
[JOHN:]	Hello,	and	welcome.		I’m	John	Mark	Ockerbloom.		I’m	presenting	today	with	
Rachelle	Nelson.	We’re	speaking	to	you	today	from	Philadelphia,	on	the	traditional	
lands	of	the	Lenape	people.		
We’re	talking	today	about	work	we’re	doing	at	the	Penn	Libraries	to	help	make	
historic	serial	content	in	our	collections	freely	available	to	the	world,	by	having	staff	
across	our	libraries	research	their	copyrights	and	share	our	findings	through	linked	
open	data.	
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Like	many	research	libraries,	the	Penn	Libraries	own	many	volumes	of	serials	from	
the	20th	century.		Many	of	them	don’t	get	much	use.		They’re	not	easily	accessible--	
even	before	the	pandemic	closed	our	stacks	to	the	public,	many	had	been	shipped	to	
offsite	storage.			And	while	mass	digitization	has	made	many	of	the	really	old	volumes	
accessible	online,	content	after	1925	usually	isn't	available	online	without	
subscriptions,	if	it’s	available	at	all.	But	we	know	that	many	of	them	up	to	the	1960s	
or	even	the	late	1980s	are	out	of	copyright,	since	most	of	them	don’t	have	any	
renewed	copyrights,	and	some	might	not	have	claimed	a	copyright	to	begin	with.	
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When	the	COVID	outbreak	sent	our	staff	home,	we	saw	an	opportunity	to	have	them	
help	research	the	copyrights	of	serials	we	own,	and	also	to	see	if	any	of	them	were	
already	free	online,	with	or	without	copyrights.		We	created	a	table	of	over	10,000	
serials	we	own	from	the	mid-20th	century,	and	a	questionnaire	to	gather	information	
on	their	copyrights.			We’re	publishing	that	information	as	structured	JSON	data	
linked	to	Wikidata.		We’re	also	linking	to	free	serial	content	when	we	find	it.		That's	
all	helping	make	this	content	widely	available	to	the	world,	and	getting	the	attention	
it	deserves.	
I'll	turn	things	over	now	to	Rachelle	Nelson	to	show	how	our	process	works.	
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[RACHELLE:]				
				Twenty-five	staff	from	fourteen	departments	signed	up	to	work	from	home	on	this	
project.		The	questionnaire	we	designed	for	them	to	fill	out	can	be	completed	in	any	
web	browser,	without	any	extra	software	or	specialized	expertise	needed.		Staff	
search	our	catalog,	the	Copyright	Office	database,	and	other	online	resources	to	
enter	information	about	a	serial’s	country	of	origin,	its	copyright	renewals,	its	
copyright	notices,	and	any	free	online	content.		We	held	training	sessions	on	Zoom	
showing	how	to	work	through	the	forms	step	by	step.	We	answered	questions	from	
staff,	and	we	made	recordings	and	guides	available	for	staff	working	on	the	project.	
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After	a	staff	member	fills	out	the	questionnaire	for	a	particular	serial,	their	response	
gets	put	in	a	queue	for	others	to	review.		This	is	where	more	specialized	work	comes	
in.		Right	now,	John	double-checks	the	answers	given,	edits	them	as	needed,	and	
then	runs	a	script	to	create	a	JSON	file	with	a	unique	identifier.		The	JSON	file	
encodes	copyright	information	in	a	form	that	can	be	processed	by	machines.		It’s	also	
used	to	create	serial	copyright	web	pages	like	the	one	you	see	here.		We	make	sure	
the	file	acknowledges	the	people	who	worked	on	it.	
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If	our	workers	found	free	online	content	for	the	serial,	either	from	our	existing	
catalog	records,	or	from	searching	online,	other	workers	then	create	records	that	link	
to	that	content.		Those	records	are	discoverable	in	Penn’s	Online	Books	Page.	
	

6	



We	also	make	sure	that	there’s	a	Wikidata	item	for	the	serial.		If	there	isn’t	one	
already,	we	create	one.		When	we	add	the	unique	identifier	for	the	serial’s	JSON	file	
to	its	Wikidata	item,	a	link	gets	automatically	created	to	our	copyright	information	
page	on	that	serial.		We	now	have	several	librarians	working	on	these	serial	records	
in	Wikidata,	and	we	also	have	other	librarians	working	on	methods	to	automatically	
add	Wikidata	records	to	serials	not	already	represented	there.	
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The	Wikidata	identifier	and	the	ISSN	are	what	tie	all	of	our	data	together.		They	help	
ensure	that	we	can	link	our	copyright	information	about	a	serial	to	our	catalog	
records,	and	they	make	it	clear	what	serial	we’re	talking	about	when	we	describe	
one.			As	we've	increasingly	relied	on	ISSNs	in	this	project,	we’ve	found	that	many	of	
the	ISSNs	in	our	catalog	were	incorrect	or	canceled.			We’ve	been	fixing	them	as	we	
find	them.		We	can	do	that	with	our	own	catalog	records,	and	with	master	records	in	
WorldCat.	We’ve	had	more	difficulty	with	our	Alma	community	zone	records,	
because	we’re	not	allowed	to	edit	ISSNs	there.	
We’ve	also	run	into	limits	on	how	much	authoritative	information	we	can	get	about	
particular	ISSNs	because	we	lack	an	ISSN	Portal	subscription.	
Overall,	though,	we’ve	been	fortunate	to	draw	on	a	long	history	of	careful	work	that	
serial	catalogers	have	done	to	describe	and	trace	the	history	of	serials,	and	to	locate	
online	content.			We’re	very	grateful	to	be	able	to	build	on	that	work.	
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[JOHN:]	
In	our	current	project,	we’re	concentrating	on	serials	owned	by	Penn.		But	others	
may	be	particularly	interested	in	different	serials.			This	page	links	to	lists	of	serials	in	
popular	subscription	packages	that	may	have	public	domain	content.	It	also	links	to	
lists	of	serials	written	about	in	Wikipedia.		Anyone	can	research	or	ask	about	serials	
that	are	of	interest	to	them	in	these	sets.		And	as	we	fill	in	information	on	serials	in	
Penn’s	table,	or	in	another	table	shown	here,	that	information	also	appears	in	other	
tables	that	include	the	same	serial.	
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So	if	you’re	interested	in	using	or	digitizing	content	from	20th	century	serials,	or	if	
some	of	your	users	are,	you	can	consult	our	knowledge	base	to	see	whether	that	
content	is	still	subject	to	copyright.		Our	project	page	includes	a	decision	guide	you	
can	consult	on	how	to	use	the	information	we've	gathered,	and	on	how	to	look	up	
additional	information	if	you	need	to.	
In	the	future,	the	serials	we’re	researching	might	simply	become	open	online	for	
everybody.			We’ve	been	talking	with	HathiTrust	about	a	pilot	program	to	review	and	
open	up	volumes	for	some	of	these	serials	after	1925,	based	on	our	data	and	
recommended	procedures.			
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You	can	also	build	on	the	work	we’re	doing.			We	still	have	thousands	of	serials	in	our	
collections	to	research,	and	we	welcome	participation	from	people	at	other	libraries,	
as	well	as	our	own	workers.	
If	you’re	interested	in	a	serial	not	on	the	Penn	Libraries	list,	you	might	find	it	on	one	
of	the	other	Deep	Backfile	lists	we	have	on	our	site.		Or	you	could	make	up	your	own	
list	of	serials,	and	research	the	titles	in	it	like	we	do.		If	your	list	is	likely	to	be	of	wide	
interest,	you	can	talk	to	us	about	possibly	having	it	featured	on	our	site	as	well.	
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We’ve	been	able	to	do	as	much	as	we	have	on	this	project	thanks	to	dozens	of	people	
at	the	Penn	Libraries	who	have	given	their	time	and	talent	to	it	while	we’ve	all	been	
trying	our	best	to	ride	out	the	COVID	crisis.			If	you	go	to	our	project	page,	at	the	URL	
on	this	slide,	you’ll	find	the	credits	for	their	work,	as	well	as	links	to	all	the	
information,	documentation,	and	training	we’ve	produced.		We	hope	you’ve	found	
this	presentation	informative,	and	we’d	be	glad	to	talk	with	you	if	you’d	like	to	learn	
more	about	it	or	get	involved	yourself.			Thank	you!	
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