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What I do…

As the public and community data 
curator, my job is to develop and expand 
models for the care of vulnerable 
collections of data.

A central component of my work is 
developing partnerships and strategies 
that ensure equitable access to data and 
promote data advocacy 



Michel Rolph Trouillot,
Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of 

History

“The role of the historian is to reveal the past, 
to discover or at least approximate the truth. 
Within that viewpoint, power is unproblematic, 
irrelevant to the construction of the narrative 
as such. At best, history is a story about 
power.”



Within the purview of my work at Penn, data curation is used to facilitate 
greater access to historic records. For under-documented communities, it 
means offering access to the technology and the expertise to produce and 
curate digital surrogates and through advising and consultation, improve the 
preservation condition and expand the life-cycle of materials held within those 
communities.

This means that I proactively seek to find and/or create digital surrogates to fill 
existing gaps in archival holding, with the goal of preempting the loss of historic 
material (either from format or technical obsolescence and/or obscurity).

My point of departure…







My approach foregrounds a post-custodial model, meaning that PENN 
does not seek to take physical possession or assume stewardship of the 
physical material, rather I am working to create frameworks and 
practices that can improve the preservation of materials within the 
communities where they were created and can be of most use. 

Your institution may have a complicated relationship with the city and 
the communities that surround it. It would serve you well to learn that 
history, and to be intentional and thoughtful about that history when 
engaging with communities. 

Addressing the Elephant in the Room: on 
ethics and stewardship



Ecosystem Mapping

Great news! You’re not the first person to engage in a project like this. 

Ecosystem mapping allows you to see what else is out there, what approaches and 
methodologies others have taken.  Your project will benefit from being in 
conversation with like-minded initiatives



My Eco-Map (for Community Data Curation project) 

Where to start 
looking…

• Amongst your colleagues 
• Within your library department (Digital Scholarship, special 

collections, etc.)
• Elsewhere in the library system
• Elsewhere in nearby university systems
• In your city
• Nationally 
• Globally

And importantly, IN THIS ROOM.



Where I started out…



Where I ended up…



FIVE MINUTE EXERCISE 
SPEND A FEW MINUTES TO MAP YOUR OWN ECOSYSTEM



Resource Mapping AKA 
Identifying Allies

Your institution has abundant resources that can be leverage toward 
supporting this work, ensuring its viability, and helping to make it 
sustainable.

Cross institutional collaboration help to make a project’s scalability and 
opens up new resources (including funding sources).

Figure out who can serve as an ally, and develop a language for how 
working together can broaden the impact of the work.



FIVE MINUTE EXERCISE 
SPEND A FEW MINUTES TO MAP YOUR OWN ECOSYSTEM



My Partners

Within the Library:
• Community Outreach Librarian
• Digital Strategies (Fine Arts)
• Digital Assets Dept
• Metadata Librarians
• Kislak Center for Special Collections
• Conversation and Preservation 

Department
• GIS Specialist

Within the University:
• Graduate School of 

Education
• Africana Studies
• Penn Museum
• Price Digital Humanities Lab
• Anthropology Department
• Alice Paul Center

Within the City:
• Pennsylvania Area Consortium of Special Collection 

Libraries (PACSCL)
• Free Library
• School District of Philadelphia
• Archivist for Black Lives Matter, Philly Branch
• Black Writer’s Museum
• Germantown Historical Society



Tenets of Relationship Building

1. Understand your capacity and make promises only within 
those limits

2. Listen and center the communities you’re working with
3. Bring resources and support – figure out ways to leverage 

the resources you have access to for the benefit of under-
resourced communities

4. Seek opportunities to expand the scope of the work 
through collaborations and partnerships

5. Welcome opportunities to refine your own perspectives
6. Remain open to feedback and criticism
7. Recognize your own power, and be intentional in using 

that power to further the goals of a project (as dictated by 
the community) 



What this looks like in practice….
Possible models (according to institutional capacity and 
labor):





In the 1970, Taller undertook a community oral history project, that 
spoke to first and second generation Philadelphia residents of Puerto 
Rican descent.

The project produced approximately 300 audio cassette recordings 
that reflect the culture and lived experience of Puerto Rican residents in 
the immediate post-Civil Rights era in Philadelphia.  

The tapes were in various states of disarray, and Taller had limited funds 
to pursue preservation and digitization.

Some background…









http://os.pennds.org/oralhistorytaller
/

http://os.pennds.org/oralhistorytaller/




Website developed using django and python. Not yet live. 





Re/member: Purpose and Praxis

We seek to:

1. document processes of community 
change and displacement through 
multimodal storytelling

2. support community institutions and 
members in digitally preserving 
significant historical materials, and 

3. collaborate with youth and other 
community members in place-based 
inquiry and storytelling. 

Our pillars:

► Community archiving and preservation

► Interactive mapping

► Filmmaking

► Oral history collection

► Immersive experience

► Place-based inquiry









Mapping Philadelphia with Philadelphia School District





Data Collection at 
Odunde





Community Data Curation pop-ups, 2019 - 2020 

Through this pilot we would 
proactively seek to create, 
and/or collect digital 
surrogates to fill existing gaps in 
archival holding, with the goal 
of preempting the loss of 
historic material (either from 
format or technical 
obsolescence and/or 
obscurity). 





*Website is still in development. We’re using the
WAX Minimal Computing platform 
(https://minicomp.github.io/wiki/)



Community conversations bring 
informational professionals in 
dialogue with community 
members to information share, 
lending insight to archival 
description language.

https://archivesforblacklives.fil
es.wordpress.com/2019/10/ar
dr_final.pdf

https://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/ardr_final.pdf


How does all of this inform library practice? 

Expand preservation capacity in the surrounding 
community through outreach, knowledge sharing, and 
resource sharing.
Investigated new stewardship models for digital and analog 
materials that plug existing knowledge gaps within our collection, 
while strengthening our relationship with community stakeholders.
Improved metadata schema and descriptions that make to make 
collections more viable, visible, and user-friendly through collaborative 
partnerships. 

Fosters deep and thoughtful engagement with multiple 
communities surround Philadelphia 



Jennifer Garcon: garconj@upenn.edu
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