
 

Who I am, and who I am not.  

I am a librarian responsible for conservation and digitization. I manage our digitization program 

and play a key role in general digital strategies. I’m also a cataloging/metadata person.  

 

Who I am not. I do not run our government documents program. That would be Bernadette 

Bartlett. I work with her a LOT, but am not fully versed in exactly how all of that program is run. 

 

Also, I am not a lawyer. Much of what I know about legislative/regulatory activity of the State, I 

learned working at the library – and particularly on these digitization projects.  

 

I’ll talk some about content of the legal material we’ve worked with, but my role in the process 

has been more technical. They say they want this title or collection scanned and put online, and 

I figure out the most efficient and effective way to do that - or advise them that it isn’t a viable 

request. 

 

Context 

Provide some organizational context within which all our work happens, and which shapes what 

we do and how we do it. 



 
 

State Library 

Like many state libraries – we are a legally mandated body of the State of Michigan. We collect 

and provide access to state gov pubs, we provide reference research for state and legislative 

employees, we serve public libraries around the state, and we are a government research 

library open to the public.  

 

Like many state libraries we saw tremendous cuts in the aughts. I started in 2000 and we had 

over 100 on staff. Now we have 33. 

 

In response we reduced our services – and refocused our mission. Greatly reduced our “public 

library” feel and put more energy toward serving state and legislative community. 
 

  



 
 

Law Library 

 

The State Law Library is part of our program. From my encounter with other state libraries this 

is often not the case.  

 

This probably has become our most actively used program. We have to law librarians with JDs 

on staff. It is heavily used by legislative and state personnel, broader legal community, and the 

public.  

  



 
 

Gov Docs program 

 

It is our legal mandate to collect and provide access to state government publications. We have 

been doing this since the 1820s. 

 

For most of that time our relationship with state agencies is they would send us stuff (or not) 

which we provided access via distribution to network, as well as onsite. These agencies are 

legally mandated to send us copies of publications, but it still worked more smoothly when 

there were ongoing human connections between the library and the agencies. 

 

We were an early adopter of using digital as the default or the preferred format.  

 

Now, agencies seldom send us things. They post them online, and we strive to capture and 

preserve them before they go away.  
  



 
 

Digitizing Program 

 

Began programmatically digitizing our print materials in-house only a few years ago. It was 

somewhat abruptly added to my job description simply as “Digitization.” I’m pleased to report 

that in our first 3 years we scanned just over 100,000 pages. 

 

We’ve focused on digitizing legal material.  

Reasons for this include: 

 The materials is often held by few libraries – or unique to us 

 Renewed focus on serving state gov’t / Serving patron demand 

Selection for digitization generally happens between our Gov Docs and our head law librarian.  

  



 
 

Governing Michigan 

 

Provide access to all this material on Governing Michigan.  CONTENTdm with 2 primary 

collections – Michigan Government Information, and Legal Collection. 

 

We were an early adopter of OCLC’s Digital Archive, which initially had its own basic viewer 

interface. They added CONTENTdm and for several years we mostly ignored its abilities. We 

continued to consider our online catalog as the primary means of discovery and included a link 

to the object in CDM. Especially with beginning our digitization program we paying much more 

attention to Gov Mich as a discovery and use tool.  
 

 

Over the years of collecting digital gov pubs, and now also digitizing past print pubs our focus 

has largely been on working OUR collections to serve the needs OUR patrons. I’m going talk 

about some our recent collaborations with state agencies which have resulted in us broadening 

both the collections we work with and the patrons we serve. 
 

  



 
Talk about an early collaboration  

Michigan Register – Office of Regulatory Reform – although the agency changes names and 

departments every few years. Their legal mandate to publish the Michigan Register at least 

monthly and to make it available to the public. They approached us about our being their 

official online repository. As this was early in our doing the digital repository and collaboration 

thing, we wrote up an MOU – memo of understanding – between the 2 agencies. Bernadette 

said that we’ll never do that again. It was a waste of time and energy.  

 

Collecting and providing access to this title is something we are supposed to be doing anyways 

but here they were approaching us and recognizing how our role could support their role.  

All the issues are born digital that we harvest from their website – they send emails with links. 

Biggest challenge is when they post the first issue of the new year, they take down the entire 

previous year – so we need to be very quick with the last issue which is only online for a couple 

of weeks. 

 

While this collaboration didn’t really change anything weren’t already supposed to be doing, it 

provides a framework for more intentionality, accountability, and greater clarity for both party 

about who is doing what.  



 

I’m going to talk about 4 collaborations which involve digitizing of past print collections. 2 are in 

the lessons learned category, 2 I’m declaring as outright successful collaborations 

Court of Claims 

Teach Tenure Commission 

Liquor Control Commission 

Employment Relations Commission 

 

And then talk about some potential future collaborative projects.  

  



 
Court of Claims 

 

Our first collaboration where we were dealing with scanned documents – as opposed to born 

digital – and more distinct cases was with the Court of Claims. The Court had been selling 

access to some of its decisions and directing people to us for others, but we didn’t have a very 

complete collection. Our head law librarian began a conversation with the court clerk and 

convinced them to send us copies of all their files for us to make freely available. They were 

happy for us to provide access. 

 

What we received were basic black and white PDFs. We OCRed the scans as best we could and 

extracted document level metadata. (I’ll talk more about metadata in a bit.) 

 

There were challenges with this project. There was conversation about the content, but little to 

no communication about the process.  So, we received scan of widely varying quality. And their 

fil naming practices were equally varied.  

 

Last year the legislature moved the court of claims to under the Court of Appeals and our law 

librarian has not yet been able to re-establish relationship with the new Clerk.  



 
 

Teacher Tenure Commission  

 

(This one actually is here because of my error. I mentioned it in the abstract but then realized I 

had mixed up the Teach Tenure Commission with the Liquor Control Commission. I think it does 

present a good lesson.)  

 

This one is a lessons learned from a lack of communication and lack of collaboration and a lack 

of diligence on our part. Late into the scanning process we “discovered” that the Tenure 

Commission actually had almost all of their decisions online and nicely searchable already and 

our work pretty much just duplicated theirs. (It is in a database form that does not seem to be 

web harvestable, so at least our content is being preserved. Also, I’m pretty sure their content 

is not discoverable by search engines, so at least we are providing wider discoverability.) 

If there had been better communication and collaboration we could have saved ourselves a 

bunch of work.  
  



 
 

Liquor Control Commission  

 

This is an instance where the agency came to us. Bernadette is good at establishing and 

maintaining relationship with key agency folk. It was also helpful that the agency contact was 

new, young, and tech savvy – he had yet to become the jaded state employee. Like with other 

projects, the task of providing public access to their materials was a tiny part of what the 

Commission did, and was for them mostly a nuisance.  

 

We each had incomplete print collections, combined for a more complete collection for 

scanning. We had to carefully collate the two collections and then separate them again after 

scanning because the originals supplied by the Commission went back to commission 

 

[Aside - Almost all the grunt work of preparing collections for scanning, scanning, processing, 

creating metadata is done by students. I’ve had phenomenally great success in hiring library 

science students who are actually professionally interested and engaged in the work we are 

doing and apply for these jobs because they want to do the work we do – not just get a 

paycheck. They are great problem solvers. They make my job ridiculously easy.] 



 

We digitized Agency Decisions, Bulletins, and Meeting Minutes – materials for both our legal 

and non-legal collections. The minutes, which I’m pretty sure the agency supplied, would 

typically be more of an Archives thing, but as our Gov Docs librarian says, we collect things that 

can be helpful to our patrons. And I think still are able to provide wider public access to digital 

materials than the state Archives is. 

 

This collection was done fairly early in our digitizing history and we were still learning about the 

best ways to organize things on CONTENTdm. We would probably do things differently now, 

and may still go back and restructure some of these documents.  
  



 
 

Michigan Employment Relations Commission 

 

Once again there had been years of connections and conversations between the Agency and 

the Library. They came to us seeking advice on who could digitize their decisions. We offered 

to. We proceeded to scan what we could, however, when were done there remained an 11 

year gap from 1988 to 1999.  

 

These 11 years were published by an outside publisher and bore a copyright symbol. The 

Commission itself did not have any other version of these decisions. This is not an uncommon 

situation for us, and I’m guessing for many other states, where the state either allowed, or 

contracted with an outside company to publish their legal materials. This creates a mess for us. 

In this case the publisher had gone out of business, and despite requests by Commission, the 

legal representation for the estate wasn’t interested in talking about these decisions.  

 

The decision was made to scan the volumes and redact any content added by the publisher – 

this included headnotes, page numbers, and the index. This added some new steps to our 



workflow, and the results sometime look a little goofy with some gaping white spaces on the 

page but text is all there.   

 

Of our 100,000+ pages I mentioned that we’ve scanned, more than 32,000 of those pages come 

from this one title – and we are still scanning, though nearly done.  
 

 
 

Recognition 

 

The Commission was so appreciative of our work that they invited some LM staff to a meeting 

of theirs to do a brief presentation about our work, and to receive this official proclamation of 

gratitude. (Mackinac Center person particularly grateful and used it a lot.) 
 

  



 
 

Possible future partnerships: 

 

Legislative Histories with Legislative Council.  

 

Our collection of bills as introduced, revisions of bills, analysis of bills by various parties, and 

enrolled bills is a highly used collection. 

 

For current legislative activity this type of material is maintained by the Legislature on a public 

website. This content goes back to 1997. 

 

We have been in talks with them about scanning our material and adding it to their existing 

database. 

 

This would involve new challenges – primarily around metadata.Their system is very metadata 

heavy – and naturally all that metadata helps makes for great searching capabilities. Creating so 

much metadata for each document on a retrospective, bulk scanning project does not seem 

feasible, and so we’ll need to figure out where are the appropriate compromises. 



I’m eager for this project because of all the big challenges, but also big rewards. 

 

Another possible collaboration we are in the very early pondering stage is to venture into being 

a repository for digital/digitized local government legal material. This would require a lot more 

outreach activities, but we think we are well suited to be a central repository for Michigan 

government info.  
  



 
 

Ongoing/future issues 

 

Flexibility 

Each project with each partner is going to be different. Need to be able to adapt workflows. 

Talk about a potential future project which will require a lot of flexibility in a bit. 

 

Metadata 

Segmented out the legal material into a separate CONTENTdm collection in large part because 

we knew we would have particular types of metadata that would be relevant only to this 

material. This includes fields like Docket/Case number, party names, Legislative numbers – bill 

number, Act number, etc. 

 

Our process for extracting metadata is we convert our scanned images to OCRed PDF – and 

when needed we correct the OCR for key elements of each document. We then create an Excel 

template with all the variable metadata fields we need from each document (Have a template 

in CONTENTdm for all the fields that stay the same.) The students copy and paste from the PDF 

to Excel. What this means is that all party names are entered as they appeared on the 



document. Personal names are first name, last name. Not surprisingly, there is some variety to 

how corporate names (especially how the names of union groups) were entered on these 

documents. It is not a perfect solution, but we think that searching within the field should 

largely yield positive results. 

 

We are certain this level of metadata creation, while not perfect, enhances discoverability. 

 

We don’t do decision/case level metadata for some documents like Disciplinary Action Report 

because of the thousands and thousands of names involved. But, these are all full text 

searchable, and this title is our most visited and most of our traffic comes from Google searches 

so we feel that our customers are being well served. 

 

Copyright  

We have no state legislation governing state gov pubs in Michigan. We largely act as if we can 

post them online. (UM is a depository library and Hathi has lots of scanned Mich docs which 

they do not provide full access to. This always raises the question of do we scan something that 

is in Hathi, but we can’t access.) And as mentioned with the MERC title, there is a big challenge 

with material that was only commercially published.  

 

Staffing  

Scanning and metadata work is very labor intensive – almost entirely student labor. 

Administration is very supportive of the idea of our digitizing, but it is challenging to get them 

to reallocate money in that direction. They have asked for another technician position who 

would work in both web harvesting and digitization – so we’ll see. 

 

Database 

This is more my one dreaming. It sometimes strikes me as odd that we are taking pictures of 

text and delivering images of that text when the image of the page serves very little value – it’s 

all about the content. It’s kinda like doing a phone number search online and delivering an 

image of a page from a phone book. My dream is largely doing away with the images and just 

be a database of marked up text. 

  



 

 
 

Conclusion 

 

We’re still pretty new to this digitization/access as a service, but we’re pleased with how it has 

gone so far, and those agencies we’ve worked with are pleased. 

 

In many of these examples, the task of providing public access to their own materials was a tiny 

part of what they did, and they generally saw it as a nuisance. Providing access is our job, and 

we are much better at it than they are. We are also better at preserving these materials than 

they are. 

 

Building and maintaining relationships with agencies has proven to be fruitful. We need to 

continue to do that. We are not to the point where we really feel we can “sell” this as a service 

to all state agencies, but we are trying to move in that direction. 

 


