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Forum

To the editor:
Along with many less-welcomed pieces

of mail over the Christmas holidays, I re-
ceived the two latest issues of the American
Archivist (Vol. 52, no. 4 and Vol. 53, no.
1). Perhaps I am woefully out of touch, but
these two special editions took me entirely
by surprise. From Lawrence Dowler's "In-
troduction," through the "Report of the
Working Group on Standards for Archival
Description," the Working Group's "Rec-
ommendations," and all of the individual
"Background Papers," this is a compila-
tion of major importance and interest.
Coming as it does at a time when other
SAA working groups are considering a re-
definition of the profession's information
technology-related education programs,
these publications provide clarity, sub-
stance and direction on an issue of funda-
mental importance.

With support from the National Histori-
cal Publications and Records Commission,
an outstanding team of our colleagues have
grappled over the last three years (and for
some, much longer!) with the subject of
descriptive standards. Thanks to the Amer-
ican Archivist, their accomplishments have
now come to light. But, one may ask, "Why
should this undertaking merit such an in-
vestment of effort, time, and financial re-
sources?" After all, archivists have always
argued that their holdings are unique, de-
fying standardized description. Shouldn't
archivists devote the limited resources of
their institutions to the collection and pres-
ervation of original documents rather than
the standardization of descriptive tools?

In response, the Working Group on
Standards for Archival Description has pro-
vided a convincing case, justifying a
profession-wide effort to improve the "in-
tellectual control" over archival collec-
tions. Failure to do so obviates the most
vital of archival concerns, namely provid-
ing the customer (constituent) with timely
and economical access to relevant infor-
mation. By hammering this point home and
by then calling for a greater commitment
of resources to ensure its realization, the
Standards Working Group has made a sig-
nificant contribution to our thinking and
strategic direction as an information serv-
ices profession.

Second, in their analysis of descriptive
requirements, they have identified and de-
fined the key levels and components of ar-
chival description. Indeed, they have laid
bare the criteria with which both we and
our constituents (customers) may judge the
adequacy of the intellectual controls placed
on collections. Their three-dimensional
model provides a comprehensive set of
guidelines as well as a performance metric
for those engaged in the actual formulation
of descriptive processes and tools. The vir-
tue of their approach is in its practical, non-
technical nature and its flexibility. It requires
neither the employment of computer-based
technologies nor an artificially limited se-
ries of descriptive categories.

Instead, it provides a common founda-
tion for the development of better controls
and enhanced information exchange. This
latter end will be achieved through stimu-
lating a more comprehensive and accurate
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Forum 529

approach to description (again through ref-
erence to the Working Group's three-di-
mensional model) but without rigidity. These
developments will, in turn, help the cause
of the archives. Within the parent institu-
tion, descriptive standards will facilitate
access, encourage use, and presumably
garner greater recognition of, and hence
support for, the archival enterprise. Simi-
larly, mechanisms for intellectual control,
once standardized, may be shared more
readily, creating greater awareness and
promoting interorganizational use. Clearly,
printed and media-based information prod-
ucts have benefitted from common descrip-
tive standards. Though important differences
remain, it nevertheless stands to reason that
archival access must follow a similar path
of evolution if archives are to comprise a
relevant/accessible information resource.

If the reasonableness of the Working
Group's recommendations do not in and of
themselves move our profession forward,
surely external developments will eventu-
ally force change upon us. Here I would
note two converging trends. First of all,
globalization has taken hold. Now more than
ever, organizations are establishing a for-
mal global presence or are building stra-
tegic alliances with sister institutions around
the world. As part of the information serv-
ices network of the global organization, the
archives must also transform itself to per-
form responsibly. Over time these coop-
erative ventures will engender a global
communications and information-sharing
infrastructure that can only exist through a
broad agreement on data-exchange stan-
dards.

In turn the movement towards globali-
zation is driving developments in infor-
mation technology (I/I), affording numerous
alternatives for how we might create, store,
collect, control, communicate, and ex-
change data. To reduce the complexity and
the overall cost of this emerging I/T envi-
ronment, standards hold the key. As the
Working Group points out, the future of

our profession will be greatly influenced by
those currently laboring on the many na-
tional and international standards boards
concerned with these communication/co-
operation issues. As the Working Group
suggests, we had better start paying atten-
tion and, whenever possible, join in the
discussions. It is in our best interest but it
is also our professional responsibility to do
so.

From my perspective, there is yet an-
other major message to be drawn from the
presentation of the Working Group's re-
port. To achieve satisfactory results in ar-
chival description, we must review, indeed,
re-engineer our operations and processes.
In all of my work as an I/T consultant, the
greatest and most common failings that I
find with automated applications have
nothing to do with technology. They have
to do with the unwillingness of users to
rethink their processes in light of new tools
or automated capabilities. What I find so
exciting in the Working Group's recom-
mendations is their call (both explicitly and
implicitly) to rework the archival descrip-
tive process and all that falls from it (i.e.,
access control, user services, and inter-in-
stitutional cooperation). This is a most dif-
ficult undertaking and yet one that is
essential to the success of the entire enter-
prise. Here again the Working Group has
provided both an approach and a justifica-
tion for action but the profession as a whole
must rise to the challenge.

Finally, I would like to observe that the
strategic use of the working group model
as employed in the case of archival descrip-
tion has great utility elsewhere. By bring-
ing some of the best minds in the field
together and freeing them for brief periods
of time from day-to-day responsibilities, the
sponsoring agency created the opportunity
for focused, innovative achievements. The
Society of American Archivists now has a
similar arrangement in place—albeit on a
lesser scale—to explore the profession's
approach to the teaching of automated rec:
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530 American Archivist / Fall 1990

ords and techniques. We need to encourage
this effective use of resources as we go for-
ward. We also need to commit ourselves
as a profession to the goals and objectives
set forth in the Standards Working Group's
"Final Report." Last but not least, we need
to extend our deepest appreciation to the
NHPRC and the team who have provided
us with such a fine map for the immediate
future.

Richard M. Kesner
Babson College

To the editor:
I am appalled that Linda J. Long spends

eleven pages discussing question negotia-
tion and interpersonal communication tech-
niques (vol. 52, Winter 1989) but completely
ignores the perspective that I lay out in "The
Myth of the Reference Interview" (Refer-
ence Librarian 16 [Winter 1987): 47-52),
viz., that question negotiation is greatly ov-
errated. It is often unnecessary, superflu-
ous, a cover for ill-informed staff, or an
ego-enhancing activity for librarians. This
minority opinion is buttressed by the fol-
lowing empirical evidence: I spent many
hours observing working librarians at eight
academic institutions in Texas, Oklahoma,
Kansas, Iowa, and Minnesota. Not a single
true reference interview occurred in all of
the 229 witnessed interchanges.

Robert Hauptman
St. Cloud State University

Author's response:
I'm sorry you feel that way. All the ex-

amples in my article were genuine, taken
from my own experience as an archivist or
the experiences of my colleagues while in-
teracting with patrons. This experience and,
I believe, the experiences of most archi-
vists, tells me that patrons need and appre-
ciate archivists' efforts to serve them the
best way possible. It seems a shame to see
the issue in terms of "an ego-enhancing
activity for librarians." Shouldn't the real

issue for all of us be serving our patrons
effectively?

Linda J. Long
Stanford University

To the editor:
Far too frequently archivists simply pay

lip service to the notion of collegial coop-
eration but do nothing in practice to further
such cooperation. Archival cooperation in
the abstract is a commonly accepted, often-
lauded good, but all too rarely do we see
concrete instances of it actually occurring.
Recently, however, I had the very good
fortune to be involved in a concrete in-
stance of collegial cooperation, an instance
that I wish to bring to the attention of my
colleagues as an examplar.

Early in 1990 I received a letter from
Mark H. Jones, State Archivist of Con-
necticut, informing me that the staff of the
Connecticut State Archives was in the
process of reevaluating segments of the ar-
chives's holdings that appeared to be out
of its mission scope. Among the holdings
that were clearly out of scope were the pa-
pers of Henry Wade Rogers, president of
Northwestern University from 1890 to 1900.
Jones indicated that his records did not in-
clude any information on how the Con-
necticut State Archives had acquired the
Rogers papers, but that he was amenable
to having them deaccessioned and returned
to Northwestern University if we were in-
terested.

Henry Wade Rogers had been one of the
three most important presidents in the 140-
year history of Northwestern University. He
had been largely responsible for transform-
ing Northwestern from a loose federation
of affiliated professional schools and an un-
dergraduate college of regional importance
into a centralized modern university with a
national presence. I had been acutely aware
that the Northwestern University Archives
held virtually no records documenting Rog-
ers's presidency. Hence Mark Jones's letter
came as a very welcome surprise. After
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Forum 531

Rogers left Northwestern he became a re-
nowned federal judge. I surmised that since
he had lived in New Haven while on the
bench, his heirs or executors had passed
his papers, including the records of his
Northwestern presidency, on to the Con-
necticut State Archives.

I immediately informed Jones that we
would indeed be interested in having the
Rogers papers, and he set the deaccessing
machinery in motion. The process took
several months, during which the North-
western University Archives had to satisfy
the understandably rigorous requirements
of the Connecticut State Archives for any
of its holdings that are deaccessioned and
transferred to the custody of another repo-

sitory. On 23 October 19901 was elated to
receive a container with the Rogers papers
enclosed. The records of one of the most
distinguished and significant leaders of the
university had been returned to their proper
home and a gap in the documentary record
of the institution had been filled.

I wish to express my appreciation to Mark
Jones for his exemplary expression of ar-
chival cooperation and I wish to commend
to my colleagues in the archival profession
the process described above as a model case
of transferring out-of-scope holdings of one
repository to another, which would benefit
greatly from such a transfer.

Patrick M. Quinn
Northwestern University Archives
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