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Building a Digital Readiness Community of Practice
https://recollectionwisconsin.org/cop 

NHPRC-funded project

● Planning Grant - July-December 2019
● Implementation Grant - October 2020-September 2021

Partners: WiLS, Wisconsin Historical Society, Recollection Wisconsin, &
Launch Committee 

https://recollectionwisconsin.org/cop


What is Digital Readiness?

Having the knowledge, tools, resources and infrastructure to 
provide online public access to archives and historical 
records.



What’s this “Community of Practice”?

“It’s a way to learn by working together...a group of people who share 
a common concern, set of problems, or passion about a topic and 
deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an 
ongoing basis.”

Etienne Wenger, Richard McDermott and William M. Snyder,  
Cultivating Communities of Practice (2002)

https://hbswk.hbs.edu/archive/cultivating-communities-of-practice-a-guide-to-managing-knowledge-seven-principles-for-cultivating-communities-of-practice


Goals & outcomes

● preservation and access 

● resources and support through our Community

● systems and procedures to guide digitization efforts

● increased opportunities for connections and 
engagement 

● increased confidence and competence



Our inspiration
● Why digital readiness? Why community of practice? Why now?

● Digital projects life cycle - from planning to preservation -- it’s 

not just about scanning stuff!

● Experiences understanding Wisconsin local history practitioner 

needs

● Information gathering during  planning grant 

● Survey

● Community conversations

● Strategic planning

● We’ve got a white paper! 

https://recollectionwisconsin.org/cop 

https://recollectionwisconsin.org/cop




What digital readiness questions 
or needs do you have? 

Answer in Chat. 



Digital Readiness Tools and Resources

● Digital Readiness Levels

● Digital Projects Toolkit

● Implementation Guide

● Glossary

● Case Studies

● Digital Readiness Fairs



Digital Readiness Levels

● Based on the NDSA Levels of Preservation 
● Provide an accessible starting point for any organization
● 7 functional areas, in 3 tiered levels
● Organizations can start or end anywhere on the levels 
● Drafted by Emily and Vicki, revised with input from 

community members
● “Check As You Go” questions to emphasize the recursive 

nature of the levels’ activities







Digital Projects Toolkit 

● Recollection Wisconsin 
website

● One stop shop for all things 
digital readiness



https://recollectionwisconsin.org/toolkit/digital-readiness-glossary

https://recollectionwisconsin.org/toolkit/digital-readiness-glossary


https://recollectionwisconsin.org/digital-projects-case-studies

https://recollectionwisconsin.org/digital-projects-case-studies


Details & registration information:

https://recollectionwisconsin.org/fairs



About Lake Mills Aztalan Historical Society
● Since 1941 - celebrating 80 years of preserving history!

● Our mission? Preservation and education of the local and Indigenous 

community history, up to modern day

● Volunteer-based, non-profit organization 

● Reliant on donations, grants, fees/rent/admissions and fundraising

● Artifacts and archives local and throughout Jefferson Co., Wisconsin

● Photos, maps, records, manuscripts, artwork, family histories, 

documents, tools, household items, Indigenous artifacts and much 

more!



Early challenges
● How to stay relevant in a digital world?

● Continuing our mission through the use of digitization

● “Willing and able” volunteers

● Lacking:

○ organization of physical archives

○ control of archives

○ a method to distribute the workload and successfully 

process the work



First Steps

● New Board members invested in the Society -- new 

energy, skills and knowledge!

● Create a digital presence

● Website updates

● Social media

● Programs, education, outreach



Reality

We needed  a  plan to be successful!

● Establish an approach to digitization

● Be able to  recruit volunteers to do the 

work

● Train them for successful results



Opportunities

● Participation in Curating Community Digital Collections (CCDC)
https://recollectionwisconsin.org/digipres 

● We’re a digital readiness case study!

● Making connections through WiLS, Recollection Wisconsin, other historical 
societies, museums and archives

● Launch Committee member - Digital Readiness Community of Practice

https://recollectionwisconsin.org/digipres


A Step Back

● See the bigger picture to find a solution and fill the gap

● Take a mental and organizational step back

● Create a digital preservation plan
○ Simple spreadsheet for accession records of digital archives

○ Provide guidelines for scanning, naming and documenting

○ Establish processes for sustainability of the digitization 

work and archives

○ Lay out best practices for storage, protection, control and 

use of digital archives



Regroup and Move Forward

● More prepared for implementing digitization

● Recognized the gap which kept us from taking the first steps

● We’re at the grassroots stage of digitization -- it’s an okay place to 

be!

● We are not alone in not knowing what to do next

● Opportunity to use our experience and growth to help others



What digital readiness questions 
or needs do you have?

Answer in Chat. 



Plan, Plan, Plan!

A Case Study in Fixing Past Mistakes

Janean Mollet-Van Beckum 
Curator of Collections and Exhibits
The Tower Heritage Center



History of the Photo Digitization Project

● WCHS was beginning the transition from volunteer to professionally 
run organization

● Started around 2003 by volunteers with little planning

● The collecting mentality was “take everything!”

● The thought behind the project was twofold:
○ to have a complete record in PastPerfect, not specifically for 

preservation or access
○ to be able to accept “loaned” photos, digitize them, and return the 

originals to the donor (part of the “collect everything” mentality)



Current Status of the Project

● Currently have over 17,000 individually cataloged 
photographs

● Project scanning completed in 2018

● Several copies of the scans were kept - this isn’t
 good if they are all updated!

● Current archivist started a data migration plan, 
but more issues to mitigate before continuing...



Problems are Multiplied

● Former archivist deleted photos, and reused the numbers

● Few of the deleted photos were removed from either of the DVD 
sets or donation records, only PastPerfect

● The DVD sets do not match as the few photos that were deleted 
were sometimes removed from one set of DVDs, but not the other

● We also have a printed set of photographs for use by the public, 
these have not been kept up to date 



Problems are Multiplied

● Some files are corrupt & need to be 

rescanned

● Some were loans we may not have access to 

an original photograph

● The original numbering system no longer 

works for us

● All of this has be reconciled before data 

migration can take place



Lessons Learned

● Had to step back and start planning for a fix as well as 

the future.

● PLAN, PLAN, PLAN! Look ahead when possible and 

be flexible as technology/knowledge changes.



Why a Community of Practice Matters

● Access to peers and experts

● Access to easy to understand language that is not 

overwhelming

● Access to shared resources

● Examples to guide projects

● With help from a CoP, some problems could have been 

avoided sooner



Final thoughts...



Questions?



● Digital Readiness Community of Practice: 
https://recollectionwisconsin.org/cop 

● Recollection Wisconsin: https://recollectionwisconsin.org/ 
● Wisconsin Historical Society History Outreach Program: 

https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Article/CS4033 
● Lake Mills Aztalan Historical Society: 

https://www.lakemillsaztalanhistory.com/ 
● Tower Heritage Center: https://thetowerheritagecenter.org/ 

Thank you and keep in touch!

https://recollectionwisconsin.org/cop
https://recollectionwisconsin.org/
https://www.wisconsinhistory.org/Records/Article/CS4033
https://www.lakemillsaztalanhistory.com/
https://thetowerheritagecenter.org/

