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Manifesto #5: The real 
purpose of computing is to 

let people take part in shared 
representations.

(Malcolm McCullough, Assoc. Professor 
of Architecture, University of Michigan)
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Research Questions

• Are there Shared 
Representations in Archival 
Material Presented Online?

• Why is “ Taking Part”  in these 
Representations and Primary 
Source Research so Difficult?
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Research Questions

• How to users make sense of archival 
surrogates?

• How to researchers use surrogates to 
help solve problems using primary 
sources?

• What design features do researchers 
use?  And how well do they use them?

• What functionalities do users want to 
assist them in their work
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Purpose
• Understanding more about use of 

archival materials
• Search patterns and strategies of 

researchers using primary sources 
• How people think about solving primary 

source research problems
• Identification of optimal search strategies

• Usability
• Usability concerns the interface design, 

the content, and the functionalities of the 
system
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Methodology
• Experimental design

• Laboratory Setting

• Pre-test questionnaire
• Demographic data
• Library experience
• Archival experience
• Computer skills (self-rated)

• Usability Test
• Post-test interview
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Participants

• Four groups
• Undergraduates
• Experienced archival researchers
• Genealogists
• Academic reference librarians

• Compensated $25 per experiment
• Approved by the UM Institutional 

Review Board
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Interfaces

• Online Catalogs
• Mirlyn, University of Michigan
• Library of Congress, OCLC
• Library of Congress, RLG
• RLG
• OCLC

• EAD Sites
• Online Archive of New Mexico
• Bentley Historical Library
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Four Usability Tests
• Each builds on the other to 

understand different dimensions of 
how researchers utilize and make 
sense of archival representations 
• Static MARC records
• Searching online catalogs
• EAD finding aids 
• Online catalogs to EAD finding aids
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Testing

• Archival knowledge 

• Searching skills

• Usability features
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Piloting the Usability Tests

• Assessing the feasibility of the 
questions

• Refining the questions
• Making sure the questions tested what 

we intended
• Timing
• Managing the level of difficulty
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Data Capture
• Videotape

• Audio
• Video

• Keystroke capture
• Camtasia (also does back up audio 

capture)

• Researcher notes
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Static MARC Records
• Users are presented with 2-5 screens with 

archival MARC records from different online 
catalogs and asked a series of questions
• Focus: whether or not any of the records on the 

screens represented the same underlying 
collection

• How much do users understand about 
archival MARC records?

• Eliminates searching from the equation
• Undergraduates and Expert Archival 

Researchers
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Static MARC Records Tests
• Archival knowledge

• Ability to recognize key information 
elements

• Author 
• Title

• Understanding of key information 
elements

• Dealing with inconsistencies between records

• Usability
• Placement of information
• Presentation of data elements
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EAD Finding Aids
• Undergraduates and Academic Reference 

Librarians
• Presented with a series of scenarios / tasks in two 

interfaces
• Tasks based on interviews and observations with 

researchers.
• Task goals include:

• Filling out a call slip
• Utilizing various search delimiters
• Generating terms for subject searches
• Selecting / identifying suitable collections to answer the 

question
• Identifying archival information
• Linking to digitized materials attached to finding aids
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Finding Aids Experiment
You are researching Rock and Roll in Detroit for a 

term paper.  

1. Does the Bentley Library have any archival 
collections on this topic?
• Yes ______ No _______

2. Name these collections that contain materials on 
rock and roll?

3. How confident are you that you have located all of 
the relevant collections? 
• (1 = very uncertain; 10 = very confident)  

____
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Rock and Roll Tests
• Archival Knowledge

• Knowledge of information in Finding Aids
• Knowledge of the Finding Aids structure
• Ability to distinguish between context and content 

• Searching Skills
• Familiarity with simple and Boolean Searching
• Ability to use delimiters
• Knowledge of search strategies such as synonym 

generation, use of controlled vocabulary
• Exhaustive search for “ everything”

• Usability
• Ability to use left / right frames
• Ability to identify searching and navigational 

options at all points
• Supportive of working memory
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Rock & Roll: Searching (1)
Undergraduates
• Types of search

• 5 started with simple 
search

• 7 used Boolean search 
at least once

• 4 used only simple 
search

• Search terms
• Detroit, Detroit music, 

Detroit and 
Entertainment, Music, 
Rock, Rock and Roll, 
Rock and Roll in Detroit, 
Rock and Roll history

Librarians
• Types of search

• All started with Boolean 
search

• 1 used simple search

• Search terms
• Detroit, music, Motown, 

Rock, Roll, Rock and 
Roll

• Subject headings
• Rock music – Michigan
• Music – Michigan --

Detroit
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Bentley Simple Search Screen
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Rock & Roll: Searching (2)
Undergraduates
• Number of 

searches
• Use of delimiters

• All used a default 
delimiter

Librarians
• Number of 

searches
• Use of delimiters

• Varied
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R & R: Views Selected
Undergraduates
• Use of 

• “ Search Terms in 
Context”

• “ Standard View”
• “ Full Text”

• 2 never went 
beyond the abstract 
to answer the 
question 

Librarians
• Use of 

• “ Search Terms in 
Context”

• “ Standard View”
• “ Full Text”

• 2 never went 
beyond the abstract 
to answer the 
question
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Bentley Display Options Screen
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Bentley: Search Terms in Context
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Rock & Roll: Time and 
Completeness

Undergraduates (10)
• Time

• Average time on 
task

• Range

• Task completion 
rate

Librarians (9)
• Time

• Average time on 
task

• Range

• Task completion 
rate
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Terrazas Wedding Photograph

You are a descendant of Antonio Terrazas.  
You have heard that there is a 1909 
wedding photograph of him.  Can you 
locate a digital copy of the photograph?

1. What is the URL?

2. In what collection, box and / or folder is the 
original (analog copy) located?

3. Are there any unfamiliar terms, abbreviations 
or symbols in this display?  Please list there.
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Terrazas Photograph Tests

• Archival knowledge
• Deep web: What happens when 

people search for someone who is 
not named as the author or whose 
name appears in the title

• Ability to find digital documents 
linked to the finding aid

• Known item search
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Terrazas Photograph Tests
• Searching skills

• Use of delimiters
• Understanding of how browser functions 

can be used in conjunction with EAD sites
• Use of find function in browser helps search

• Usability
• Navigation of the finding aid 
• Ability to expand / collapse left frame
• How much scrolling users will do
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Terrazas: Searching
Undergraduates
• Number of 

searches
• Average
• Range

• Use of delimiters
• 1 used ‘This 

phrase’ 
• Collection 

parameters

Librarians
• Number of 

searches
• Average number of 

searches
• Range

• Use of delimiters
• 6 used ‘this phrase’
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Terrazas: Search Terms
Undergraduates

• Names: Antonio 
Terrazas, Terrazas, 
Terrazas, Antonio

• Date: 1909 wedding, 
1909 Marriage Records, 
1909 Marriage 
Certificates, Antonio 
Terrazas 1909 
photograph, Antonio 
Terrazas wedding 1909, 
Antonio Terrazas 1909

• Others: Antonio 
Terrazas and wedding, 
Marriage Records, 
weddings, wedding 
photographs

Librarians
• Names: antonio 

terrazas
• Date: antonio 

terrazas 1909
• Others: antonio 

terrazas wedding, 
antonio terrazas and 
wedding 
photograph

• Through IE Find 
function: wedding, 
terrazas



� � � � � � �� � �� 	 � � 
 � � 
 � � 	 ��
� 	 � � � 
 � � 
 � �� � �� � � � � � � 	

Yakel - Electronic Records Research Conference, Chapel Hill NC - November 2004

Online Archive of New Mexico
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Search Results
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Terrazas Photograph
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Terrazas: Time, Completeness 
& Correctness

Undergraduates 
(n=11)

• Time
• Average time to 

completion
• Range

• 5 completed the 
task

Librarians (n=9)

• Time
• Average time to 

completion
• Range

• All completed the 
task
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Findings: Experts and 
Novices

• Use of classic search strategies
• Synonym generation
• Use of official subject headings

• Use of delimiters
• Differences in known item and total 

recall searches
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Findings

• Shared representations:
• Archival knowledge

• Ability to distinguish between content and 
contextual information

• Nature of authorship
• Terminology
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Taking part:
• Searching

• Low use of delimiters

• Navigating
• Browse / Search

• Usability
• Attention
• Navigation
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Conclusions  
• Shared representations

• Implicit meanings and archival 
paradigms exist in digital archives 

• Taking part
• Researchers have little opportunity to 

take part in the representations and own 
them

• Next generation tools


