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Balancing Act in the Archives: 
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UNO Libraries' Archives and Special Collections

Wendy Guerra, | she, her 
Digital Initiatives Archivist

Lori Schwartz, | she, her 
Hagel and Technical 
Services Archivist

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Thank you for being here with us today. I am Lori Schwartz, the Hagel and Technical Services Archivist at University of Nebraska Omaha Libraries’ Archives and Special Collections. And we’ll probably say UNO from here on out. 

And I’m Wendy Guerra, the Digital Initiatives Archivist in the same department. 




Great Plains Black History Museum

UNO Libraries' Archives and Special Collections

Photos courtesy the GPBHM Facebook page and 
Google Maps.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
WENDY
Our unit has been working for several years in various capacities with the Great Plains Black History Museum in North Omaha, a community museum located in a predominantly and historically Black area of our city. The Museum is a rich exhibit-based resource for Black history in Omaha and the region. Their stated mission is to “preserve, educate, and exhibit the contributions and achievements of African Americans with an emphasis on the Great Plains region, as well as provide a space to learn, explore, reflect and remember our history.” They mount rotating exhibits, give in-person and virtual tours to school and community groups locally and further afield, and have a robust Facebook presence with multiple posts a day every day. On the slide you'll see their exhibit space near their front door, and then that same door from the historic 24th Street corridor in North Omaha.
 
They also have a large underutilized archival collection, which is our focus today. It holds a variety of formats including photographs, correspondence, scrapbooks, posters, pamphlets, ledgers, documents, and other material. The collection documents Black foodways, rural settlements after the Civil War, urban settlements to meet increasing demands for labor and during the Great Migration in the 20th century, education and schools (K-16), businesses, churches, community leaders, veterans of the armed forces, social organizations, musicians and music venues, police reform, the Underground Railroad in the Great Plains region, and more.

Our latest collaboration with the museum involves arrangement, description, and selective digitization of this collection. This project is ongoing but unfortunately stalled at the present time. This is a change from when we first proposed this topic for Brick & Click and even since we presented it at a local NE conference in May. We’ll get into this throughout our talk today.




Outline

• History of Partnership
• The Project
• Lessons from Literature
• Obstacles
• Benefits and the Nebulous Future

UNO Libraries' Archives and Special Collections
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Presentation Notes
LORI
For the rest of this talk today, Wendy and I are going to share University of Nebraska Omaha’s experience establishing and sustaining a community partnership. We’ll describe the unexpected balancing act we found ourselves dealing with as we faced issues with allocation of limited resources, sustainable access to community archival collections, hosting loaned collections, and related ethical issues, among other issues. 

We’ll fist provide an overview of the partnership history, then ruminate on lessons from published literature, discuss the obstacles and benefits of community-institutional archives partnerships, and the ever-shifting future of this project.  
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History of 
Partnership

• Friendly 
neighborhood 
archivists

• Curiosity to 
Involvement

• Nothing into 
something!

Screenshot, front page, Great Plains Black History Museum website: 
https://gpblackhistorymuseum.org/
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WENDY
Establishing a partnership between a formal institution and a community entity requires consistent engagement and trust building. Our current partnership has been years in the making. In the 80’s and early 90’s a few UNO administrators and folks from the Department of Black Studies worked with the Great Plains Black History Museum, but the library and archives was not involved. When our director came to UNO in 2014 there was no relationship between UNO and the Great Plains Black History Museum. While she desired to connect with them as a local cultural heritage repository, she was discouraged from doing so at that time. 

The museum board was struggling with their own conflict and control of the collections, so a slow and mild approach to relationship building was deemed the best way to connect as circumstances allowed. The environment at the time did not call for the assertive friendliness the director typically used to form new connections; consideration had to be given to how best to cautiously connect and establish trust.  

Gradually over a few years, nothing became something big! Opportunities for connection and trust building presented themselves. Our director and Lori did friendly, neighborly things like attending museum programming and exhibit openings, introducing themselves to museum staff and leadership, and hosting small tours of our department for a few museum people. 




The Project

UNO Libraries’ Archives and Special Collections

Screenshot of project press release Charting Our Path traveling exhibit

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
WENDY
Pause for Lori to interject
Their actions laid the groundwork for me connecting with the museum director in 2021. At that point there was a pre-existing relationship that had established Archives and Special Collections as an institution that cared and wanted to be involved with the community, and I was interested in exploring the idea of collaborating on a CLIR grant to help process and digitize a portion of their archival collection. Ultimately, our funding came through another route. Our Outreach Archivist had received a grant for an exhibit about the history of the Black Studies Department at our university. At the heart of the exhibit was the story of a student protest over the university’s decision to eliminate the department and the 54 students who were arrested at the protest. It is now a traveling exhibit that has worked its way around our state, which you can see part of in that photo on the right. The press release for the online version of the exhibit is also here on the left. 

Based on that external grant, we qualified to apply for UNO Libraries' Eugene S. and Sunny M. Thomas Fund for Innovation, an internal grant intended to match funds for externally funded projects. We made the case that the Great Plains Black History museum archives fit the criteria due to it containing a portion of records documenting the early Black Studies Department and other material related to local Black History. This funding was approved, and our project to process and digitize the Great Plains Black History Museum's archives could launch.  
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Photos of a UNO archivist and GPBHM executive 
director working with the collection in preparation for a 
collection move, and a closeup of one shelving unit.

Screenshot of the Great Plains Black History 
Museum Collection as it exists in UNO's 
digital collections repository.

The Project

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LORI
Our department director drafted an memorandum of understanding (or MOU) to govern the project and we three met with the museum’s executive director and a board member to review the MOU language and answer questions. Not long after, on a blustery day – side note, a derecho was coming through and the university and businesses etc. were all shutting down and sending people home to take cover -- Wendy and I hurriedly visited the storage space for the Great Plains Black History Museum Archives and selected the first set of boxes for processing, based on a preliminary inventory which had been completed by a project archivist a couple years earlier. We hoped the inventory was somewhat accurate b/c we didn't have time to look carefully through every box to confirm topics! We ended up bringing back to UNO all the UNO Black Studies Department material as well as material related to education and sports. I knew from viewing several of the Museum’s rotating exhibits the last few years that those topics would be wise to select as many of the exhibits featured local sports stars and teams, and because education was such an important part of their mission. The education material also aligned nicely with the Black Studies Department material. 

I visited with another colleague a second time a few months later to pick up the next few topics I thought likely to be useful to the executive director as he curated exhibits. Then, I visited with two other colleagues a month after that to help the executive director rehouse, label, and generally prepare to move the entire archival collection into a new storage space. That’s what we’re doing there on the left. It was a furiously busy day, and we didn’t accomplish everything, but we rehoused over half of the material, dealt with misc. loose material, and updated a box inventory as we went, which is what Eric in the red shirt is doing on the right side of that photo. 

We have arranged and described all of the material we retrieved and have selectively digitized a portion of it. We host the digital collection in our online repository and the finding aid in our ArchivesSpace instance. The landing page for the digital collection is on the right. 




Lessons from the Literature
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Now to touch on what we learned from published literature and how it reinforced our approach to the ongoing partnership. Pretty quickly after solidifying this topic as a presentation proposal, Wendy and I identified some main themes in several articles that we understood as related to our work. Realistically, we’ve been discussing some of the topics and themes informally with colleagues for years. But it was reassuring to formalize these discussions and focus our thoughts based on current professional discourse. Of course, we started by looking at articles around the community-based archives mode and modifications. 

Then, one major theme we came across was the impact of community archives on people and their communities, including community archive users perceiving their records as haunted in the way that writing narratives about people and events that have been excluded from mainstream archival institutions is like writing ghost stories. Thus, community archives provide a space in which to summon the ghosts and document invisible histories! I love this. And you can see those words pop out if you look closely in this wordcloud.

One track we saw related to this theme of the impact of community archives are records contributing to representational belonging of a community as a counterweight to symbolic annihilation of that community’s history and culture. Another track are reciprocal archival imaginaries, meaning the circular, entangled relationships and influences between community archives, their users, and their imaginaries. Admittedly, my brain spins thinking about all this!

Other themes from the literature, some related to themes mentioned, are empathy and similar ethical work, shared stewardship, reciprocity, documentation strategy and work informed by an advisory group of some kind, and generally the role of institutions in community collecting.

A major and perhaps more obvious theme is the benefits and hurdles of partnerships between community and mainstream/institutional archives. Both parties benefit in these types of partnerships, with community archives often gaining training, increasing their public visibility, and making strides toward sustainability. Institutional archives often receive the benefits of appealing to new user groups while increasing the diversity of the collections they interact with and stretching the roles of professionals participating in the partnership while growing their skills beyond those required for certifications and degrees. The major challenge facing these collaborations is the balance between trust and autonomy, which often involves communication and cooperation obstacles. We’ll talk more about these benefits and obstacles next.




Obstacles
• Establishing trust
• Funding
• Digital infrastructure
• Communication

UNO Libraries’ Archives and Special Collections

Above: Screenshot of digital files in UNO's cloud 
storage.

Left: Screenshot of items in the Great Plains Black 
History Museum Collection as it exists in Islandora
7.
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Presentation Notes
WENDY
The obstacles in any community-institutional partnership are many, but persevering through them can lead to a richer historical record. This kind of work adds breadth and depth to historical narratives of communities and events that mainstream archives, media, etc. have largely ignored. The first obstacle in this project, and any project of this kind, is establishing trust. I’ve already talked about how our department has gained increasing trust with the Great Plains Black History Museum, but it is an effort that must continue. We must continuously act with integrity as temporary stewards for their archival collection. 

Another obvious obstacle is funding! As mentioned, published literature indicates that making strides towards sustainability is benefit for community archives when they partner with an institutional archive. Part of that sustainability is due to funding sources that institutional archives may have available to them. Our department seeks grants and private funding to move processing, digitization, and outreach projects forward, and when we have been successful in those, we’ve been able to employ students temporarily for specific projects in specific and lucky cases. Four months ago, we would have said that we have some state-aided money to employee students in these areas, but not a lot—maybe two students. 18 months ago, we had three. Today, we have one state-aided student who is allowed to work 15 hours/week and splits his hours between any project we need, processing, digital, stacks maintenance, and outreach. There’s also a chance that the 15 hours will be reduced with mid-year budget cuts. 

All that to say, we need outside funding, practicum students, or interns to make progress on most processing and digital projects. To put it plainly, as our department doesn’t own this community collection, we don’t feel we can justify using our one state-aided student when some of our own collections and internal initiatives must take priority. Not all of them would take priority. Not even most of them really. But enough of them would take priority that we know we can’t work on this collection without a large grant or private funding. I should add that we are pursuing this type of money as we speak! But of course, we don't know if we'll be successful in our efforts.  

Going back to the practicum students and interns we just mentioned, we feel it necessary to say that unless we happen to have grant funds at the time, we also don’t have money to pay them. We actually had money for one intern last year, but her academic program didn’t allow their practicum students to be paid while earning credit. This was at our own university, so several of us in the archives have informally lobbied that particular college to change their policy. There’s so much more to say about the complexities of internship and practicum students and their labor, but that is another presentation.   

Related to the funding obstacle, is the unanticipated problem we faced for months with our digital infrastructure to provide access to and preserve the digitized archival material. A year after we were successful in putting digitized content online via UNO’s digital collections repository, we learned that our LYRASIS-hosted instance of Islandora 7, would no longer be hosted by the vendor as of April 2024. I’ve spent the last year looking at alternative solutions, that range from full-fledged digital preservation systems such as Preservica to my back up plan of all back up plans to use our instance of Omeka in a much more robust way that it is intended. Cost and budget severely limited my options and we are ultimately moving forward with a pilot project to have LibraryHost host our instance of Islandora 7 as it exists today. You can see here on the slide 6 items from the collection in Islandora. Frankly, this is a money-saving effort on our part, but it does allow us to continue hosting community collections whereas other options were going to price us out of that option. I was facing the real concern that we’d need to migrate community collections we had committed to hosting, to a platform such as the Internet Archive. Which admittedly might still be a solution down the road if our pilot doesn’t continue into a full-fledged service, and maybe that will be more appropriate but this is where we are now, continuing to host the Great Plains Black History Museum collection and ensuring their trust in us as stewards of the digital content. 

And we are stewarding the digital material. I currently have production and preservation masters, along with derivatives and collection metadata records stored in nearline archival cloud storage, Attic, offered by University of Nebraska Lincoln’s Holland Computing Center. That file manager is shown on screen here. Eventually, I’ll move the derivatives, metadata records, and production masters to UNO’s SharePoint simply to best utilize the storage space we pay for. I will share all digital objects and metadata with the museum, but the existing level of digital collection knowledge held by museum staff will require us to save preservation level copies of the material to ensure continued existence. I haven’t heard back after a few attempts at reaching out to discuss transfer and storage of the existing files. 

Which brings me to communication, a key aspect of any partnership. Communication has been tricky sometimes. Understandably though, that can be a challenge when the entity you’re partnering with has one paid employee, and that employee spends their time creating exhibits and speaking with community groups and populating their robust Facebook presence. We wouldn’t expect otherwise since this is a small, community museum, but it is a barrier and a consideration as we figure out if we can feasibly move the project forward while not sidelining other priorities in our department.  




Obstacles
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Photo of our student employee working on the 
GPBHM collection.
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LORI
We benefitted in 2022 from a grant-funded student who processed the boxes we’d picked up and selectively digitized some of that material. However, that student couldn’t continue their employment after several months, and it would have been a challenge to get additional boxes out of museum storage anyway! So, the work is stalled as we get a handle on the latest state budget crisis, which has started to shift our department’s prioritized projects. Recall our mention of our one state-aid funded student employee. Our library doesn't even have our budget yet for the year because our university system is taking the next month or two to sort out cuts at various campuses. Sooo, we could be looking at mid-year cuts, as well. All of this is likely to affect our priority-setting, which drives what grants we can realistically apply for. 

Related to this is that while there is a flexibility benefit to using short-term student employees, our experiences with student employees the last several years has been incredibly hit and miss as our students are struggling more and more with physical and mental health issues and increased financial pressures. And of course, we understand all of these issues and have compassion for our students who are still achieving big things under big stressors. We saw the highs and lows of this with our last student employee on this project, though overall we were lucky. She was the fastest student processor I’ve ever seen, and though my workstation was next to hers, I’m still not quite sure how she did it. That’s Holly on the left working with some of the folders she created. There on the right is the ArchivesSpace finding aid she helped create. 

There are hosting and access uncertainties when it comes to the physical collection, as well. Wendy has already talked about the digital side of that. Right now, we are housing the boxes that we’ve processed because there isn’t a good place to return them. The museum has placed the rest of the archival collection into a storage unit until a new museum space in a new building opens. This is likely a couple years away at this point. We don’t know the particulars about plans and construction yet for that building. We also don’t know if that new space will be able to accommodate storage and use of the entire archival collection, or if it will be solely for exhibits and programming, with the archives remaining offsite. So, we are housing the boxes we’ve processed until that time, or they find another storage option and ask for them back. Luckily, we’re not talking about a huge outlay in space, so we can accommodate what we currently have. 

Of course, this also creates access uncertainties. One for the bulk of the collection that is inaccessible in a storage unit currently, but also for the portion of the collection we are temporarily housing. Since we don’t have the deed to these boxes, we are limited to what we can do with the material for research and exhibits. For example, in order to use the material for a media request or outside researcher, we have to ask for permission first. This adds time but also frustration for our users. We also can’t use any of the material in an exhibit without paying a fee back to the museum. We may feel like the part we played in processing and then housing the material should in return allow us to have the benefit of better access to it. 

However, we didn’t spell out these permissions issues in the MOU and they are a non-profit, small community museum so we are trying to be good partners despite our frustration. This points back to communication challenges we mentioned previously, and also perhaps to lack of understanding from both sides. From our side about their funding model and financial particulars and from their side about our expended effort in arrangement, description, and ongoing housing. All that to say, we will likely consider these issues with future MOUs. 




Obstacles – Preservation/Environment
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An additional obstacle is mold and the necessary remediation. When we brought the first set of boxes back to the archives, we encountered a small amount – a whiff, if you will – of mold. This became a learning opportunity for my student employee as we masked and gloved up, made copies of the offending material for the collection, cleaned the copier, and separated the moldy material. I knew this was also a portent to what may be waiting for us in the rest of the boxes should the project continue. As it happened, we went back for additional boxes, which confirmed our findings, though we were lucky in that neither set of boxes contained large amounts of mold. 

When we returned yet again to help the museum’s executive director inventory and rebox the collection in advance of its move into a storage unit, we saw the breadth and depth of the problem. We found mold in more boxes than not. At first we tried segregating it, but there was too much to spend time on that. We had a serious time constraint at play. So much that I didn’t even have time to take photos of the mold—I would have had to position the offending stack of material, take my gloves off, grab my phone, put new gloves on, and continue—so those photos on the left are actually letters in the Alabama State Archives showing inactive mold on a letter and inundating a book. On the right is what most of their boxes looked like before we assessed the contents and reboxed. So, in the absence of time that day, we made marks on boxes where the mold was the worst. And all the while, I just kept thinking, what if this stuff comes to us some day?!?Later, my department director and I decided to add mold remediation to any processing grant. I made it clear we could not bring these materials into our archives for processing without a remediation plan. I had been the closest to the mold, so I might have sounded extra insistent. Luckily, my boss was fully understanding and on board. 

Now let’s hear from Wendy on the benefits and future of this work.




Benefits and 
the Future
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Screenshots of the Community Collections page in Islandora 7 
and item-level usage stats.

• Increased representation 
and access

• Teaching/learning 
opportunity for all?

• Challenge of realized 
benefits

• Funding and the 
questionable future
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WENDY
UNO, our community partners, and our patrons benefit from the type of relationship we’ve described with the Great Plains Black History Museum. Some realized and expected benefits from partnering with the museum include:
Increased representation in our online collections and an overall increase in access to material for research, exhibits, community events, engagement, etc. 
We’ve already been able to find material in the processed portion of the collection for the museum to use at a community event. We were also able to provide material for a media request. This was encouraging! 
The main collection level page in Islandora for the Great Plains Black History Museum has been accessed 221 times since it was put online, additionally, the individual objects are being accessed directly from Google searches, and average between roughly 400-500 page views each. I included a screenshot of those page views here on screen. 
The project has been and will continue be a teaching/learning opportunity for UNO archivists and hopefully museum folks, as information about arrangement, description, digitization, access, digital preservation, and even physical storage is shared.
Eventually we hope to see long-term access and preservation needs fulfilled for the museum while supporting temporary physical and digital storage and access 
Finally, we admit that we’d really love to see more evidence of benefits, but with the communication obstacle, funding issues, and business with licensing and use, we struggle to verbalize the benefits. But we know the benefits are there! It is just difficult to provide evidence for them beyond the concrete use stats. 
One thing we noticed in the course of creating this presentation was that we never published a media release about this collaboration. Totally an oversight that could potentially lead to more obvious and tangible benefits to both parties!  In part, this could be because we do have a small amount of grant funds remaining to use on this collection due to our student employee leaving a bit earlier than planned. However, the funds are limited and we don't have a lot of information about how and when we can spend it. Fingers crossed we figure how to utilize the funds in the most meaningful way possible. 

As far as the future of community partnerships go, we’d love to continue doing this type of work. We have in the past digitized some things for community groups (such as the Episcopal Diocese of NE newspaper shown on screen here), but have yet to really explore the implications of processing, digitizing, and hosting content in the current era of major budget restrictions. 

When we consider the reality of our lack of funding and the way that directly impacts the priorities of the department with our limited resources, it is difficult to envision a future where this type of work is a normal business function. It would be great to look into how other institutions approach and support this type of work, and perhaps that’s where we go from here, in addition to pursuing grants to continue this specific partnership and project. Because we know that the benefits of community/institution partnerships are real and we’d love to continue this type of community engagement to increase access to important archival collections.





Thank you!
Lori Schwartz: lschwartz@unomaha.edu

Wendy Guerra: wguerra@unomaha.edu
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