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Librarians and archivist have some wonderful things in common, like an appreciation for information and organization, the desire to help users find that information, and the usual struggle for resources to do both.  Ideally, all organizations that want to create and maintain an archive should be able to hire at least one well-trained, full-time archivist.  Unfortunately, reality may require an alternative approach – like using a librarian to manage an archive.  These part-time archivists will find themselves in unfamiliar territory and need guidance so that library practices are not instituted in the archival setting.

In 2003 I accepted a position as the Special Collections Librarian at Schreiner University in Kerrville, Texas, a small liberal arts school with approximately 1000 undergraduate students.  At the time of my hiring, it was estimated that special collections contained 320 linear feet of printed material and 10,000 photographs, in addition to a small collection of audio-visual materials and letters.  This was not enough to justify a full time archivist, and so ‘archival duties’ was tacked onto the position description.  
Outside of following entire archives course syllabi, I wasn’t sure how to approach learning about archival management.  Given that I had no prior training as an archivist, I would have benefited from a short article directed at someone in my situation, something more pragmatic than theory.  With this paper I aim to do just that:  I want to share some things I’ve learned to help both the librarian who has recently become responsible for an archive and the archivist who is handing over care of an archive to a librarian.  

Developing a split personality
When you hear the word “archives,” what is being referring to?  In simple terms it could be: a)  noncurrent records of enduring value, b) the department/agency that manages these records, or c) the building in which this department/agency exists.
 In order to properly manage an archive, the librarian must first understand that most library practices are not valid in the archive.  Here are a few key concepts:  

Published vs. unpublished:  The fundamental difference between libraries and archives is that libraries contain published materials, while archives contain primarily unpublished materials.  It may be stating the obvious, but I emphasize this is because it is a major reason that policies and procedures differ so greatly.  We librarians often have the benefit of collective efforts:  our books are usually not unique and therefore one of us can do the work, while the rest of us benefit.  Library policies work great on library materials, materials that are published and, ultimately, not unique.  Archival collections are unique; therefore, each collection/donation/group of records must be completed on an individual basis (no real shortcuts).  

Independent vs. dependent:  Archival records are “organic,” developing naturally from their relation to an agency or entity.  The value of individual records depends directly on their relationship with those surrounding them.  The pieces lose relevance if separated from the whole.  The published materials in libraries are created independently, enabling a library collection to remain relevant even when materials are removed or checked-out.
  

Item-level vs. collection-level:  Libraries catalog at the autonomous item level. Collection-level description in archives is necessary partly due to their dependent nature (see above), thus making most item-level cataloging irrelevant and too time consuming (is it really necessary to describe each memo written over an organization’s 40 year history?).  Archives accommodate the need for more detail by using inventories and box content lists, which may be cataloged individually to facilitate access to archival collections.  

Access vs. Preservation:  Libraries prioritize access over preservation; most library items can be replaced if lost or damaged.  Archives prioritize preservation over access; the uniqueness of archives makes replacement of items difficult if not impossible.     

Integration vs. addition:  Libraries plan for collection growth by allocating growth space on shelves within the collection, allowing new books in that call number range to be properly integrated into the collection.  Once the shelves are full, a collection shift is required.    Archives practice what I refer to as the “put-it-at-the-end” concept.  It’s based on the concept provenance, also called ‘respect des fonds’, referring to: a) not mixing records from one entity into another, and b) chain of custody/ownership.  New items or donations are not integrated into the records that already exist, but rather are processed and placed at the end, not between, existing boxes.  

Dealing with this ‘split personality’ can be difficult at times.  Even when I am in the archives, my librarian side is whispering sweet words like ‘classification’ and ‘item-level cataloging.’  Though tempting, one must remember that archival policies and procedures were developed to address the unique nature of the materials contained within.

Before you begin

As a new or soon-to-be librarian with archival duties, it is important to understand your archival duties and resources.  Questions appropriate to ask include:

· How does the library director view the archives within the context of the library?

· Is there a budget?  

· Are any resources allocated for collection development and preservation supplies? (Even if you are not given collection development monies, preservation supplies are essential to the beginning and ongoing management of an archive)

· Will monies be available for archival training?

· How much time can be allocated to archival work?

If you have the means and time to travel, consider attending an archives institute.  Usually taking just two weeks, these intensive, non-graduate programs instruct individuals about archival practices and often also include hands-on experience in area archives.  The materials are developed for individuals lacking archival training, but aim to instruct attendees with both theory and practice.  The only ones of which I know include the Georgia Archives Institute, Modern Archives Institute (NARA), or the Western Archives Institute.  

Whether or not you can attend one of these intensive courses, get ready to ‘relearn’ everything you were taught in library school.  Understanding the methods of processing collections is key to managing archives and is best explained by the experts rather than me, so read up.  The books abound, and you cannot have all of them read or interlibrary loaned overnight.  But in the midst of all that relearning…
Dramatic first steps

It might take some time to learn the ins and outs of archives, but don’t let others think you are wasting any time.  Time spent with the archives is probably already limited, and people will be expecting to see some sort of progress – or at least some evidence that you truly have ‘crossed over to the dark side.’  Some of these actions go against your core librarian self.  Be prepared to make a real splash at the next staff meeting.


Staff and patron access

The archive is your domain.  Do not hesitate to severely restrict or eliminate access to the archives without your presence. This may require that you move the archives to its own room or change the existing locks.  Unrestricted access could easily result in the damage, destruction, or loss of archival materials, even by well intentioned library staff.  This may be an especially difficult pill for the other librarians to swallow (even the librarian in you).  Your role as archivist requires that you put the materials first, not the users.  Access comes second to preservation, so make yourself available so that researchers can access the archives (your director will appreciate it too).

Environmental control

Since preservation is your primary concern, you will need to assess the environment in which the archive lives.  What’s the temperature and humidity level of the room?  Is there evidence of insects or mold?  Are the materials housed properly yet?  Does its current location expose it to additional dangers, such as water (bathroom, basement, kitchen), pests (trash receptacles), or theft (unsecured room, shared key due to shared quarters)?  Dramatic progress can be made without refoldering every scrap of paper.  Focus on the big picture, and then work your way down.


Disaster Preparedness Plan

Imagine:  one year from now, amazing progress has been made to the archives.  New boxes, ne’er a staple in the place, finding aids galore.  Then, the worst happens:  a flood, tornado, hurricane, or someone pulling a prank with the sprinkler system.  What do you do now?  Luckily, you are prepared.  You wrote a plan.  You informed the staff that recovering the archives pulls rank over most library materials (probably not appreciated by the staff).  You trained everyone on how to handle soggy paper to boot. 


Acquisition Policy 

Archival collections take time to appraise, arrange, and describe, 16 hours to process every linear foot of archival material (the gold standard).  Your resources are limited, so make them count.  An acquisition policy reduces future workloads and helps insure that the archive collects what it is meant to collect.
 
Your library colleagues will eventually forgive you for your transgressions – at least until you schedule that soggy paper refresher on a Saturday -- or  tell them (once again) that no, you can’t let those sticky-fingered yet endlessly responsible thirteen-year-olds have 15 minutes alone in the archives.
Go forth and prosper
After the previous sections, one may think that this is where I would start to give serious insight or guidance.  Oh, contrar!   My archives are different from yours, so this is where I leave you to manage it how you see fit.  You have read all that can be read and looked at every archives website imaginable.  You must now get your hands dirty – or, in the archives world, super clean.  

Before you go, just a couple more observations from my own adventures:

· Don’t do anything that could cause lasting damage…yet.  You will make the most mistakes in the beginning, so think twice before you implement that elaborate box numbering scheme.
· Remember that test in library school where you had to analyze exactly how to figure out a classification scheme for 15 seemingly disparate objects?  This is harder… and endlessly more satisfying, even when you get it wrong.  

· You will get some things wrong
For anything you can’t seem to understand or surmount, a degreed, certified, amazingly well-trained archivist is just an email, list serve posting, or phone call away.  
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