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Update on Minnesota Digital Library
Broader Focus, Future Directions
By Marian Rengel and Cecelia Boone

The new fiscal year for the Minnesota Digital Library (MDL) will be a time of growth, refinement of purpose,
and adjustment to its position as a program within the MINITEX Library Information Network. This year, the
MDL will move forward with a broader focus, with federal and state funding, and with a continued interest in
expanding the statewide digital collection that Minnesota organizations have been helping to create for four
years. Known as “Minnesota Reflections,” this digital collection is available to all Minnesotans — and through
the Internet, to a much larger user public.

Under a reorganization proposal, the Minnesota Digital Library will become an umbrella service of the MINI-
TEX Library Information Network comprising: 

• Electronic Library for Minnesota (ELM) (http://www.elm4you.org/)

• MnLINK Gateway (https://www.mnlinkgateway.org/)

• A resource, tentatively called Digital Minnesota, that will include the MDL’s signature 
collection, “Minnesota Reflections,” and other resources under development by the MDL
as well as links to additional digital resources throughout the state.

The Minnesota Digital Library Coalition developed this broader concept as part of the transition to MINITEX
serving as the administrative home of this collaborative project. The MINITEX Policy Advisory Council
approved the concept in June and sent it to the Minnesota Office of Higher Education for final approval.

The goals of the Minnesota Digital Library remain to put more resources into the hands of Minnesotans, to pro-
vide services to Minnesota libraries and cultural heritage organizations as they work together to build the
resources, and to make the MDL brand widely known and recognized.  Joining “Minnesota Reflections”
(http://reflections.mndigital.org/) and other collections with ELM and the MnLINK Gateway is an effort to
locate diverse electronic resources under a single, well-known name.

Minnesota Digital Library in 2007/2008

The Minnesota Digital Library will continue to operate as a statewide initiative under a federal grant provided
by State Library Services, which is Minnesota’s state library agency and a unit of the Minnesota Department of
Education. The MDL has also, for the first time, received state funding as part of the appropriation to MINITEX
through the Minnesota Office of Higher Education. 
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State Library Services awarded MINITEX and the Minnesota Digital Library a grant totally $224,925 for the
2007 federal fiscal year through the Library Services and Technology Act (LSTA) grant, the sixth for the MDL.
These grant dollars will be used to continue the work of digitizing Minnesota’s cultural treasures and building
the collaboration with cultural heritage organizations across the state.  Funds will also support providing educa-
tors with tools to develop learning objects and curriculum units using Pachyderm (http://www.pachyderm.org), a
new computer program developed with funding from the Institute for Museum and Library Services.  The MDL
will also conduct research and development work into a social computing network, preserving and accessing
born-digital objects and collections, and working with a broader variety of databases held across the state. 

The LSTA grant will support continued development of “Minnesota Reflections.”  MDL will digitize more than
6,500 photographs, artwork, documents and maps. The MDL also plans to include an additional 2,000 objects
from organizations that do their own scanning. The collection will include more than 20,000 digital images and
documents from 75 participating libraries, local historical societies, archives, and other heritage organizations by
the middle of next month.  

Guidelines for applications for 2007/2008 digitization projects will be announced in July.  Minnesota Digital
Library staff welcomes ideas for collaborations and projects.  Anyone interested in learning more should contact
Outreach Coordinator Marian Rengel (mrrengel@stcloudstate.edu, 320-308-5625). MDL staff also encourages
interested persons to participate by having their e-mail addresses added to the MDL listserv. Send an e-mail
message to Rengel, or visit the Minnesota Digital Library’s administrative Web page (http://www.mndigital.org)
and click on the listserv link.

State funds provided through the MINITEX budget allocation will provide for hardware and software upgrades
as well as staff support to the MDL. The new state funds are a beginning step toward sustainability of the MDL
through state financial resources rather than continuing to rely primarily upon federal grants. The goal is to
move completely away from federal funds for administration and support work.

Partners in the Minnesota Digital Library Coalition (MDLC) will continue to conduct the work of the MDL and
provide in-kind contributions of time and resources. One partner, Minnesota State Colleges and Universities,
which is represented in the MDLC by three universities, contributed a cash match to the Pachyderm learning
object development project and arranged for additional funding of the MDL-sponsored project.

Plans to Expand the Minnesota Digital Library (www.mndigital.org)

In deciding to use Minnesota Digital Library as the name for the collective resource, the MDLC Steering
Committee considered whether MDL or Electronic Library for Minnesota should be used as the umbrella term.
Committee members felt that ELM is a fairly well-known brand in the library community, representing a group
of current electronic information resources on a wide range of topics from various vendors.  The Minnesota
Digital Library name, on the other hand, is less known, even within libraries, and would be easier to refocus.
The MDL’s “Minnesota Reflections” collection could carry forward under its own name.

The Minnesota Digital Library Coalition will continue its leadership role in digitization projects in Minnesota
with guidance coming from the MDLC Steering Committee. The MDLC will continue to provide a server and
database environment and imaging support, the technical foundations for current and future digitization activi-
ties. The MDLC will also continue to develop standards in digitization and metadata best practices and provide
training across the state in digitization work. 
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Survey of “Minnesota Reflections” Organizations

The MDL staff recently surveyed organizations participating in “Minnesota Reflections.”  Survey responses indi-
cate that staff of these organizations are happy with the exposure that comes with having images in this collec-
tion.  The survey focused on the process of participating in the project and on the benefits of that participation.
Responses, which were received from about 36 percent of participating organizations, illustrated the advantages
of working with the MDL to digitize original photographs and documents.

Participants reported that they:

• Are very happy with the exposure their collections are getting as part of 
“Minnesota Reflections.”

• Thought it was very important to be part of this statewide project.

• Feel that the interaction that the MDL creates between their collections and the collections 
of other participants is proving very valuable to researchers, including students.

• Want more help from the MDL to create the descriptions of their works (the metadata).

• Want the MDL to work on more formats, including audio and video formats.

Survey responses showed that early participants experienced bumps in the road that the MDL was able to
smooth out as the project matured.  Participation does take time — to choose works to be digitized and to pro-
vide the MDL with the descriptions of the works — in some cases more time than participants expected.

The survey asked respondents to provide advice for staff of non-participating organizations about why they
might want to work with the MDL to create digital copies of their historical collections. Their advice is:

• Including images in “Minnesota Reflections” will increase access to your collections.

• It is actually easy to participate.

• It is important to be part of this statewide project.

• You are provided with digital copies of your images.

In addition to this formal survey, Outreach Coordinator Marian Rengel has been gathering feedback from organi-
zations that decided not to be part of the digitization work in 2006-2007.  Her findings indicate that organiza-
tions often lack the staff time needed to take on a project with the MDL.

Time was the first reason that organizations gave for not conducting a project this past fiscal year. However,
many counties, cities, and local areas are celebrating sesquicentennial anniversaries in the next few years.
Representatives of several organizations said that once work on these celebrations is finished, they will be inter-
ested in working with the MDL.
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Staffing was also a significant concern, particularly for smaller historical societies, but some larger organizations
also raised this issue early in discussions.  Smaller organizations often have part-time directors as their only staff
members, with volunteers filling in additional time.  For many organizations of all sizes, digitizing their collec-
tion is not a priority and probably won’t be for some time yet.

The planning and preparation needed to conduct a digitization project often is another concern for organizations.
For some, their best collections, the ones they would like most to have digitized, have not been catalogued. For
others, they have so much they would like to have digitized that they don’t know where to begin in thinking
about a project.

Finally, geography limits some organizations. Organizations in northern and southwestern Minnesota that are
already strapped for time and funding find it difficult to transport collections to digitization centers in the
Minneapolis and St. Paul.

Thoughts for the Future

Members of the Minnesota Digital Library Coalition leadership have been considering ways to help organiza-
tions address issues related to digitizing portions of their collections.  The survey results were very helpful in
identifying needs and approaches that should be considered.  Suggestions under serious consideration include:

• Increasing the efforts of the outreach coordinator to meet face-to-face with leadership 
of organizations. While outreach efforts have increased each year of the project, 
still more is needed. The concerns and fears of most potential participants are allayed 
through experience and working with the outreach coordinator is proving to be a very 
valuable experience for them. 

• The MDL needs to be able to offer financial assistance or staff assistance to organizations 
to help them do the actual metadata work. There are several avenues to pursue here, 
including tapping into library communities across the state and drawing on the experiences 
of organizations that have already successfully participated in digitization projects with the 
Minnesota Digital Library.

• The MDL needs to broaden its project selection criteria to allow organizations to 
contribute the types or ages of objects they feel their audiences most want to have 
available online. So far, the MDL has used criteria that have helped build MDL skills as 
project limits. 

• The MDL is shifting some of its attention to working with sound and audio formats for 
digitization. 

The Minnesota Digital Library Coalition remains committed to providing Minnesotans with digital access to the
state’s cultural heritage treasures and to making many information resources available more easily to
Minnesotans through computer technology. The primary method of achieving this goal is to share information
and resources between those organizations capable of developing them independently and those that struggle to
keep pace with technical change.  While working to achieve this goal, the MDLC has also learned lessons about
building a collaborative. The members look forward to a challenging year of digitization and research and devel-
opment and working with new partners to develop this statewide initiative.


