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Computer Media 

 
Inventory in Progress 

 

The Project 

Together with the McNay’s Archivist, Heather Ferguson, the museum’s archival holdings were 
surveyed to identify and locate all computer media. This project was modeled after the Jump In 
initiative created by the Society of American Archivists, which is an effort to encourage and 
assist archivists and their institutions to stop waiting and “jump in” to managing born-digital 
content.  As a MSIS candidate at University of Texas at Austin, a lot of what we are being taught 
is focused on digital records management and their preservation needs. Therefore, I jumped at 
the chance to embark on this for my final capstone project.  
 
As of the start of the project, much of the computer media that is part of processed collections 
can be identified in the database.  Depending on the media format, some of these items may be 
accompanied by a disk directory print-out with technical file/folder level metadata about the files, 
including file name, file size, date and time of last modification, and checksums (unique digital 
signatures used to verify data integrity).  The McNay recently acquired an annual subscription to 
Preservica Cloud Edition, a comprehensive cloud hosted OAIS compliant digital preservation 
platform. However, with the current “Starter Plus” (up to 500 GB) subscription plan, there isn’t 
enough storage to ingest all the digital content they have on hand.  
 
Where and Why 

To conduct the inventory, we surveyed the two main areas where archival holdings are housed: 
Archives Storage and Heather’s processing office; both of these locations contain processed 
and backlog materials. In the office area, the processed materials include the Imprints 
Collection, which is frequently referenced during processing, as well as the backlog, which are 
materials that have recently been transferred to the archives for appraisal and accessioning. 
Since the McNay had never initiated a full scale survey of computer media in the archives, and 
because new born-digital records are being created daily, there is a pressing need to implement 
a formal digital preservation workflow. Knowing what is in your archive and having a complete 
inventory are the first steps to making that happen. 
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The Survey Process 

The template we created for our media inventory was based off examples created by former 
SAA Jump In participants. Categories of information we identified to collect included the 
following: accession number; series ID; box/folder location; subseries; date range; quantity; 
media format (type of carrier); brand name; description (label info); storage capacity (max); and 
notes.  After developing the inventory template, our first step was to query the database to 
locate any computer media that was already identified and to flag those boxes for further 
inspection to verify this information matched the folder descriptions. Next, we began the initial 
overview tallying of all the different types of media by surveying each box (processed collections 
and backlog materials) at the folder-level in the storage area—those boxes and folders were 
flagged as well. We did the same steps for all the archival holdings in Heather’s office. The flags 
on the boxes facilitated the next phase of inventory, a more in-depth look at each item for any 
metadata we could record. Since this was a capstone project, we outlined a strict timeline to 
follow with specific due dates. The physical inventory of the two main storage areas began 
towards the end of January and was completed by the end of April. 
 

Overall Findings 

 
Above is a visual of the overall picture of what we found.  
 
Media types and quantity: 
 

• 5.25’’ floppy - 639 
• 3.50’’ floppy - 152 
• Zip Disks - 23 
• CD-R’s - 905 
• DVD’s - 217 
• USB’s - 22 
• External Hard Drive - 2 

 
The existing labels on media items were used to get a general idea of contents, but some items 
had no label or the descriptions were very vague. If there was additional materials filed with the 
digital media that was used to make the best guess possible as to what the content could be. 
From what we can determine (without conducting thorough digital forensics), the majority of the 
content appears to be a combination of visual images and/or electronic documents. The Excel 
inventory spreadsheet reflects that with “unknown”, “undated” or “no label” in the appropriate 
fields to be investigated at a later time.  
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Challenges and Surprises 

The biggest challenge was time. With more time, we could have surveyed the offices of 
museum staff to determine what additional computer media they may have on file. At the time of 
this project, several staff office areas were being reassigned, which resulted in additional 
transfers to the archives, increasing the backlog while conducting the inventory. At times I 
became confused as to what I had previously gone through vs. what I hadn’t.  
 
There were a couple of surprises having to do with the quantity of the computer media in a box.  
For example, one box had close to 100 floppy disks! I was also surprised at the amount of non-
sleeved CD-R’s and DVD’s that were floating around loose in boxes or sandwiched in between 
paper-based collections.  One particular batch of disks in a Ziploc bag was transferred to the 
archives after a staff member randomly found the collection abandoned on a table among “give-
away” items. These challenges and surprises provide further evidence for the need of having a 
digital preservation workflow implemented.  
 
Next Steps 

Below are some suggestions for possible next steps to take for the next phase of the project.  
• Survey the staff offices for computer media not yet part of the archives; 
• Update the McNay database with the current information; 
• Implement retention schedule, weeding and appraisal for digital assets; 
• Develop metadata protocol; 
• Perform digital forensics and preservation; 
• Prepare material for submission to digital archive; 
• Append detailed metadata to digital files to enhance search ability; and 
• Prioritize collections/individual items as candidates for previewing on a forensic 

workstation and possible ingest into a digital repository. 

 


