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FREE LIBRARY OF PHILADELPHIA 

TECHNICAL APPROACH

The project has two main goals: (1) creating detailed, comprehensive finding aids for each of the 

project’s six archival collections, and (2) simultaneously creating the cataloging framework for a 

future digitization project. Project staff estimate that approximately 40% of the estimated 7,100 

items proposed for cataloging would be good candidates for digitization and addition to the 

Library’s existing searchable, web-accessible digital collections database. These are primarily 

images – original illustrations, sketches, etchings, and other artwork, although some manuscript 

pages may also be included. The project will additionally result in the creation of bibliographic 

records for the 200-300 books in these collections and enable the Library to gain valuable 

experience in developing finding aids. The Free Library’s proposed technical approach seeks to 

achieve the project’s goals with methods that are more efficient for the Library, given the 

configuration of existing systems and the Library’s role as a large public library system. Other 

public libraries with special collections may use this project as a model for increasing access to 

their collections.

The Free Library has focused first on meeting the needs of the general public as a public library 

and secondarily on the needs of scholars. Except for a few paper finding aids for some 

collections in the Rare Book Department, the Library’s special collections typically do not have 

finding aids. Several factors, however, have led project staff to conclude that this project 

provides the perfect opportunity for the Free Library to implement its first EAD-based, web-

accessible finding aids: cataloging procedures for circulating items have been made more 

efficient; the Library has increasingly expanded its online resources in order to better serve 

users’ needs; and, finally, the Library’s experience over the past decade with digital special 

collections projects, including our collections of medieval manuscripts and early American 

Fraktur, has imparted increasing familiarity with the ways in which scholars interact with rare 

material in online environments. Incorporating EAD-based finding aids into the Library’s online 

resources is the logical next step, and the Library is excited by the possibility of implementing 

online finding aids in a way that allows for full integration with our digital collections.   

After carefully considering available archival software, project staff have opted for a form-based 

method of finding-aid creation, with simultaneous data entry in either Dublin Core or MARC 

formats for approximately 40% of the items. Peter Silvestro, the Free Library’s cataloging 

Special Projects Manager, will serve as Project Manager. Grant funds will be used to hire (1) a 

consultant with expertise in XML and EAD structure, (2) a part-time professional Special 

Collections Cataloging/Archival Specialist, and (3) three part-time graduate student 

catalogers/archivists. The EAD/XML consultation will aid project staff in determining the 

structure of the finding aids and work with Free Library Web Development staff to create an 

EAD/XML template in Excel. The consultant and Free Library Web staff will complete the 

finding aid export into EAD/XML, HTML conversion, and integration into the Library web site.

This technical approach seems the most reasonable given the Free Library’s existing 

responsibilities and technical and long-term staffing constraints. The Library currently manages 

and maintains one bibliographic catalog, a SirsiDynix OPAC, with three separate interfaces – 

Sirsi workflows for staff, the “classic” or traditional Sirsi OPAC interface for the public, and an 



AquaBrowser dynamic catalog interface – as well as a federated search tool (MuseGlobal); and a 

SQL-architected custom digital collections database that accommodates DCMI records. Adding 

another catalog/database, such as Archon or Archivists’ Toolkit, that is not natively integrated 

with the four existing tools would effectively create as many cataloging challenges and 

inefficiencies as it eliminated. Nor is there adequate systems support for integrating additional 

middle ware and specialized tools (PHP, Java) into our existing technical infrastructure. Staff are 

also concerned about the long-term demands on hardware and staffing resources that a new 

database would require, given the budget cuts and limitations attending the City of Philadelphia’s 

ongoing fiscal challenges. (The Free Library’s budget, like that of other City departments, was 

cut by 20% in fiscal year 2009, and additional budget cuts are possible in 2010). 

One advantage of this approach is that the Library acquires a familiar, self-contained EAD/XML 

tool – the Excel template – that could be re-used by Library staff or interns at any future point to 

create new finding aids for different collections or to retrospectively convert existing paper aids, 

where they are available. In addition, creating both finding aids and DCMI records in a single 

collection processing will result in both public access to more detailed collection information 

(the finding aids) and a set of Dublin Core records that need only digital images to complete their 

creation as a new digital collection. The Library does, in fact, currently have some institutional 

capacity for digitization work, as a previous grant-funded digital project provided staff training, 

equipment and technical tools. A new digital collection could therefore be created in the near 

future without further private funding; it would provide another public access point for these 

children’s literature special collections – one whose audience is more general than scholarly – in 

addition to adding an electronic resource in children’s literature whose archival content and 

focus on production would be unique.

The student catalogers/archivists, with training, oversight, and guidance from the 

Cataloging/Archival Specialist, will perform the majority of processing activities. The students 

will sort and organize each collection by type and make a preliminary determination of 

candidates for digitization. Arrangement and appraisal will take place at the folder level, 

resulting in a moderately-detailed finding aid with folder-level inventory. This will require some 

reboxing and refoldering of the collections using archival materials supplied in-kind by the Free 

Library, but the collections themselves are in good shape; further conservation and preservation 

activities will not be undertaken during this project, and funds from CLIR will not be used for 

this purpose. Working on laptops leased with grant funds, the student catalogers/archivists will 

enter data for the finding aids into the EAD-based Excel templates. At the same time, they will 

create Dublin Core records for those items approved by the Project Manager as digital candidates 

by entering DCMI data directly into the Digital collections database interface and identify OCLC 

copy cataloging data for an estimated 200-300 books. The Cataloging/Archival Specialist will 

complete the full-level MARC entry for the collections’ bibliographic records.  

Finding aids will be created in accordance with Describing Archives: A Content Standard 

(DACS). Additionally, all finding aids and records will be created using standard metadata 

schemes – EAD standards for the finding aids, Dublin Core Metadata Initiative (DCMI) 

standards for the digital database records, and MARC standards for bibliographic records – 

which will ensure the long-term sustainability, accessibility, and interoperability of the 

cataloging data generated through this project. The resulting finding aids, DCMI records, and 



MARC records will be fully web accessible. MARC records will be discoverable in the Free 

Library’s OPAC and OCLC’s WorldCat via the web; Dublin Core records will be stored in the 

Library’s digital collections database. Finding aids will be available as web pages via persistent 

URLs linked from (1) their respective existing MARC collection-level records (via the 856 field) 

in the Free Library’s OPAC, and (2) the Free Library web page that currently contains a 

preliminary description of the Children’s Literature Research Collection 

(http://libwww.freelibrary.org/collections/collectionDetail.cfm?id=3); the Library will also 

contribute the finding aids created through this grant to the regional EAD repository being 

developed by PACSCL and the University of Pennsylvania. In addition, the finding aids will be 

linked to appropriate Dublin Core records in the digital database, which will open as a web page 

with detailed item information. Finding aids will go online and be accessible to the public as they 

are finished; linked DCMI records will become accessible at the same time. The Free Library’s 

collections web pages and digital collections database can be crawled and use persistent URLs. 



FREE LIBRARY OF PHILADELPHIA 

PROJECT PLAN 

PROJECT MANAGEMENT AND STAFFING  

The Project Management Team, composed of representatives from six divisions or departments 

within the Free Library – the Central Public Services Division, the Materials Management 

Division, the Children’s Literature Department, the Rare Book Department, the Web 

Development Office, and the Free Library of Philadelphia Foundation’s Finance and 

Administration Department – will contribute their expertise in the overall oversight and guidance 

of this cross-departmental project. Team members will include the project’s two Co-Principal 

Investigators, the Director of Library Services, the Library Information Systems Manager, the 

Heads of both the Rare Book Department and the Children’s Literature Research Collection, and 

the Foundation’s Manager of Human Resources and Grant Reporting. The Project Management 

Team will meet at least quarterly throughout the project to ensure adherence to the project’s 

goals, timeline, and fiscal responsibilities. 

Peter Silvestro, the Free Library’s cataloging Special Projects Manager, will serve as Project 

Manager and will have primary responsibility for project implementation and oversight of grant-

funded project staff, including ensuring delivery of materials to project staff, maintaining 

workflow, establishing and clarifying project policy and procedures, final review of cataloging 

work, and collecting project data for final reporting. Grant-funded staff include:

� Three (3) part-time student catalogers/archivists – students will sort and organize 

collection materials by type; make initial identification of materials for digitization; 

enter finding aid data into the EAD/XML Excel template; create DCMI records for 

approved items; identify OCLC copy cataloging data for published books; and 

provide clerical support as needed. Project staff will work with library science and 

archival programs at Temple University and Drexel University to hire students with 

specialized knowledge and interest for the project.  

� One (1) part-time professional Special Collections Cataloging/Archival Specialist – 

the Cataloging/Archival Specialist will train and supervise the student 

catalogers/archivists and ensure data integrity. The Cataloging/Archival Specialist 

will also make recommendations about which materials are candidates for digitization 

and will complete full-level MARC cataloging as required.  

Grant funds will also be used to lease four laptops during the project – one each for the 

Cataloging/Archival Specialist and three student catalogers/archivists – and to hire a consultant 

with technical expertise in implementing finding aids, including EAD, XML, and SQL/relational 

database skills. �

The project will be evaluated by whether or not project goals have been met; goals include: 

� creation of six (6) EAD-based finding aids, made available online, linked from both 

the collection-level MARC record and the CLRC web page, and submitted to 

PACSCL’s regional EAD repository; 

� creation of approximately 2,500 Dublin Core records, stored in the Library’s digital 

collections database and linked to their respective item listings in the finding aids;  



� creation of approximately 200-300 MARC bibliographic records, loaded into the 

Library’s OPAC and submitted to OCLC. 

The project’s primary outcome is increased access to the Free Library’s Children’s Literature 

Research Collection.

The Free Library has a well-established commitment to expanding access to its special 

collections through cataloging and digitization projects. Sustainability measures include 

developing a plan for the digitization of the newly-cataloged material, developing a plan to 

continue cataloging the remaining unprocessed CLRC collections, and developing a plan to 

catalog the remaining collections identified through the PACSCL survey as “hidden.” The Free 

Library of Philadelphia Foundation has a successful track record of securing private and public 

funding to support the Free Library’s programs and will continue to leverage internal resources 

and solicit external financial support to sustain and expand the Library’s cataloging efforts and 

digital collections. 

PROJECT TIMELINE, MILESTONES, AND DELIVERABLES  

December 2009-February 2010: The Project Manager works with the Project Management 

Team to hire the EAD/XML technical consultant and the Special Collections 

Cataloging/Archival Specialist. The consultant, along with project staff, begins developing a 

preliminary Excel template for finding aid data entry. 

March-May 2010: The Project Manager and Cataloging/Archival Specialist work with the EAD 

technical consultant and Free Library Web Development staff to test and complete the 

development of the EAD/XML data entry tool as necessary. The Project Manager and the 

Cataloging/Archival Specialist develop training and orientation materials and a processing 

schedule and work with other team members to recruit student catalogers/archivists. By the end 

of the quarter, a working finding aid tool is ready and students have been hired for a June start 

date.

June 2010-April 2011: The Project Manager and Cataloging/Archival Specialist provide 

orientation and training for student project staff. The Cataloging/Archival Specialist and students 

begin processing and cataloging the first collection. Benchmarking occurs weekly during June 

and July and then monthly thereafter to ensure high quality and consistency and to assess project 

progress; the Project Management Team continues to meet at least quarterly. Finding aids, 

Dublin Core records, and MARC records are loaded and made available online via the Library’s 

OPAC and website and OCLC as the finding aids are completed. The Project Manager begins 

collecting cataloging statistics and data for progress evaluation and reporting. By the end of this 

period, 30% of the total project material is evaluated for digitization potential and cataloging 

treatment, and 20% is fully described. Hiring and training of student catalogers/archivists 

continues as needed to maintain a workforce of three students throughout the project.

May 2011-May 2012: The Cataloging/Archival Specialist and students complete processing and 

cataloging remaining collections. Hiring and training of student catalogers/archivists continues 

as needed. Collection of project statistics and monthly benchmarking continue; the Project 

Management Team continues to meet at least quarterly. Final finding aids and records are made 

accessible to the public. Completed finding aids are submitted to PACSCL’s regional finding aid 
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