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What is EXPLORE Chicago Collections? 
 

•  The place to discover the history and culture of Chicago 
•  United discovery across Chicago-area libraries, archives and 

museums 
•  More than 105,000 images and 4,900 archival collections 

•  Explore by topics, neighborhoods, and cities 

•  Explore by the people and organizations that have 
contributed to Chicago History 

•  Locate institutions where you may visit materials in person 
•  Get help on how to use archives 

•  Get answers from a virtual reference desk 





What does EXPLORE do for scholars? 
 

•  Not just a list of collection guides and 
finding aids! 
 

•  By searching finding aids full text across 
institutions, you can find: 
•  Connections between collections held at different 

institutions 
•  A wealth of materials in your research area held at 

archives you didn’t consider searching or visiting. 



A Foundational Project 

	   To build EXPLORE Chicago Collections, 
we had to erase the borders between 
our archives, our digital collections, and, 
to some degree, our institutions. 
 



What is Chicago 
Collections? 



Who Are We?  
Founding Members 



Who Are We? 
Participating and Associate Members 

10	  



11	  

Who Are We?  
Our Newest Members 



Why Are We Here? 

	   To preserve, present, and promote 
the history and culture of the Chicago region 
by coordinating, promoting, and leveraging 

the collections, programs, and expertise 
of our members. 

 
	   http://chicagocollections.org/about/consortium-mission-
vision/  



Our Vision 

• Provide a virtual collection of primary resources about 
Chicago that is freely accessible 

•  Increase the use of primary sources 
• Enhance awareness and access to the expertise found in 

member institutions 
•  Improve teaching and learning of Chicago history 
• Preserve Chicago history and culture by preserving 

primary sources 
• Serve as an exemplar to other cities and organizations 
• Transform libraries and other holders of archival 

collections 



Early Goals:  
Facilitating Scholarship 



Early Goals:  
Engaging Community 



Generous Supporters 

We are also supported by many individuals,  
including an anonymous donor 



The Digital Foundation 

explore.chicagocollections.org 
Launched October 22, 2015 

 



 
Who is the Target Audience for 
EXPLORE Chicago Collections? 

• Researchers 
• Faculty 
• K-12 Teachers 
• Students 
o  K-12 
o  Undergraduate 
o  Graduate 

• Lifelong Learners 
• Members of the Public 

 



Building the Portal: 
The Challenge 

This metadata comes 
from 26 (and counting) 
discovery systems… 

 

… it wasn’t written to 
interoperate. 

Chicago Daily News, “Cart Stuck in a Flooded Road” (1909) 
http://explore.chicagocollections.org/image/chicagohistory/71/

b27q03r/   



Range of Formats 

	   Archival Collections 
• EAD 
• PDF 
• MARC records 

	   Digital Images 
• Metadata from CONTENTdm (no fixed standard) 
• Spreadsheets 
• Metadata from Wordpress exhibits 
• MARC records 



Variations Within Formats 

	   EAD with Subjects at: 
• ead/archdesc/controlaccess/subject 

• ead/archdesc/controlaccess/controlaccess/subject 

• ead/archdesc/controlaccess/p/subject 

• ead/archdesc/dsc/c02/controlaccess/subject 

• ead/archdesc/descgrp/controlaccess/subject 

• And so on… 



Descriptive Metadata Challenges 

	   13,139 extracted subjects. 

	   6,318 lead to one item. 

	   1,335 lead to more than one institution. 

	   The greatest number of libraries you can reach 
with one term is 6. 

	   That happens 7 times. 
 

	   The original metadata does not unite access to 
Chicago libraries. 



Assume 
	   No one is going to adjust their 
local standards or practices 
 
	   No one is going to maintain a 
second version of metadata 
for Chicago Collections 
 

	   “We are not going to catalog 
these twice!” 
 

	   We will not have full time 
programmers available to 
adjust portal code or 
processing with every new 
format or member 
organization 

 



Our Solution? 

• No requirements - “You make it, we take it!” 
 

• When depositing metadata, you tell the system what your 
standards mean (mapping tool) 
 

• As metadata comes in, the system matches incoming terms 
to a standard, shared vocabulary (autotagging) 
 

• You can enhance those applied tags as needed before you 
publish the content to the portal 
 

• All of the original metadata is kept and indexed! 



The Result 



Search full text metadata records from more than  
18 Chicago area institutions. 



Explore by topics from Events & Movements  
to Natural and Built Environments. 



Explore by the people and organizations that  
have contributed to Chicago history. 



When collections have been digitized, the images are available 
via the finding aid. 



Get collection location information. 



Who is using 
EXPLORE Chicago Collections? 

One year live… 
•  58,000+  
unique users 
•  122 countries 
•  All 50 United States 
•  419,000+  
page views 



The Pieces 

EXPLORE Chicago Collections 
(front end user interface) 

Metadata Hopper 
(back end administrative tool) 



Learn more about our approach 

	   Digital demo session in the Terrace 
Room, 5-6 pm today will cover 

◦ Explore Chicago Collections 

◦ Metadata Hopper 



How did EXPLORE erase borders? 

1.  United our content, both structurally and in the 
descriptive terms used. 
 

2.  Enabled organizations with very different resources, 
staffing and procedures to participate. 
 

3.  Engaged academic, public & special libraries, 
museums, small organizations and major institutions 
 

4.  Laid the foundation for further cross-institutional 
collaboration.  



Building on the Foundation: 
Teaching Research Skills 



Building on the Foundation: 
Cooperative Reference Network 

• ASK Chicago Collections 

http://ask.chicagocollections.org/  

• A Virtual Reference Desk 

• Full integration with the Portal 

• Joint Development of, and Access to, Instructional 

Materials 



Building on the Foundation: 
Community Engagement 

Joint podcast, Curious City 
and Chicago Collections, 
April 2016 
 
http://curiouscity.wbez.org/ 



Building on the Foundation: 
Community Engagement 

• Digital Preservation Planning 
Member Workshop: (May 2016) 
 

• Researcher Round Tables 
(May 2016) 

• Encountering Primary Sources: Teaching, 
Learning, & Critical Thinking 
Member Workshop, November 2016 



Building on the Foundation: 
Community Engagement 



Building on the Foundation: 
Joint Exhibitions 

Harold Washington Library Center 
August 7 - November 15, 2015 



Building on the Foundation: 
Joint Exhibitions 

University of Illinois at Chicago, “Students 
Protest, 1968” 

http://explore.chicagocollections.org/image/
uic/111/rf5mm1c/    

Civil War to Civil Rights: African-American 
Chicago in the Newberry Collection 

https://www.newberry.org/civil-war-civil-
rights  



“Engaging Chicago: 
Telling the City’s History”  

with 

	   Dominic A. Pacyca, PhD 

Harold Washington Library Center 
October 6, 2015 

Building on the Foundation: 
Speaker Series 



Building on the Foundation: 
K-12 Programs and Partnerships 

• Mini-Curators Program with 
Chicago Public Library 
 

• Chicago Metro History Fair  
 

• Professional Development 
Programs for Teachers 
 



Building on the Foundation: 
Public Relations 

Chicago Collections 
activities reported in 15+ 
publications since Fall 
2015, including: 

• The Chicago Tribune 
(Nov and Dec 2015) 

•  ILA Reporter (Feb 2016) 

• American Libraries 
(Mar 2016) “All Together Now: Libraries 

Collaborate to Create History”  
American Libraries (March 2016) 

http://americanlibrariesmagazine.org/
2016/03/01/explore-chicago-
collections-all-together-now/  



Building on the Foundation: 
Committee Chairs at Work 



Twitter @ChiCollections 
 
 

Facebook facebook.com/ChiCollections 
 

Join our eNews from our Homepage at 
chicagocollections.org 

 
Explore collections at 

explore.chicagocollections.org 
 

#TogetherChicago 



Questions? 

	  
	  
	  

	  

Chicago Zoological Society, “The ‘Question House’” (c. 1940) 
  http://explore.chicagocollections.org/image/bz/104/4b2z926/  


