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Howard Besser*

Commentary on Caroline Frick’s Plenary Address

Abstract: The emerging field of digital preservation can 
learn from the twentieth-century experiences of audiovi-
sual preservation. Unlike preservation of art, artifacts, and 
paper, audiovisual preservation has faced rapid cycles of 
format obsolescence that have required significant effort 
to refresh, migrate, and emulate. Besser shows how the 
NYU Moving Image Archiving and Preservation program 
prepares students to work in this dynamic field. Students 
in the program are introduced to all aspects of preserva-
tion through classroom learning and in internship- and 
volunteer opportunities. His paper presents a blueprint 
for preservation education.

*Howard Besser, Tisch School of the Arts at New York University, 
e-mail:howard@nyu.edu

Caroline Frick did a great job in her plenary address 
describing where the field in general is, as well as where 
the bulk of the educational programs are right now. But 
I like to think that my own program at NYU is different, 
and my comments here reflect my experience teaching in 
a variety of LIS programs, as well as my experience over 
the past nine years continuously revising our program at 
NYU. My comments here are heavily colored by our expe-
rience with this program.

First of all a general note: I think that the emerging field 
of digital preservation can learn from the twentieth-cen-
tury experiences of audiovisual preservation (particularly 
audio and video preservation, and to a lesser extent film 
preservation). Unlike preservation of art, artifacts, and 
paper, audiovisual preservation has faced rapid cycles of 
format obsolescence that have required significant devo-
tion to refreshing, migration, and emulation. Audiovisual 
archivists know well that they cannot just leave works 
in cold storage and come back 30 years later expecting 
them to be fully usable; they know that the objects in their 
care require active management and good recordkeeping 
about conservation and preservation activities. These 
are key concepts that the emerging digital preservation 
field faces.

1  How should preservation 
programs position themselves to 
prepare preservation professionals 
in this area?

1.1  Academic preparation needs to be broad.

Because of its collaborative nature, digital preservation 
works best when all staff can communicate with each 
other. Each student we graduate needs to have a basic 
knowledge of all functional areas they are likely to come in 
contact with. For example, they need a basic knowledge of 
• cataloging, metadata, and wrappers (AACR2, MARC, 

EAD, AMIM, Dublin Core, PBCore, METS, MXF)
• organizational schemes and physical arrangement for 

management of collections and lifecycle management
• analog and digital file formats for sound and moving 

images
• deterioration issues (chemical breakdown, electronic 

signal loss)
• conservation and preservation practices as applied to 

traditional materials like paper, paintings, sculpture, 
and buildings

• the processes and workflows used to create moving 
image and sound works

• curation and contextualization practices employed 
in the myriad forms of presentation of these works 
(theatrical settings, DVDs with Extras, museum 
installations, websites, fragmented or linear wholes)

• copyright, privacy, and other legal issues affecting 
audiovisual conservation and access; how to stay 
aware of technological, economic, and social changes 
likely to affect their own practices and user needs.

And because graduating students will need to go into a 
wide variety of institutional settings, all students must 
be familiar with the history and culture of libraries, 
museums, and archives. They need to know how division 
of labor works in each of these institutions, and they must 
understand the professional concerns that motivate refer-
ence librarians, museum conservators, archival curators, 
and other cultural professionals.
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1.2  Our programs need to blend theory and 
practice, research and teaching.

In an evolving environment where practices are shifting, 
it is no longer appropriate to focus too heavily on detailed 
practices to the exclusion of theory. Our students need a 
heavy dose of principles and concepts to prepare them 
to deal with the new types of works, workflows, access 
systems, and so on that will emerge. Two decades ago, 
when some of our programs began overlaying theories of 
information organization on top of AACR2 original cata-
loging, they left their students in an improved position 
to determine how to become metadata librarians (or RDA 
librarians), and how to enter a world with few positions 
for original catalogers.

Certainly for at least the next few years, we can expect 
our graduates to be designing and managing plans and 
processes for digital material at their workplaces. So not 
only do they need to be able to take theory, principles, and 
concepts and apply them to new environments, but they 
also will need to be advocates and change agents in their 
organizations.

And because the field of digital preservation is new 
and still developing, our programs need to be involved in 
the research that the field seriously needs. At NYU, our 
program took a leadership role in the National Digital 
Information Infrastructure and Preservation Program’s 
Preserving Digital Public Television project, and we 
have continued our active involvement with NDIIPP’s 
successor, the National Digital Stewardship Alliance. We 
have also led the Mellon-funded “Video at Risk” project 
and have been involved in various museum collaborative 
projects to address the conservation of digital works of art 
(such as “Inside Installations”).

We have found that it is effective to nurture collab-
orative problem solving between students and cultural 
organizations. Most class projects (those undertaken by 
the entire class and those done by individual students) 
address a real-life problem in a local cultural institution. 
The students and faculty member work closely with the 
practitioner to solve a problem, and they often develop 
new practices.

1.3  Our students need exposure to boutique 
and mass preservation.

Frick is correct that there is less and less need for “bou-
tique” approaches. We believe that all our students 
need to learn what is behind chemical and electronic 
decomposition, but that few (if any) of our graduates will 

be involved with the type of restoration activities that 
involved those types of detailed practices with film and 
tape stocks. On the other hand, we see a severe shortage 
of professionals in the museum world who can handle 
the detailed boutique operations that need to be done to 
preserve a born-digital work of art. So all of our students 
are required to take a 4-unit course on “Handling Complex 
Media” where each student devotes dozens hours to devel-
oping a preservation plan for a digital game or interactive 
work, and the class spends scores of hours working with a 
museum on preserving a digital work of art.

But obviously there is a much greater need for 
professionals who can handle large numbers of digital 
works that need to be preserved and who understand that 
the large wave of digital material being created requires 
well crafted automated processes that can handle scale. 
Our Digital Preservation class focuses on this “mass” 
approach, with practical and conceptual approaches to 
developing and managing an OAIS-compliant repository, 
as well as practical experience in web archiving, and with 
a small-group project using Archive-It in conjunction with 
an NYU library subject specialist to build an appropriate, 
usable, sustainable web archive.

1.4  Our Programs need to help our students 
develop the work-styles that digital preser-
vation requires.

Digital preservation requires teamwork, with team 
members coming from a variety of backgrounds each 
with specialized knowledge. Our programs need to give 
students experience working in teams and relating to 
team members who come from varied backgrounds. We 
also need to give our students strong project-management 
skills, so that they feel comfortable planning a project, 
developing timelines and budgets, scheduling and creat-
ing deliverables, executing the plan, and revising the plan 
as the need arises.

1.5  We need to teach our students how to 
deal with institutions in transition.

The economic and technological spheres are causing 
significant changes in our cultural organizations: their 
staffing, divisions of labor, and practices. Our students 
need to learn to adapt to changing environments and 
to develop skills to help them find creative ways to deal 
with changes prompted by external pressures. They need 
experience dealing with processes that are in flux, as well 
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as with reorganization. They need experience developing 
entrepreneurial skills to seek internal and external collab-
orations and resources. And they need experience in grant 
writing and other forms of fundraising.

1.6  Our programs need to be actively 
engaged with large professional 
communities.

Our programs need active involvement with working 
professionals. People currently engaged in daily practice 
must teach and give guest lectures to our students, and we 
must provide class projects, internships, and individual 
projects to our students.

Students need to know that as professionals, they 
will be part of a community that shares issues and works 
together to solve problems. At NYU, all our students attend 
the AMIA conference and participate on an AMIA commit-
tee. They also follow listservs relevant to the audiovisual 
preservation community. They need to see themselves as 
part of a broad community of cultural heritage preserva-
tion and conservation specialists. They must recognize 
and relate to conservation and preservation activities in 
libraries, museums, and archives. Faculty and graduates of 
the NYU program have collaborated with the International 
Centre for the Study of the Preservation and Restoration 
of Cultural Property (ICCROM) to create and teach the 
biennial month-long course on the “Safeguarding of 
Sound and Image Collections” (SOIMA). Our faculty and 
graduates also run an annual multi-week training session 
in audiovisual preservation in Ghana. And I conduct a 
biennial workshop in conservation for the Audiovisual 
and Multimedia Section of the International Federation of 
Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA).

1.7  Our programs need to keep up with 
changes.

Our programs need to make more than minor revisions 
to their curriculum annually. Evolving practices and 
emerging challenges need to be incorporated into our 
curriculum. We need to train our students to monitor 
the changing external environments they will face in 
the workplace. They need to be savvy about monitoring 
externals such as format changes, hardware and software 
obsolescence, and changing consumer practices that 
drive marketplace availability.

1.8  Our audiovisual programs need to 
prepare students for a wide variety of 
(changing) positions in a variety of institu-
tions. And our educational programs need to 
enlarge the field.

It would be irresponsible of us to train our students to 
work only in large national collections of motion picture 
film, or to be prepared only for a limited number of types 
of jobs. Just as we teach library school students to go into 
a variety of areas, we need to prepare our audiovisual 
preservation specialists for a variety of specialties in a 
variety of organizations. Our graduates need to know how 
to handle audio, video, film, and new media in analog and 
digital formats. They need to be prepared to work on object 
treatment, preservation administration, reformatting, and 
collection management. They need to be prepared to work 
in a variety of institutional settings, including libraries, 
museums, archives, and arts organizations, for the corpo-
rate sector and for artists and collectors.

Our educational programs need to expand the field by 
showing organizations that we need to hire people with 
the skills that our graduates have. At NYU we have targeted 
organizations that have needs in this area, and through 
internships and student projects, we have demonstrated 
to these organizations that there are skills their organiza-
tions need that our students have. We have created more 
than a dozen new jobs in this way. In addition, we are 
engaged in a research project (through IMLS) to increase 
the number of audiovisual preservation jobs specifically 
in libraries (Moving Image Specialists in Libraries—MISL).

1.9  What are some of the most pressing 
research questions regarding media preser-
vation that could engage faculty interests?

Here are some that we have already been working on:
• Pushing preservation metadata-gathering into the 

production process
• Modeling workflows for various approaches to digital 

preservation
• In collaborative or hybrid production/archiving envi-

ronments, defining responsibilities for the various 
steps in the digital preservation process, as well as 
defining standards for passing material from one 
partner to another

• Examining the impact of intellectual property and 
privacy laws on our ability to preserve and/or reformat 
audiovisual material (particularly in digital forms)
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• Looking at how commercially marketed videos 
acquired for circulating collections have, over time, 
become scarce, sometimes turning these into collec-
tions that need serious preservation

• Examining requirements (in the form of time, person-
nel, skills, funding) for long-term sustainability of 
digital moving image archives

• Finding ways to create and sustain moving image 
preservation activities in impoverished countries (that 
suffer from excessive heat and humidity, and from 
lack of reliable power, inability to import supplies or 
equipment, lack of skills, etc.)

• Creating a program of disaster prevention and recov-
ery for moving image materials (particularly when an 
entire infrastructure collapses).

As my syllabus explains,

the course introduces and contextualizes aspects of the 
archiving and preservation of film, video, and new media. We 
will consider the moving image and sound recording media 

as material objects, as technologies with histories. We will 
contextualize them within culture, politics, industries, and 
economics. Topics include: conservation and preservation 
principles, organization and access, restoration, collecting, 
curatorship, and programming, legal issues and copyright, and 
emerging issues in digital media. . . . (T)he course examines the 
history of archiving and preservation and the development of 
the field’s theories, practices, and professional identities. We 
will consider the tasks and areas of specialization practiced by 
moving image professionals and how these are changing and 
multiplying in the digital era.

This description is a blueprint for building a responsible 
preservation program and for training our students in this 
rich field.

Howard Besser is Professor and Director of Moving Image Archiving 
and Preservation at the Tisch School of the Arts at New York Univer-
sity. Besser has published widely on digital preservation issues and 
is an international expert on new technologies in the cultural heri-
tage community. He has been active in the development of national 
and international metadata standards. He holds a Ph.D. from the 
University of California, Berkeley. 
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