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Cornell University Libraries

External Review of Special Collections

Executive Summary
Cornell’s special collections comprise both a rich legacy of material in a variety of subjects and areas and an important set of newer collecting initiatives.  Staff are well-trained, knowledgeable, and service oriented.  Facilities are either new or have been significantly refreshed, creating a set of inviting environments for research and learning.  The Rare and Manuscript Collections (RMC) is particularly noteworthy for its impressive outreach efforts and its ability to build research collections into the undergraduate curriculum.  However, the special collections at Cornell face important challenges, especially in light of ongoing financial constraints.  As the Cornell Library (CUL) evolves its plans to meet these challenges, it will be important for the administration to articulate clearly to the university community the nature of its commitment to special collections in the years ahead.

Within the RMC, more attention should be paid to the relative balance of staff among administrative, supporting, curatorial, and technical processing functions, with a view to reducing where possible dedicated administrative lines in favor of greater investments in processing staff.  Finding creative ways of tapping into Cornell’s large student population to support this effort will also be an important and cost-effective way of dealing with “hidden collections.”  

Partnering with other institutions -- such as Columbia -- may also provide important leverage in securing outside funding for internal priorities.  The RMC should also look closely at the extent to which the nature and responsibilities of its curatorial areas map with academic programs at Cornell.

While the RMC seems relatively well-integrated into the CUL as a whole, more could be done to better integrate the special collections units into a greater special collections whole that would be more than the sum of the parts.  This might be done by consolidating special collections where possible, thus gaining staff, service, and security efficiencies.  It might also be helped by creating a web portal that would both introduce patrons to CU special collections as a single collection and provide access to holdings.  The Kheel Center Archives and the RMC share a number of processing, service, outreach, and acquisitions functions that might be targets for greater cooperation, collaboration, and possible consolidation, where reporting lines allow.

Finally, the CUL needs to invest more in creating a sustainable digital library program for its special collections, especially the RMC.    The digital footprint of the RMC has not grown much in recent years, and the unit lacks the internal resources to move forward on its own.  Putting more of Cornell’s special collections onto the web should be an ongoing CUL priority.  The RMC also needs to develop the capacity to ingest, preserve, and provide access to born digital assets.  This is a large challenge that invites a broader series of collaborations.  Some realignment of staffing and/or additional financial support will be required.
Introduction
The external review of Cornell’s special collections was carried out in the context of  Terms of Reference provided to the review team by the University Librarian.  In light of recent reorganizations with the Cornell University Library, guidance was sought about “aligning the special collections functions that are distributed among Cornell libraries with library priorities and how to integrate these functions better with other library services.  Further, we are seeking your advice on what we should be doing in the domain of electronic (digital) special collections in order to succeed in an emerging environment in which the special collections constitute more of the local collection and serve an increasingly prominent role in the mainstream of the intellectual life of the university.”  The larger goal of the review was to provide guidance on the nature of the effort required to create at Cornell a dynamic, forward-looking special collections environment.

The areas identified for specific attention by the review team included:


* Relationships between the RMC and other special collections units in the CUL.


* Relationships between the RMC and other staff and units across the CUL.


* Relationships between the RMC and other special collections beyond Cornell.


* Digital projects and programs.

The review team understood its charge as a program not a management review, though inevitably management issues will be addressed in passing during the course of this review.  They might provide the basis for further study and analysis.

The review team visited Cornell for two full days, June 29-30, 2009.  During that period, the review team toured facilities and interviewed staff in the RMC, the Kheel Center Archives, the Mann Library special collections, the Asia Collections staff, Law Library staff, Preservation staff, Digital Library staff, business and finance staff, and members of the CUL administration.  In addition, the review team conducted phone interviews with the Law Librarian and the Director of the Kheel Center Archives.

The review team has organized its findings into five sections.  The first addresses a series of issues internal to the RMC that may require further study and investigation but which speak to the more general concern of creating a dynamic and forward-looking special collections environment at Cornell.  The other four sections follow the areas of specific attention listed above.

1.  The RMC Context
1.1
The RMC is to be commended for its excellent outreach program to the undergraduate community at Cornell and its expanding efforts aimed at targeted populations in the graduate and professional schools.  An element of this outreach effort might be some sort of internship program that would leverage academic expertise in the context of processing collections and working with primary source materials.  Institutions that have created such programs universally attest to their success and effectiveness.

1.2
The RMC should review and possibly rethink the various administrative/support positions and functions within the unit for the purpose of determining whether any of them could be redeployed more in support of core services.

1.3
The review team was asked to comment on the “service points” issue in the RMC.  In its experience, the review team observes that special collections units of comparable size and complexity can usually manage services effectively -- and without compromising security -- with only two public service points.

1.4
The RMC possesses strong, deep, and rich printed book holdings, which seem to be the focus of much of its current collection development efforts.  Yet if the CUL wants to invest more in resources that are unique to it and not held elsewhere, it will be important to rebalance current practice with a more aggressive effort targeting archives and manuscripts.

1.5
While the centralization of book processing in the CUL seems to have worked well, the processing staff available within the RMC for archives and manuscripts is much too small.  Every effort needs to be made to find ways of redeploying permanent billets in support of core processing functions.

1.6
The curatorial areas within the RMC often represent deep pockets of traditional strength at Cornell.  The review team questions, though, how well those curatorial areas map to current academic programs at Cornell?  Are they well-serving the Cornell community?  Would a different curatorial array provide a more effective set of collection and service bridges to the University?  On balance, more general staff and general curatorial assignments are preferred over focused positions, though designated external funds may preclude changes.
1.7 Most RMC staff appear to serve a variety of roles and functions within the unit.  Sometimes this can be a good thing; sometimes it can be a manifestation of inefficiencies.  It would be useful to review the menu of tasks assigned each billet for the purpose of bringing greater focus, coherence, and effectiveness to positions.  A division of functions into more traditional collection development, technical processing, and user services may be desirable.
1.8       There is much to commend and admire about the physical plant of the RMC, including its security system.  However, the system is by now out of date and a recommended replacement upgrade has been determined by specialists.  We urge the Library to press for funding to upgrade the system as recommended, thus better insuring the ongoing well-being of the collections.

2.  Relationships between the RMC and Other Units/Staff in the CUL
In general, the review team found no areas of significant concern here.  The RMC seems to be well integrated into the fabric of CUL policies and services.  Staff are largely pleased with existing relationships.  As mentioned above, centralized book processing works well as does centralized preservation and conservation.  The effectiveness of centralized digital services will be addressed separately.

2.1
While several staff in the RMC also serve as bibliographers for the general collections, it is not clear that the reverse is the case: that is, bibliographers outside the RMC who have an important stake in RMC holdings are not integrated into the programs and practices of the RMC.  In particular, where RMC staff lack the requisite linguistic and subject expertise, they should do more to make the relevant selectors more a part of the RMC unit.  Orienting selected colleagues, such as the Asia curators, to RMC policies and procedures, especially with regard to security and conservation, will help build useful bridges within the CUL.

3.  Relationships between the RMC and Other Cornell Special Collections
There are three special collections at Cornell outside of the RMC.  Two of these collections -- in Mann and in the Law Library -- seem to exist principally in custodial contexts.  That is, there is no or only a low level collection development effort in place, no dedicated staff, and no separate reading room to accommodate on site patrons.  The review team did not inspect the stacks of the two units and thus cannot comment on security and conservation issues.  In contrast, the Kheel Center Archive is set up as an actively functioning, full-service special collections unit focused on labor-management relations.  It shares much in common, albeit on a smaller scale, with the RMC.  

The review team sees a number of opportunities here to reshape and reposition Cornell’s special collections in positive, forward-looking ways:

3.1
Investigate the pros and cons of consolidating the special collections in Mann and the rare book collection in the Law Library into the operations of the RMC.  The archival and artifactual components of the Law Library special collections continue to play a role in the Law School and should remain in place.  Transferring the Mann special collections and the Law rare book collections to the RMC would yield efficiencies all around and would better serve the security and well-being of the material.  Staff in Law and Mann could collaborate with RMC staff in their ongoing use and development, while being relieved of service obligations.  Underused collections might find new life in the context of the RMC.

3.2
The Director of the Kheel Center Archives has made it his priority to cooperate and collaborate where possible with the RMC.  These efforts should be applauded, encouraged, and supported.  In particular, there are a number of areas in which the two units could come together for common benefit, including collection development, processing, public service policies, exhibitions, and outreach.  An area of particular concern to both units is electronic archiving; this might be a fertile ground for any number of collaborative efforts going forward.

3.3
There is no one guide, no one entry point to Cornell’s special collections.  It would be desirable to have a web-based portal that would orient patrons to the breadth and depth of Cornell’s holdings, acquaint them with services available, and provide them with easy access to those collections.

4.  Relationships between the RMC and other Special Collections beyond Cornell

Cornell’s RMC has, in the past, developed a number of positive, productive  relationships with public and private repositories in New York.  Cornell’s uniquely “hybrid” status as both a public and a private institution gives it access to a distinctive array of collaborative opportunities.  The review team commends this tradition and urges RMC to continue to leverage its unique position to broaden and deepen collaborations in the region and beyond.  In particular, the review team encourages the creation of a robust partnership with Columbia’s special collections units as part of the new Cornell-Columbia partnership.

4.1
With Columbia’s special collections, explore ways in which both can effectively deploy and leverage the range of web 2.0 technologies.  Explore options for shared outreach through virtual exhibits and other web-based projects.

4.2
With Columbia, investigate options for prototyping approaches to electronic archiving and digital asset management.

4.3
Take the lead in creating partnerships that would bring the RMC, Columbia’s special collections, and the State Library and Archives together in new ways.

5.  Digital Projects and Programs

The centralization of core services within the CUL seems to have been effectively conceived and implemented overall.  However, the review team found one major casualty of the reorganization: the RMC’s digital program.  The RMC has on a staff a “web designer” but no ongoing capacity to create and deliver content to the web.

5.1
CUL needs to develop a sustainable program that would allow the RMC to deliver content to the web in a regular, ongoing fashion.  There needs to be either a reorientation of existing staff or a new funding model and expanded resources for digitization and web services.
5.2
CUL should also begin working aggressively to provide the RMC -- and, by extension, the Kheel Center Archives -- with the capacity to integrate born-digital assets into its routine collection development and management functions.  This is a large and complex challenge, one that might present collaborative opportunities through the new Cornell-Columbia partnership.

The review team thanks all those it met with and who provided valuable information and input.  The review team is impressed with the high quality and dedication of the Cornell Library staff, in particular those in its special collections.   While the economic downturn presents significant, immediate challenges, the recent reorganization of the Library demonstrates its resilience and its ability to rise to the challenges.  The recommendations and observations of the review team are designed to further enable Cornell to invest wisely and productively in its special collections with a view to making them more visible, efficient, and robust, and insuring their alignment with academic programs and priorities at Cornell.
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