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Presentation Notes
Hello! My name is Peyton Tvrdy. I’m a graduate student at the University of Illinois studying library and information science. And today I’m going to share my experience as a practicum student at the National Transportation Library.



The  Be g inning : Le a ning  a b ou t  Fe d e ra l Lib ra rie s

- Career Fair meeting in March 2022 with Mary Moulton
- Discussion of career and contract vs. government employee
- Meeting to Establish Goals:

- Develop skills in cataloging
- Learn new skills with metadata and data cleanup
- Understand Federal Library/ Research Lifecycle

- Currently working with:
- Leighton Christiansen with cataloging and learning
- Jesse Long with PDFs and OCR software
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In early 2022, it wasn’t my goal to get a practicum, let alone one with a Federal Library. With the intensity of my work and school schedules at that time, I did not even think it was possible to squeeze in more. However, due to some time off I had previously scheduled, I was able to attend a career fair virtually through handshake. Just before the session started, I signed up last minute to hear Mary Moulton and others speak about working with the Federal Government as librarians. While the discussion focused on how to become a contractor with the government, what she shared about her work and experience was the most insightful to me. She was very enthusiastic about her work with the National Transportation Library, and the work sounded interesting to me, so I signed up for a one-on-one session with her. The more she discussed her work and responsibilities the more interested I became, and before I knew it, we were discussing potential practicum work and a follow up meeting. During this next meeting, I met Leighton Christiansen, and we began to discuss our mutual goals for a practicum and how this arrangement would be beneficial to the both of us. 

We decided that the goals of the practicum would be to develop my skills in cataloging, which I had little, learn new skills in metadata creation through correcting OCR metadata with ABBYY Finereader, gain experience in a Federal Research Library environment and understand the research lifecycle. These goals served as the foundation to my practicum, and I was able to accomplish them and so much more through my work with Leighton and Jesse.



Ca ta log ing  is  a n  Art form
- Manual cataloging takes time
- Double-checking as necessary as monitor 

space
- Making good judgement calls come with 

practice
- Reviewers are essential to quality work
- 20 records created manually can be hard work, 

70 more even harder
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In the beginning of the semester, Leighton focused on teaching me the flow of research and how and why it ends up in the collection. This lead to discussing the importance of access and clean cataloging records to help people find the research that the need. One of the first things Leighton told me was that cataloging was an artform, and I didn’t quite understand what they meant by that at the time, but experience can be a fast teacher. My first real assignment was to catalog 10 technical reports, which I found to be a bit overwhelming. While 10 records is not a lot of work at all, I quickly found myself running out of space even with two monitors. My process consisted of typing one entry at a time, panicking and triple checking the report, only to panic once more and read the same workroom LibGuides over and over again. While this process is inefficient, I needed that time and constant double checking to ensure I was putting all the right text in all the right places, especially since many fields had similar names. Even with the help of the LibGuide, I constantly would mix up corporate publisher and corporate contributor and would never sign my work. Learning a new system, let alone learning to catalog for the first time, made this process very slow. And upon submission, I had mistakes on every entry. However, Leighton was extremely patient with me, and they assured me that I would get better with practice. After all Rome wasn’t cataloged in a day. 

With corrections completed, another 10 records, this time datasets instead of publications, submitted, and another round of corrections made, I completed my first 20 records and had them approved. While confusing at first, I began to understand why cataloging is an artform. It’s because it takes time and practice to learn any artform, just like cataloging. And developing good decision-making and judgment calls when it came to uncertainty with certain fields is why there are people who review and approve each record. It’s not always 100% clear how the document should be interpreted, making cataloging sometimes a creative endeavor to provide the best answer. Having Leighton as my reviewer ensured my records would be the quality that users need, and I value the time it took to teach me. With 20 records under my belt, I felt comfortable enough to move onto bigger challenges, and I was ready to try my hand at bulk cataloging. 



Le a rning  to  Wa lk b e fore  Sp rint ing
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While it took me a bit of practice to get used to the manual entry interface, after 20 records, I understood each metadata field and could pump out records easier. This experience was essential to understanding how to bulk catalog. By the time I got to bulk cataloging, I knew what each field meant, and I already knew what to look out for, such as authors that were on the technical report not being included as authors of the dataset. What I didn’t realize at the time, was the amount of information that was the same. Seeing a record on a spreadsheet was a lot easier for me to visualize and understand compared to the edit entry window. This was made even easier with textjoin formulas and yellow columns, signalling to me where I needed to pay extra attention. While I found cataloging to be decent before, with the spreadsheet is where I learned to love it. The spreadsheet helped me realize more patterns in cataloging, which helped better train my eye where to look on dataset landing pages. I also learned to assemble a dictionary of file format types so that I could make my work even faster when adding to the abstract section. Shortcuts like these showed me how much fun this kind of data entry could be, making these 70 entries feel easier that the initial 20. With practice, I became more efficient at cataloging overall. And while the spreadsheet is more enjoyable for me personally, I now understand how important it was for me to learn how to catalog manually not only for my understanding of each field but for my understanding of how and why this research is preserved. 

And on the practical outcomes side: there are now 90 records in the NTL’s ROSA P that I have cataloged!



Me e t ing  ABBYY

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
While taking my first steps into the world of cataloging, I also took my first steps into data cleanup and rescue by creating and correcting OCR metadata using ABBYY FineReader. Very much like my first experience with cataloging, I was overwhelmed at first by this new software and what exactly I was doing. Even with a Libguide and a tutorial by Jesse, it took 2 completed state PDFs of the 1963 Truck Inventory and Use Survey (TIUS) for me to feel comfortable with the software. My goal was by the end of the semester to finish creating the OCR metadata, data tables, and searchable PDFs for 25 state TIUS reports. This seemed to me like a lofty goal at the time, but I have completed those 25 states and cleaned up their data tables before the semesters’ end. How I finished this project was through an approach similar to the one I used for moving from cataloging to bulk cataloging. I found that after 3 PDFs I had a good flow and understood how to do the task, but I quickly realized where my inefficiencies were. One of the most frequent mistakes I would fix would be to replace this weird symbol that wasn’t a hyphen with a hyphen. For whatever reason, when reading a hyphen the software would recognize a symbol that was similar, but not the same. After deciding that replacing them all manually was a waste of time, I googled for a unicode recognizer to see if I could figure out what the symbol was. I found this website called shapecatcher that let me draw my rough idea of the symbol. Luckily, the website knew what symbol I was trying to draw and told me it was the “not” sign. With great relief I was able to find and replace all the “not” signs with hyphens at the start of each new PDF, saving me tons of time. 

Another way I figured out how to save time was through keyboard hotkeys. One of the most time consuming parts of each PDF is correcting how the program scanned these datatables. More often than not, the table was full of strings of dots, lines that cut through the center of rows, misspellings due to row lines being too low or high, or just extra line in general. Making sure the shape of the table, meaning that all of the boxes were correct, was a crucial first step. Unfortunately for me, the way to fix this was unintuitive and time consuming, as I had to right click and select the correct change for every step. After a few PDFs I reflected and discovered that I used the “Merge Cells” function the most, and looked to see if there was a way I could customize hotkeys. Luckily for me there was. Making “Merge Cells” a simple Alt + Q made correcting tables immensely faster, and I would recommend custom hotkeys for anyone who uses this software extensively. While this is a small change, it brought the time that it took me to complete each PDF to 45 minutes.

Looking at the practical outcome of my work with ABBYY, statisticians and researchers will now have access to machine-readable datasets from the 1963 TIUS, which have not been available for 4 or more decades, if ever. These datasets will also be available through ROSA P in the coming weeks.




Ne w Exp e rie nce s  with  ABBYY Fine  Re a d e r a nd  
Ca ta log ing

- Learning any new software takes time and practice
- Reflection on inefficiencies → how to improve process for self and others
- Easy to miss small mistakes but with practice it  becomes easier
- Attention to detail practiced in cataloging helped make this task easier
- Learning new skills is a not a sprint
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Much like what I experienced with cataloging, the process of learning ABBYY was slow at times, but consistent practice is what develops any skill set. Reflecting on how I did things instead of just focusing on getting them done challenged me to find ways to improve how I did both projects I worked on, and it almost always led me to a better way of doing things. Both of these projects are truly their own artform, and just like art, they are unique to the person that is creating them in that each person finds a way to best complete the task for them. There is no “wrong” way to go about these tasks as long are you a providing your best effort and the most accessibility that you can to users. This experience developed my problem solving skills and improved my attention to detail, but it took time and practice to get here. Learning these new skills is not a sprint, and the best form of learning is done through hands-on experience with a patient teacher. 



Tha nk You!
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Thank you all for listening to my presentation. I want to give a big thank you to Leighton, Jesse, Mary and everyone else that I have had the pleasure of meeting during my time here. I had the best experience this semester and I am very thankful for this wonderful experience. 
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