Processing Serials for BHL

the first steps

A number of people have asked me about the stacks process. It can be such an intricate process that it seems impossible to recount, so as I get a shipment ready for scanning I am writing here these notes which might be helpful to those starting out. This is reflective of what we have done at MBLWHOI, begun at the startup of BHL in mid 2007 (I write this in October 2008).
Starting the BHL project in your institution can be an incredibly daunting task.  You try to get all of your ducks in a row so you can take those first steps forward. Unfortunately, in many instances having everything set is so elusive that you have to take on more of a role of a sheepdog corralling a flock. That is, you have to step into the project without having all of your bases covered, as what we are interested in is the processing of content and having it accessible in the BHL portal.

Everyone has their own style and method of organizing things. Lists, physical walks through your stacks, bibliographies…whatever method is used is OK if it works. Carts…some people have the most elaborate, others use regular book carts; since WB Meyer is our book mover, we use their carts, which are slapdash 15 minute thrown together 3 shelf plywood bookcases which ride unattached on top of a carpeted dolly. 
The weight of the books makes them very stable. With “saran” industrial grade wrapping, the carts provide a flexible and safe environment for your volumes, and they really roll well. On the transport vehicle, the driver tips the carts against each other, and then secures them to the truck using ropes.
When you have selected a title for scanning, you reconcile your choice in the BHL Serials Mashup. If you see your volumes have previously been bid upon by another library, you will need to select another title. If a portion of the title you wish to scan has been bid upon by another library, you may be able to fill in gaps the other library is unable to scan. When you place a bid, check to see if there are other records in the Mashup for the same title, and follow the process for merging titles (see Bernard’s bidding document). If you place a bid and a week later you see 2 other bids for the same volumes, you’ll need to contact the other libraries who have placed the duplicate bids. Usually such dupe bids are inadvertent. With multiple records representing a single title, confusing diacritics, and evolving workflows in every library, duplicate bids needing your attention will occur. One way to lessen the incidence of duplicate bids is to merge multiple title records. When you merge title records you create a place for multiple records of a title to exist on a single record. Also, when you merge titles you become a true BHL Librarian, acting on behalf of all of our institutions within the Serials Mashup. Make a wise decision, and also move ahead, make a decision: your decision makes the Union of Serials titles a tighter document, and saves backtracking work down the scanning production line.. 

Once a bid has been secured, you can go on to processing your volumes as you need to, based upon you library’s circumstances. That is the first turn in the road to getting started. Work through technical details as they arise. Expect title and record issues to send you through an examination of your stacks, your catalog, other libraries catalogs, out to the larger community via OCLC or other databases. The process is not perfect, it is time consuming, but over time you will be contributing volumes to BHL, and through this you will refine and understand your methods, and be able to communicate with other BHL Librarians about the process. Time consuming aspects of this project can be mitigated by thinking about the fact that the BHL content will eventually be accessed millions of times. 
When you handle older serials they will often be in poor condition and in a language other than English. Uses resources available to you to develop a working proficiency for serials enumeration purposes (this comes with the processing experience), of other common languages: mostly German, French, Spanish, and Italian, but also Russian, Chinese, and Japanese. Often co-workers nearby at your institution can assist with enumeration of volumes in languages other than English, when you have an issue. Learn to look for the salient information regarding the content of a title by thumbing through representative volumes. This will often be the key to knowing if the volume is appropriate to your processing decision. Feel free to contact other BHL Librarians when you find yourself up against a brick wall at any juncture of this project.

There will be a time when pagination issues will be covered through software currently in development. Until that time comes, it is important to understand just how eclectic early serials are. Sometimes Joe deVeer of Harvard and myself discuss this. What we look for are unifying indices or tables of contents, which enable you to consider multiple pagination schemes within a volume as a single volume. Sometimes multiple titles are bound within a volume. If I can’t find a separate OCLC record for a title within a bound volume I may consider that entity a part of the larger title, in reality a minor add-on to the main title, historically not considered a separate entity.  When a pagination scheme needs extra handling, you will often divide out of the volume in hand, so that scanning will make separate volumes from those originally bound within a single  physical volume. Think of yourself as the end user of the product you are developing. Think of how citations for an article within a serial title may be organized. Patterns will emerge. Your work will move forward, and volumes will be added to the BHL portal. The above will make more sense only as you process the volumes in hand.
Good work and good luck. 

for more info about this document, contact:

Matt Person

MBLWHOI Library

mperson@mbl.edu 

