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Thanks, Suzanna. Like she said, I’m Bethany Davis, the digital processing coordinator librarian at the University of Iowa Libraries. I’ve been managing digitization workflows at Iowa for just about 5.5 years now. During my first 6 months on the job, I took a chance, wrote a grant, and submitted the proposal to the National Endowment for the Humanities. Eight months later, I received a call from the NEH offering us an award. But before I get too deep into reminiscing, let me give you an idea of where I’m heading with this talk. 
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I’ll start with a brief overview of the University of Iowa as an institution and a general description of the Keith/Albee Collection to get us all on the same page. Next, I’ll step through project planning and grant writing timeline which, in this case, overlap nearly 100 percent. I’ll also talk about the award notification and project implementation process. Then I’ll conclude with some specifics of how our “best laid plans” didn’t necessarily line up with reality. 
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The University of Iowa is a large research university with more than 33,000 students, including undergraduates; graduate students in Master’s and Doctoral programs; professional students in Dentistry, Law, Medicine, and Pharmacy, as well as Postgraduates like medical residents, fellows, and those in post-doctoral appointments.* There are 8 libraries on campus with approximately 200 staff members among them. These details matter because the process of writing, being awarded, and administering a grant vary from institution to institution. At the University of Iowa, there are robust, bureaucratic mechanisms in place to facilitate the grant process. As you might imagine, there are rules and procedures to be followed as well. For this project, the other UI entities in this process were the Division of Sponsored Programs, which reviews grant proposals and facilitates grant writing across the university, and Grants Accounting, which, true to its name, handles the financials. Sometimes they are asked to review proposed grant budgets before a project is submitted to a funder for consideration. * The University of Iowa Data Digest 2017-2018 (https://provost.uiowa.edu/sites/provost.uiowa.edu/files/Digest_2017-18.pdf). 
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The Keith/Albee Collection was the first UI collection I was introduced to when I visited campus to interview for my job, and after I was hired, I was introduced to it again during a tour of Special Collections. Both times I stood with a colleague in front of 3-4 sections of shelving that looked like this, and I thought, “Yikes.”  From a content perspective, the Keith/Albee Collection documents the activity of a prominent vaudeville theater company through more than 40 years of business from 1894-1935. It consists of 150 oversize, bound volumes (100-350 pages each) and several linear feet of additional, boxed materials including financial records, subject files, architectural drawings and posters. The grant-funded project focused on the stabilization and digitization of the oversize, bound volumes which were compiled like scrapbooks by theater managers and press agents. They contain managers’ reports, newspaper clippings, and other printed publicity covering the acts on the Keith/Albee circuit. 
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From a material perspective, Keith/Albee was (is?) a preservation and access nightmare -- lots of acidic newspaper pasted to acidic substrate pages bound together in large, unwieldy volumes. They are described with information like theater name and location, a date range, and little else. For example, the image on the right is Scrapbook 48 from Keith’s New Theatre in Providence, Rhode Island, containing clippings from January 28-December 29, 1912. They have no index which means, that if a researcher is looking for information on a particular topic, like “animal acts in vaudeville,” they would need to search page by page through the collection to find references to animal acts – not exactly an ideal search methodology for a collection containing thousands of brittle pages. In both instances where a colleague was introducing me to the collection, they mentioned how Keith/Albee needed conservation attention and could benefit from digitization, but that the cost of such a project had been prohibitive in the past. The collection needed a grant. It would be the only way to accomplish a conservation and digitization undertaking of this size and intensity. 



Call for proposals April 2013

Collection survey May 2013

Writing & revising June-July 2013

Internal UI deadline July 11, 2013

NEH deadline July 18, 2013 
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I knew the theory of grant writing – plan the project, write a proposal, follow the funder’s guidelines to a T, wait to hear more. I’d taken a two-day workshop during grad school. I had been an English Writing major in undergrad. I felt fairly confident that I could write a persuasive narrative, but I had no understanding of the bureaucratic structures of how grants get got. What they can’t teach is how the grant process actually works at an institutional level because it’s different everywhere. You don’t really know until you’ve done it. NEH announced the call for proposals for the Humanities Collections and Reference Resources (HCRR) grant in April 2013. HCRR comes from the Division of Preservation & Access, making it the perfect place for our project. With the support of my boss, who is the Head of Preservation & Conservation, and the Head of Special Collection, another Special Collections librarian and I planned this project during our 4th through 6th months on the job. Pat Olson, who is now the Head of Special Collections at Michigan State University, knew the Keith/Albee collection from a content perspective. He could write about the collection’s significance to scholarship. I knew the methods by which we might stabilize and digitize the collection, so he and I worked as a team in a sort of divide and conquer scenario.  By the end of April, it was clear that we needed more information about the collection if we were to write with any certainty about it. We also knew we wanted to use the grant funds to hire staff, but we couldn’t begin to guess how much time and effort this project would require. 
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In May 2013, a graduate student in Preservation & Conservation surveyed the collection to identify binding styles, approximate page count, overall dimensions, condition of clippings, brittleness of substrate pages, and other comments. In order to quantify the scrapbooks’ conditions, we created a metric to determine a scrapbook’s overall brittleness, measuring brittleness on a scale from 1 to 5 with 1 being very brittle and 5 being not brittle at all. This is a sample which includes the descriptors for the ones and twos. We defined category one by brittle and inflexible papers. Pages that were breaking completely away from the spine or have extensive damage or loss throughout the book. Page edge breaks, missing corners, darkening substrate, and loose and damaged clippings and ephemera were also common. Since we were working under a deadline, we surveyed 75 percent of the scrapbooks which constituted a statistically significant sample size, so that we could make assumptions about the rest of the collection based on that data. Using a scrapbook from each of the categories 1 through 4, our conservator prepared a conservation treatment report for each book. 
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This is an excerpt from the treatment report for Scrapbook 48 which we saw earlier with its case detached from the text block. The proposed treatment included surface cleaning and removal of debris; foldering loose pages that have broken from the spine at the back of the book; consolidating the cloth binding and leather corners, mending corners and spine, and consolidating the spine and relining where possible. Finally, each scrapbook would get a custom drop spine box to hold the scrapbook and any folders containing loose pages. Our conservator estimated that this work would take 35 hours. Using the work and time estimates in the treatment reports and the percentages of scrapbooks that we knew fell into each category, we estimated that we would need to hire a half-time project conservator for the three-year grant term. Ultimately, the collection survey results illustrated that 56 percent of the scrapbooks have incurred some degree of loss or damage as a result of brittle paper and normal handling. More than 60 percent of the scrapbooks that have incurred damage (or 33 percent of the overall materials) should have their use limited or restricted entirely. Doing so would have made approximately one-third of the collection off-limits to researchers.  We took this point and ran with it in the grant narrative. We wrote 17 pages of prose describing the collections significance to scholarship and the results of our collection survey. We described how we had used our overhead scanner to digitize scrapbooks in the past, and from that experience, we could project that it would take nearly three years to digitize the 150 scrapbooks in the Keith/Albee collection. We described our digitization workflow in details (equipment used, best practices followed, quality control procedures). We described our digital library infrastructure including the technology and the people on our staff. We described our metadata standards and procedures, and we outlined our digital preservation environment. Basically we took every detail about who we are at the University of Iowa and what we do to digitize and make collections available online. At the time, I reminded myself over and over that I was describing our work to an audience with no prior knowledge. The narrative needed to be concise and informative, not highly technical, while relaying the fact that we knew what we were doing. My bottom line was “Dear NEH, I have a humanities collection with significance to scholarship that has major preservation and access issues. We cannot preserve the collection without restricting access. We can’t provide access to the collection without compromising our ability to preserve it. The only way to do both is to perform conservation treatment and digitization via two grant-funded positions a half-time conservator and a full-time digital project librarian.” 



Award notification March 2014

Project start May 2014

Project end April 2017

Project extended to December 2017

Project Implementation
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I received a call from the NEH near the end of March 2014, saying that they would like to offer us an award of $300,000 which was great, but not what we asked for. Our budget had been closer to $350,000. This is where reality started to diverge from our “best laid plans.” First we were faced with an offer that was lower than what we had said we needed, so we negotiated. We worked with NEH to revise our original budget and our work plan. If we were 80 percent of the funding that we had asked for, then we would only be able to accomplish 80 percent of the original work. All of the grant funds were earmarked for salary and fringe benefits. Our full-time digital project librarian became an 80-percent hire, and rather than completing all 150 scrapbooks in the grant term, we promised to complete 120.  The project began in May 2014, and we faced another hiccup almost immediately. We had decided to replace our overhead scanner with a medium-format digital camera that could capture higher quality images and higher resolutions. With better equipment on the way, we communicated with NEH and asked for permission to not digitize the scrapbooks until the new equipment arrived. Instead, we digitized the subject files which could be scanned on a flatbed scanner. NEH agreed. We started to digitize scrapbooks 5 months later than we had planned. Throughout the project term, which ended in December 2017, I submitted narrative project reports every 6 months to NEH. To date, the Keith/Albee digital collection contains 331 digital objects, made up of nearly 48,000 images. 41,000 images come from the scrapbooks alone. We’ve digitized 134 of 150 scrapbooks, along with several linear feet of boxed materials including ledger books, unbound financial records, and subject files. The handful of scrapbooks that remain are some of the most difficult to work with. We plan to complete them in the next year. 
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When I reflect on the grant writing process and the project implementation, it shocks me how little I knew at the time. I learned as I went, and I described a project as best I could. Then a year later, when the project started, many of my original assumptions had been altered, like amount of grant funding and what digitization equipment we would use. I should have known that the project, just like life, would require me to roll with what came. The whole thing was exciting and partially terrifying, and I would be happy to talk with any of you during the Q&A, after this session, or anytime this weekend if you happen upon me. Thank you. 


