing at a variety of archival repositories.  So we resubmitted the proposal with this new focus and included more collections to be processed.  For my institution, the extent to be processed increased from 100 to 170 linear feet. Shortly after resubmitting the proposal, we learned that we had received full funding.  Our first step in this grant, then, was to receive training from Mark Greene in minimal processing.

I have to admit that I was resistant to MPLP at first.  As I recall, I had two major concerns.  First, I was skeptical about the potential to offer good reference services from MARC records or finding aids generated by minimal processing.  Second, I saw minimal processing as a step backwards in the digitized content revolution of the library world.  Librarians were now adding enhanced content to MARC records -- cover images, table of contents, reviews -- how could I put a simple MARC record in the catalog or write a bare bones finding aid and expect it to suffice?  Never mind that it took libraries about 20 years to develop and implement enriched records.  My perfectionism was telling me that I had to provide my users with tons of digital content now.   
Since you are all here to learn how to implement minimal processing, I won't go into the details of the training.  But I will tell you that it provided me with several incredibly important and powerful things -- the assurance that less than perfect was okay, the courage to try something new, and a wonderful rubric to help me make good processing decisions.  That rubric outlined the ways in which MPLP processing differed from traditional processing in arrangement, description, and preservation.  It helped me recognize where I had the ability to make time-saving processing decisions, and it saved me many times from falling back into my old ways.  As I developed my minimal processing sea legs, it kept me steady and on course.  I made several photocopies of it and hung them up in my office and in my processing area.  Every time I evaluated a collection for processing during the first months of practicing MPLP, I used the rubric to remind me to ask myself why I was processing a collection in a certain manner.  If the answer was “to make it look nice,” or “because I’m supposed to,” I knew I had to reconsider that decision.  In other words, I used the rubric to distinguish what would be nice to do to the collection from what needed to be done to the collection.  I found that many of the things I had been doing as a matter of course were nice, but not necessary.  
I distinctly remember the first collection I processed using the MPLP method.  I had a meeting-free morning shortly after I returned from the workshop, and I decided I would try to process a one foot collection from start to finish before lunch, just to see if it could be done.  Before I even looked at the collection, I decided that its size did not merit any angst over hierarchical arrangement -- there was simply no need for either the angst or the hierarchy.  I wasn't quite ready to let go of refoldering yet, so I planned on that. When I examined the collection's physical state, which was pretty good, I decided to do no conservation or preservation work -- no photocopying clippings, no removing staples.  And I was determined not to alter the order of materials within the folders.  I would remove obvious duplicates, since that requires almost no time, but that was all I would do.  From start to finish, it took me one hour and forty five minutes to process the collection and create a DACS compliant finding aid.  And, even better, most of that time was spent choosing good Library of Congress subject headings and confirming the lack of name authority records for the people and events associated with the collection.  I was amazed -- I could leave for lunch early!  I emailed Mark to tell him how excited I was.  And, most important, I didn't feel I had lost anything.  It was clear that I had gained several things:  (1) a processed collection, (2) adequate knowledge of the collection to provide good reference services to my users, and (3) the feeling that my impossible task might be less impossible than I thought.

Work on the grant-related processing proceeded more quickly than I expected.  It was not the actual processing that was taking the 7-10 hours per foot that we had estimated, but the administrative work necessary to establish a processing workflow in my repository -- the creation of DACS and MARC templates and the training of my student workers and my processing assistant.  But once that work was completed, it was clear that we would not need 7-10 hours per foot for most collections.  The majority -- all manuscript collections, including some 19th and early 20th century records -- required 1.5 - 2.5 hours per foot.   The most time consuming collection processed with MPLP methods required 7.4 hours per foot.   Its physical condition and original order were poor, and I decided that the collection, which had high institutional importance, merited a little more TLC than the average manuscript collection.  But that's the wonderful thing about MPLP.  There's no requirement that you not refolder or not sleeve photographs in every collection – you are empowered to make decisions about these processing actions for each collection and to determine an appropriate course, with full awareness that refolding and sleeving require time and money.  Some collections are worth that time and money, and some are not.

One of the hardest habits to break was the refoldering habit.  And it wasn't just hard for me -- it was hard for my student workers and my assistant, none of whom had any formal archives training.  It was as if the retention of original folders, or even the folders that my predecessor had put materials into, was violating an aesthetic principle.  "I want the collection to look nice," one of my student workers told me.  She continued, “It's just more satisfying when it looks nice."  And I understood that, because I felt it too.  We had several moments when we would stand at the processing table, survey the collection, and make a decision about the folders.  "I really want to refolder it," I'd tell my student worker, "but we're going to resist the temptation."  She'd sigh and do as I told her to, but it was clearly difficult for her.  It took me about six months to break my refoldering habit, though to this day, I still experience new folder cravings.  But I’m learning to put those energies elsewhere.  At UW--Eau Claire, I've developed a great technique for dealing with loose sticky labels on the folders of institutional records.  I don't use Scotch tape to secure them back on, as some minimal processing archivists do.  I use a small stapler to staple them on.  Much faster and neater than tape, in my opinion.

I left my first position to come to UW--Eau Claire before the NHPRC grant was finished.  While I regretted that, I felt confident that the new archivist would be able to complete the work if he or she would accept and practice minimal processing methods.  We were ahead of schedule and, in fact, processing many of other collections besides those nominated in the grant.   I brought minimal processing with me to UW-Eau Claire.  A form of MPLP had been in practice for a long time at Eau Claire, as many materials in the institutional archives were simply accessioned without refoldering.  But I have since applied it to manuscript collections with great results.  In my first four months on the job, my student workers and I processed about 100 feet of materials, with each new collection receiving both a DACS compliant finding aid and a MARC record.  To those of you who are processing archivists, that may not sound like much.  But for a lone arranger who is new on the job, preparing to move the collection, teaching classes, helping genealogists, and serving at the general reference desk, it’s a lot more than I would have previously thought possible.
I cannot conclude this talk without mentioning my patrons and their responses to MPLP.  I’ve not had a single patron react to minimal processing per se.  Nobody has said, “Gee, this biographical note is awfully short,” asked, “Why didn’t you arrange the items in this folder chronologically?” or told me, “The collection really should have been arranged and described in terms of subseries.”  In fact, I’ve noticed that the majority of my patrons – undergraduate students – don’t even look at finding aids, unless the collection consists of many feet of material.  And even then, they ask that I interpret the finding aid for them and help them identify the boxes they should use.  Or they prefer simply to dive into the collection and see what they find.  

Some patrons do express concern about preservation issues, but anecdotal evidence suggests to me that those patrons who worry will worry about every collection – regardless of whether some preservation steps were skipped in processing or not.  It’s not the presence of staples or the lack of acid free folders that concern such patrons.  Rather, they express what seems to be more general reservations about using one-of-a-kind documents in the archival setting.  Also, in my experience, patrons are very good about calling attention to preservation problems that might have been missed during minimal processing (or even traditional processing).

But the overwhelming response I’ve received from my patrons has been positive.  People are simply very happy to have new collections made available to them.  One genealogist recently exclaimed: “I’ve been looking for these records for seven years!” when I mentioned in a presentation to a local historical society that the records of the local Grand Army of the Republic Chapter were available for use.  “This is perfect for my thesis!  I’m so glad you told me about it,” a student exclaimed about a newly processed collection about the Hmong population of Eau Claire.  In fact, two students are using that collection for their theses this semester.  “That sounds like a great collections for my research methods students to use,” an English faculty member said to me when I told her about the newly processed personal papers of a local farmer, bird collector, and taxidermist.  People on campus know about the James Newman Clark Bird Collection, which has been on display in the university’s science building for years, but had no idea that Special Collections had papers to go along with the mounted specimens.  All three of these collections – not one of which was over 3 linear feet – had been sitting in the archival backlog for about ten years.  It feels wonderful not only to have finally liberated them, but to begin the patron and collection matchmaking that is such an enjoyable part of being an archivist.
Minimal processing has indeed changed my life.  I am a much happier and much more productive archivist than I ever thought I would be.  And MPLP has taught me several valuable lessons.
First:  Be flexible.  Adhering to rigid standards that apply to the best of all possible situations simply doesn’t work.  Different collections can and should receive different levels of processing.  Your patrons won’t know if some collections are processed differently than others.  Only you – the archivist -- the one who knows something about all of the collections, will know.  And it’s up to you to be flexible (and confident) enough to know that it is practicality and common sense -- not sloppiness or indifference --  that motivates your actions.
Second: Be imperfect.  Perfection is your worst enemy.  It keeps you focused on the trees instead of the forest and diminishes the potential impact you can have on your users.  Collections do not have to look pristine in order to contain useful information.  Administrative histories do not have to be definitive works of historical research to be helpful in providing context.  And you, as the archivist, do not have to know *everything* about your collections.  
And finally, never, ever underestimate most patrons’ tendency to be happy with and grateful for access to collections and for any assistance you provide in using the collections.  If your ultimate goal is to connect archives patrons with archival materials, MPLP has the potential to make you a very successful and satisfied archivist.
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