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The following slides give a short overview of the Council on Library and Information Resources (CLIR) and its Cataloging Hidden Special Collections and Archives program. 
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CLIR works at “the intersection of libraries, 
scholarship, and technology,” facilitating projects, 
publications, activities, and grant programs related 
to:
Emerging research methodologies
New modes of scholarly communication
The development of leadership, and
Cyberinfrastructure (through the Digital Library Federation)

in libraries, higher education, and other cultural 
heritage sectors.
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The Council on Library and Information Resources (CLIR) has been around for over 50 years now under various names with varied missions. CLIR is NOT a funding agency. We are a private, sponsor-funded research organization that engages in a variety of activities related to “the intersection of libraries, scholarship, and technology.” Some of your institutions are probably among our sponsors, and others of you may be familiar with our publication series, which is available free in PDF format through our website at CLIR.org. We are small, with only 12 full- and part-time employees. Because we are small, most of our work happens collaboratively with other institutions, agencies, and groups. A few of our programs, including the Cataloging Hidden Special Collections and Archives program, provide funding for individuals and institutions, but since this is not the only or even the primary thing we do we tend to operate rather differently from larger private or government funding agencies.



Recent history of “hidden collections”
 1998 ARL Survey of Hidden Collections
 2001 ARL Special Collections Task Force
 2002 Library of Congress revises EAD schema
 2003 “Hidden Collections, Scholarly Barriers” (ARL white paper); LC 

conference “Exposing Hidden Collections”
 2004 DACS (SAA); Archivists’ Toolkit (Mellon Foundation); UCLA’s 

Center for Primary Research and Training (Ahmanson 
Foundation)

 2005 Greene/Meissner “More Product, Less Process”; “A Public Trust 
at Risk: The Heritage Health Index Report (HHI)” (Heritage 
Preservation, IMLS)

 2006 Archon, University of Illinois
 2007 Uncovering Chicago Archives Project, University of Chicago

(Mellon Foundation)
 2008: The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation awards $20 million over 5 

years  for CLIR’s Hidden Collections Initiative; Connecting to 
Collections first national tour (IMLS with numerous partners)

 2009: CLIR report on archival management software; “Special 
Collections in ARL Libraries” (ARL working group report); new 
survey on special collections and archives (OCLC); “Age of 
Discovery” Forum (ARL, CNI)
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CLIR’s Hidden Collections grant program was inaugurated in 2008. It is therefore a relatively new, and still evolving, program. However, as most of you know only too well, the “problem” of hidden special collections and archives is hardly a new phenomenon. Backlogs of unprocessed research materials have challenged archivists throughout the history the profession. The development of online catalogs and finding aids, and the consequent change in expectations of library users, brought increased attention to the problem by the 1990s. During this same period, it has become clear that the pace at which we’re producing information in an expanding range of formats is not slowing down any time soon, so if nothing changes, the problem is only going to get worse.The Association of Research Libraries conducted a survey 12 years ago to get a sense of the size and scope of the hidden collections problem.  According to the survey of 99 North American research universities' special collections, on average 15 percent of their printed volumes, 27 percent of manuscripts, and 35 percent and 37 percent of video and audio, respectively, are unprocessed or uncataloged. This survey marked the beginning of a very fertile period of activity geared around addressing the problem. Many professional organizations, funders, and institutions have participated in these activities, so CLIR’s grant program is only one part of a much larger story. All of the other publications, events, and tools listed here have had key impacts on the development of the philosophy behind the program. During this same period as mass digitization projects gained momentum, some among these players began to recognize that large-scale digitization of our cultural heritage coupled with automated indexing would not solve the problem of access. In other words, prioritizing digitization over cataloging was putting “the cart before the horse.” The creators of CLIR’s grant program very deliberately chose to focus on cataloging and description, and NOT digitization. It can be helpful for potential applicants as they think about the ways in which their own institutional goals fit into this wider context and the ways of thinking about the problem of hidden collections represented here.



Program goals

 Cataloging collections of “national significance”

 Using appropriate standards and tools to maximize 
access, efficiency, interoperability, and 
sustainability

 Using innovative approaches to cataloging and 
outreach that engage scholars and other user 
communities

For details, see:

http://www.clir.org/hiddencollections/
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Based upon the developments of the last twelve years, the program coheres around three major goals, summarized here: cataloging collections of “national significance,” using appropriate standards and tools to maximize access, efficiency, interoperability, and sustainability, and using innovative approaches to cataloging and outreach that engage scholars and other user communities. These comprise the major criteria upon which applications to the program are evaluated. Applicants must include three letters of support from scholars attesting to the significance of the nominated materials to current research and teaching, one letter from an institutional administrator confirming support for the proposal, and they must submit detailed project and technical plans outlining and justifying the approach they intend to take to cataloging. They must demonstrate a knowledge of similar projects at other institutions and a willingness to share knowledge and resources with others going forward. Probably the most difficult criterion among the three to define is the third, innovation. For some, this means implementing new standards or tools, new workflow or staffing practices, applying minimal processing techniques, using social networking technologies to enhance minimal records, or integrating cataloging efforts with other institutional priorities, such as public programming, scholarship or teaching.As you might imagine, each of these criteria raises questions for applicants looking to apply them to their own situations. The most common questions are addressed at length on CLIR’s website. There you can also find brief descriptions of previously funded projects. Studying these carefully and creating a project that meets these 3 goals is the best strategy for putting together a good proposal for this program.



Program organization

 Directed by 12-member Review Panel, half of which are scholars 
and half from the library and archival communities

 $4 million in funds to be awarded in 5 yearly cycles, renewable 
annually contingent upon program success

 Projects must range in size from $75-$500K and be 1-3 years in 
duration

 Cycle announcement in late winter; pre-proposals due in spring; 
final proposals due in mid-summer; awards announced in autumn, 
disbursed in winter

 1.5 FTE staff at CLIR administer grant cycle and document 
outcomes
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Here are some of the basics about the way the program is organized. The program is directed by a 12-member Review Panel, roughly half of which are scholars and half from the library and archival communities. Each proposal is assigned to multiple reviewers and assignments are confidential. However, the names of the panelists are published on the program website, and many of them remain the same from year to year. The program has been designed to last 5 cycles. We are currently into our third cycle, and plan to announce the fourth cycle in February/March 2011 provided approval of continued funding from the Mellon Foundation.$4 million is awarded annually for proposals that must range from $75K-$500K, for a total of $20 million. Beyond the five years, we do hope that the program will continue in some fashion, but it is likely that the scope or focus may change at that point. At this stage, this is all speculation.Our operational budget is currently quite lean, and our staff numbers are low. For this reason, we can’t offer some of the same services that agencies can provide, such as reviewing proposals and offering feedback prior to application deadlines. For us this works quite well, since this means program staff can speak freely to applicants without worrying about compromising the fairness of the evaluation process.In addition, the nature of the program—funded by the Mellon Foundation and administered by CLIR—and a 2-step review process are the main drivers of the annual review calendar, which has changed slightly each year. But the cycle happens roughly as described here, with a request for pre-proposals in the spring, final proposals due in the summer, and awards announced in late autumn/winter.One of the things we were asked to address in this panel was the impact the financial crisis has had on our programs. In our case, I would say that it certainly has had a keen impact on our applicants and their numbers spiked accordingly immediately following the crisis. We’ve seen a rise specifically in numbers of applicants asking for funds to cover the salaries of current full-time staff. This is an understandable “flow-through” effect of the economic slowdown. It’s something our applicants facing horrible budget cuts really stretch for, and understandably so, but sometimes it works to the detriment of an otherwise good application.Despite this, I have to say that the goals and organization of the program have changed relatively little. We do feel the impact a bit on the administrative side: we have a fairly limited operational budget there that is unlikely to increase in the near term. This means we can’t always do everything we would like to be doing with our applicants and for the recipients of our grants, or we need to figure out how to manage to do these things on a tighter budget. Keeping this going for the full five years is our primary goal, and we’re prepared to do all we can to achieve that. 



Eligibility
Any not-for-profit organization as defined 

by the U.S. Internal Revenue Codes 
Section 501(c)(3), Section 115, Section 
170(c)(1), are eligible*, so long as 
collections are made available for public 
use.

 Eligible collections may be in any format 
or relevant to any subject, so long as 
they are hidden.

Any standards, technologies, or tools 
may be applied, so long as they lead to 
the creation of web-accessible records.
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The good news: broad eligibility. Because the program is so tightly focused on cataloging, the review panel tries to be as open as possible in other respects. Grants are awarded to a wide range of not-for-profit and academically affiliated institutions. Collections may be in any format or relevant to any subject, so long as they fit the criterion of being “hidden.” Although applicants must specify their technical approach to cataloging and justify their choices, no particular set of standards or cataloging tools are required. The program only requires that the records created must be web-accessible.



Limitations
 Focuses on cataloging, not digitization, 

conservation or preservation

 Funds costs directly related to cataloging, not 
infrastructure or technology, and no indirect 
costs

 Funds original cataloging of “true” hidden 
collections, not retrospective conversion
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The bad news: there are limitations, which I’ve already mentioned but I’ll reiterate here. While the total of $20 million for this program seems like a lot of money, cataloging and processing costs are high. For this reason the review panel has chosen to keep the focus on original cataloging and description rather than on digitization, preservation, retrospective conversion, or infrastructure. Salaries, benefits, and training comprise the major portion of most project budgets. Other expenses such as hardware, software, and archival supplies are sometimes allowable but must be strongly justified. Because such expenses are ongoing institutional responsibilities, these types of costs are often shared by the participants.At its regular meetings, the panel revisits the goals and limitations of the program on the basis of their experiences with applications and direct applicant feedback. We expect that these will evolve over time. In particular, excluding digitization from the program can be a challenge for applicants who prefer to digitize and catalog simultaneously. At this stage, however, the emphasis on cataloging to the exclusion of digitization remains.Another issue that comes up frequently in discussion is what exactly constitutes a hidden collection: At this point the panel considers “hidden collections” to mean materials, records, or objects for which there is no collection-level description that is sufficient to make them discoverable by scholars working in fields for which they would be of serious interest. The conversion of print catalogs and finding aids to digital form is considered to be outside the scope of the program.In addition to disallowing digitization costs, infrastructure or indirect costs may not be included in project budgets, so that is another limitation our applicants struggle with.



Funded Projects - Overview
 Average funding rate: 14%

 29 funded projects, 24 single institutions & 5 
partnerships or consortia (3 single institutions funded 
conditionally requiring collaboration)

 Participants include historical societies, research 
centers, museums, and academic, independent, and 
public libraries and archives from across the U.S.

 Collections include books and other printed matter, 
manuscripts, ephemera, maps, posters, artworks, 
other image and video formats, audio, data sets, 
ledgers, blueprints, charts, scrapbooks, specimens, 
coins, ceramics, glass, textiles, pamphlets, CAD, and 
more.

 Program Symposium, March 2010:

http://www.clir.org/hiddencollections/symposium20100329.html
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Here are some basic statistics about the range of projects and collections our program has funded. To date, 29 grant proposals have been funded through two annual cycles, and we have just closed the application period for our third grant cycle. You can see that although it’s relatively new interest in the program has been high so our funding rate is proportionally low. Last month in Washington (March 2010), we held a meeting of representatives of all funded projects to date. The agenda and copies of participant-created posters are now posted on our website. For those of you who may be interested in applying next year, I encourage you to have a look at the agenda and posters as well as our application guidelines.



Program Documentation

 Annual reports to The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation

 Statistics on web traffic, applicants, and award winners to help 
Review Panel chart program’s direction

 Program Symposium, March 2010

 Forthcoming paper: “Observations on Scholarly Engagement 
with Hidden Special Collections and Archives”

 Hidden Collections Registry
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What can we learn from looking at the projects funded through our program? In addition to recording and disseminating information about our funded projects, we have launched a study of one aspect of the program which is of particular interest to CLIR: the engagement of scholars in the selection, cataloging, and subsequent use of hidden collections for teaching and research. We hope this study will allow us to more accurately describe current practices in libraries and archives as they relate to scholarly engagement, both within and outside the academy, and to start to explore the opportunities and challenges librarians and archivists face as they reach out to scholars.Another part of the public record of our program is the “Hidden Collections Registry,” which includes select information about each proposal that has so far been entered into our online application system. One of the conditions of applying for the program is to contribute to this registry. As it grows, librarians and archivists interested in launching new cataloging initiatives will be able to use it to search for potential partners with related collections. With time, the registry could potentially be useful to scholars as well.  



Future directions

Enhanced federated environment with 
digital surrogates

Federated searching across cataloged 
collections

Hidden Collections Registry
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The original proposal describing the Cataloging Hidden Special Collections and Archives initiative (available on our website) laid out a three-layered vision for the future of the program, represented here. The central core comprises the Registry, an organized way of understanding the scale and scope of the hidden collections problem and a tool that can help in future planning. As projects are completed, the goal is to collect records produced through the program together into a federated environment where it makes sense to do so (the middle layer). The eventual goal is a “new research environment” in which scholars may search for, use, and synthesize new knowledge using digital surrogates of cataloged materials.This is a lofty goal, to be sure, and one that will require the input of the broader higher education, library, and archival communities in order to come to fruition.



Key tips
 Take scholarly significance and innovation requirements 

very seriously—be creative and aggressive at recruiting the 
strongest possible advocates for your collections (ideally 
from outside your institution)

 Study guidelines and website carefully

 Stay within scope

 Work collaboratively, or at least show how your project is 
connected to others’ work

 Demonstrate familiarity with broader efforts to address the 
problem of hidden collections and put your work into that 
context

 Research past funded projects and use them as models 
where it makes sense

 Budget carefully, specifically, and within program guidelines
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To summarize, here are key tips for submitting a successful application for our program. 
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