
Other Accomplishments: 

 

One significant accomplishment, as a result of the generation of finding aids using  

ArchivesSpace, was the training and education of project staff in converting and ingesting XML 

and EAD files.  

 

Cataloging of the collections was achieved primarily through data entry on spreadsheets, 

creating an opportunity to learn about conversion of XML files, and the steps necessary to take 

data from a spreadsheet, and turn it into a workable finding aid. Upon completion of the physical 

processing of the collections, we were left with several spreadsheets, some with thousands of 

entries. Such large amounts of data required a way manipulate entire spreadsheets of data, as 

the time required to physically enter the contents into a finding aid would extend well beyond the 

duration of the grant project. The solution we arrived at involved creating test finding aids using 

ArchivesSpace, and then looking at the EAD tags used by ArchivesSpace for the fields we 

wanted to use. The next step involved taking these EAD tags, and inserting them into our 

spreadsheets at the appropriate locations. This contents of this modified spreadsheet were then 

copy and pasted into a finding aid template using an XML editing program. Using this editing 

program, we tested to make sure that our file compiled successfully, before exporting it as an 

EAD file. The last step was to import the EAD file to ArchivesSpace, resulting in a working 

finding aid. 

 

There were multiple challenges that arose during this process before a final finding aid 

was produced. Since this is the first time that we have used ArchivesSpace, some formatting 

issues arose in our EAD files. We found that some of the EAD files would successfully import 

into Archivists’ Toolkit, but would not import into ArchivesSpace. After trial and error, we 

identified that a major issue was the inclusion of empty cells, where ArchivesSpace expected a 

data entry and returned an error, but Archivists’ Toolkit had no problem accepting blank entries. 

For example, if we initialized an instance for a date in each item, ArchivesSpace would not 

accept a blank cell, but needed an entry such as “No Date” to successfully compile, whereas 

Archivists’ Toolkit generated no such error. In certain cases where there was not an acceptable 

placeholder for an empty cell, it required us to go back and edit the EAD tags in the 

spreadsheets.  

 

Overall, we found that this exercise provided the staff with valuable experience using 

both ArchivesSpace and Archivists’ Toolkit, as well as XML editors. In addition, it provided us 

with a template for future projects where mass data entry on spreadsheets can be turned into 

finding aids in a time efficient manner. 

 

Challenges: 

 

One challenge that arose towards the completion of the grant project involved the 

continuity of project staff. Since six civil engineering collections were catalogued for this grant, 

the decision was made that the best division of labor would be to assign one to two people to 

work exclusively on one collection for the duration of the grant. This proved effective as each 



staff worker became very familiar with their respective collection, but issues arose when staff 

members left, and new hires joined the team. As students graduated, or were unable to 

continue due to unforeseen circumstances, new staff members faced some hurdles in trying to 

understand the content of collections, as well as the individual processing methods of their 

predecessors.  

As mentioned, this problem became visible toward the end date of the project. Not all of 

the collections were able to be processed by the individual that worked on them for the majority 

of the duration of the grant, leading to a situation in the later days of the grant, where the last 

remaining staff member had to go back to each collection and finish processing and cataloging. 

This led to some difficulty, as that staff member had to work with collections that were 

unfamiliar, while trying to keep cataloging as uniform as possible.  

Unfortunately, the unreliable long term commitment of college students is a largely 

unavoidable hazard. Nine different staff members were employed during the two years period of 

the grant, with only one member staying for the full duration. In the future, better communication 

of long term scheduling with staff, and perhaps a short period of training overlap for new hires, 

could help mitigate the challenges of frequent staff turnover. 

 

 


