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Digitizing for the Future, by Caroline Muglia 

 
Whether you’ve got one family letter or an attic filled with stuff, the ability to plan and begin a 

digitization project is an essential skill for all those interested in preserving family history and 

sharing it with others. 

 
In this workshop, Caroline Muglia, USC Librarian and social media manager of the Khayrallah 

Center will show you what you need to get started if you’re new to digitization. You’ll learn 

about how to assess different materials for digitization, ways to familiarize yourself with the 

different tools that can help you do the work, and how to share the preserved treasures with 

family and friends. 

 
Here’s what we will discuss: 

1. Definition of digitization and why it’s important 

2. Best types of materials to digitize 

3. Scanning basics 

4. Familiarity with scanners, file formats, and naming conventions 

5. Storing your materials 

6. Sharing images! 

7. Copyright basics 

8. Glossary 

 
Once we talk through the basics of digitization, we’ll put our expertise to use with practice 

scans and your own family heirlooms. 
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Let’s get started with a basic overview of digitization... 

 
Digitization and why it’s important 

Digitization is the process of converting information into a digital format. We use scanners to 

digitize analog objects such as photographs, musical scores, and legal documents into digital 

formats. The process of digitization is important for preservation as analog materials fade and 

deteriorate, physical storage as it becomes scarce, and to make sharing your family history 

easier. Digital formats are also subject to 

deterioration, but not at the same rate as 

analog ones. 

 

Best types of materials to digitize 

In general, it is best to start digitizing those 

materials that are in the worst condition. 

These are not necessarily the oldest 

materials, but the ones that have been stored 

in unstable, wet or humid, very bright, or 

cramped conditions over a period of years. 

The best types of material to digitize include 

photographs (black & white and color), legal 

documents (historical or current), and ephemera (musical scores, letters, greeting cards, small 

posters, etc). The process for digitizing all of these materials is relatively similar. 

 
Audio-visual materials such as VHS, BetaMax, ¾ U-Matic as well as audio materials such as 

cassettes and microcassettes are also great for digitizing. This process is different than the 

materials listed above, but it is equally important as these materials tend to degrade at a high 

rate and technology changes quickly making these formats obsolete. Preservation for 

audio-visual materials will not be covered in this training. However, the Khayrallah Center offers 

digitization on a case by case basis. In most cases, digitization includes transferring to a stable 

format like DVD with web backups on YouTube and other platforms. 
 
 
 

Scanning Basics 

Many of us have used scanners to make a digital copy of an analog resource. Scanners can be 

found on photocopy machines at work, on printers, or alone as a flatbed or overhead scanner. 

Scanners range from simple to highly complex depending on the materials being scanned and 

how the materials will be used. 
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Scanning in Black & White, Gray Scale, and Color 

Scanning technology has advanced to a point where different scan rates are preferable for 

different materials. Most importantly, this includes color saturation to ensure the digital copy 

looks identical to the original. For example, if a birth certificate contains a colored emblem or 

stamp, then scan the document as color and not black & white. 

 
Scanning also includes the density of the material. We are using a measure of “ppi,” or pixels 

per inch. This is a way to identify how much the scanner will “see” when it is scanning. Other 

measures, which will not be used here, but could be useful include: “spi,” samples per inch, or 

“dpi,” dots per inch. 

 

● If this is a black and white photograph or document, called “bitonal,” scan at 300-600 

ppi. Scanning at 600 ppi is recommended. This includes new materials printed on laser 

or inkjet printers. 

● If this is a “gray scale” photograph or document, scan at 300-400 ppi. Scanning at 400 

ppi is recommended. This includes text documents of poor legibility because of staining 

or fading (e.g., carbon copies, thermofax, documents with handwritten annotations or 

other markings), or that contain halftone illustrations or photographs. 

● If this is a color image or document, scan at 300-400 ppi. Color mode (if technically 

available) is appropriate for text containing color information important to 

interpretation or content. 

 

Step by Step scan instructions  
We will be using a flatbed scanner for flat (or with minimal height) 

resources like letters, documents, etc. Like many scanners, these 

scanners have a lid to ensure the material is flattened against the 

glass and that the light from the scanner does not escape. 

1. Place the image face down on the scanner. 

2. Close the lid. 

3. Follow instructions of facilitator (each scanner is slightly 
different). 

 
Familiarity with hardware, file formats, and naming 
In today’s environment, many of us are familiar with creating, 

naming, and saving digital resources. Examples include music 

libraries, eBook libraries, emails, and social media platforms. So, it 

will not come as a surprise to know that the way we organize our 

analog photograph albums will be slightly different than the way 

we organize our digital album. 
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The main difference between digital and analog formats is that digital formats require a 

scanner to covert, must be saved in a specific file format, and should be named using 

conventions so as not to get confused in the coming years. This is different than analog 

materials like photographs that are normally stored in an album or box with the date, location, 

and people featured written on the back on the photograph. Digital formats are simple to 

create and store, but there are preferred guidelines for the process. 

 
Scanner hardware 

Today, the scanner will be a Epson Perfection V19. This scanner is best for flat materials like 

documents and photographs. For non-flat items such as books, a book cradle is preferred for 

scanning. However, this can be determined on a case-by-case basis. 

 
File Format 

File formats are important in archival digital preservation because digital media, just like 

analog, can deteriorate and rot. In the case of digital media, it is referred to as “bit rot” which 

ruins the digital image. For this reasons, industry preferences exist based on their stability. The 

following is a list of preferred file formats for digital conversion. Most computers and scanners 

offer preferred formats for all materials. 

 

File Format Preferred Accepted Discouraged 

Tagged Image File Format (TIFF) ✓   

JPEG2000 (JP2) 
 ✓  

Portable Network Graphics (PNG) 
 ✓  

Portable Document Format/Archival 

(PDF/A) 

 ✓  

Word or Excel format 
  

X 

Microsoft Paint format 
  

X 

 

Naming your files 

Naming our files provides organization, so that they are not mislabeled, stored in the wrong 

album, or lost. In our analog collections, how often do we look at a photo and say: This 

shouldn’t be in the album of our family vacation. Instead, this should be in the wedding album. 

Now imagine that done digitally and on a larger scale. Following a standard naming convention 

lets us stay organized and provides basic information already in the title when we share our 

photographs. 
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● Use only letters from the Latin alphabet (A-Z, a-z) and numbers (0-9) 

● Do not use spaces, punctuation, or symbols 

● Use hyphens (-) and underscores ( _ ) instead of spaces. 

● Add basic data (or “metadata”) to files: Who, What, Where, When. This helps find and 

identify files later and it provides the added benefit of letting people know what the file 

contains if you choose to share it. 

 

Storing your materials 

While analog materials get stored on shelves, in shoe boxes, or in attics and basements, digital 

materials get stored digitally on a computer or an external hard drive or USB drive. The most 

important factors to consider when storing material are having enough storage space, and 

making sure you can retrieve materials from the storage space. If you use the proper file 

formats (see above), then the digital files will not take up much space. However, if you have a 

lot of digital files, they will need designated storage space. 

 

Type of storage Amount of Storage Watch out for... Accessibility 

Computer Large amount of storage; 

desktops have more storage 

than laptops 

May slow down 

computer’s processing 

✓ 

External Hard Drive Great storage; getting 

cheaper (1 TB ~ $100) 

Store hard drive in safe, 

cool, dry place 

✓ 

USB or portable drive Small amount of storage, but 

great for sharing (just load 

copy to drive) 

Easy to lose or 

misplace; not long-term 

storage solution 

✓ 

Cloud Getting faster, cheaper, and 

more efficient; Trustworthy 

sources: Amazon AWS, 

DropBox 

To access, need 

Internet capability. 

✓ 

 
 

Sharing your resources! 

You have done so much work to convert the analog materials to digital ones. You’ve scanned at 

the correct “ppi,” you saved to the most stable format, and you named the files in a way that 

includes basic data about the image. Now, you want to share them individually or as an album. 

There are a few ways to share your images: 
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1. Uploading a collection to the Khayrallah Center digital archive! 

a. Go to the Center’s website: http://lebanesestudies.ncsu.edu/ 

b. Click on “Archive” across the top of the page 

c. Click on “Contribute an item” across the top of the page 

d. Create an account (or log in): 
http://lebanesestudies.omeka.chass.ncsu.edu/guest-user/user/register  

e. Add files and metadata! 

2. Attach to an email 

3. Upload to your favorite social media platform (Google Photos, Facebook, family blog) 

4. Embedding in an article or public blog post 

 
Copyright Basics 

A copyright protects a literary, musical, dramatic, choreographic, pictorial or graphic, 

audiovisual, or architectural work, or a sound recording, from being reproduced without the 

permission of the copyright owner. Copyright law has a dual 

role. It provides exclusive rights to authors in order to 

protect their work for a limited period of time, but it was 

also established to promote creativity and learning. 

Copyright is a complex issue especially in thinking about the 

Internet. While digitizing your family heirlooms doesn’t 

mean that you’ll put them online, in some cases, people like 

to build blogs in order to share their family stories to a wide 

audience. Here are a few basic tips on copyright that may 

apply as you begin to share your family photographs and 

documents: 

 
Make your usage restrictions clear. 

If you plan to add your digital copies to a website or blog, be 

sure to post a Copyright statement that explains to visitors of 

the site what they can use and under what restrictions. 

 
Copyright notices include: 

“All images © 2003-2016 The Khayrallah Center” 

“For use of this or any photograph on this website, please contact site’s owner” 

“Use of the images on this website are restricted to educational, not-for-profit usage” 

 
Make sure you’re aware others’ usage restrictions. 

If you plan to add digital copies of other people’s images to your website or blog, make certain 

that you are aware of the usage restrictions governing those images. 

http://lebanesestudies.ncsu.edu/
http://lebanesestudies.omeka.chass.ncsu.edu/guest-user/user/register
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For example: 

You’re creating a blog on Lebanese-American families in Southern California. You add your 

images as part of the collection, but you also found websites that contain family photos from 

other people. You’d like to add all of those images to your blog in order to showcase several 

family photo albums from communities living in the area. 

 
Before you can do that, make certain you have clear usage restrictions and permissions for your 

images. And then, make certain you know the permissions for the other photographs. 

 
 

Glossary 

 
Analog: Physical materials such as books, newspapers, microfilm, videotapes, and photographs 

that typically suffers some loss of quality each time it is copied or transmitted. 

 
Copyright: A copyright protects a literary, musical, dramatic, choreographic, pictorial or graphic, 

audiovisual, or architectural work, or a sound recording, from being reproduced without the 

permission of the copyright owner. 

 
Digitization: The process of converting information into a digital format. 

 
External hard drive: A portable storage device that can be attached to a computer through a 

USB or FireWire connection, or wirelessly. External hard drives typically have high storage 

capacities and are often used to back up computers or serve as a network drive. 

 
File Format: A standard way that information is encoded for storage in a computer file. 

Examples include TIFF, JPEG, and PNG. 

 
Hyphen: A punctuation mark (-) acceptable in file naming. 

 
Metadata: Data that provides information about other data. For example, the subject, title, 

date, and location are all metadata for a photograph. 

 
Underscore: A punctuation mark (_) acceptable in file naming. 
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Now that you’re all experts in the art of digitization, let’s put our skills to work! 

 
The second part of the workshop will be a hands-on scanning session! Pair up in groups of 2 and 

find a scanner. 4 of the scanners are flatbed scanners. 1 of the scanners is a book scanner with 

a cradle. 

 
Scanning 

1. Turn on the scanner and the computer and make sure they are connected to one 

another. 

2. Check the settings of the scanner. 

a. We want the scanned document in the TIFF format. 

b. If it’s a B&W photo, scan at 600ppi, gray scale, scan at 400ppi, and color, scan at 

400ppi 

3. Next, lift the scanner top to reveal the scanning bed, a clean, flat glass. 

4. Place the image face down, so that the image is on the glass. Position the image at the 

bottom left corner of the scanner bed. 

5. Close the scanner top and direct your attention to the computer screen. 

6. On the computer, press Scan. This should activate the scanner to scan the image in the 

correct format, at the correct ppi. 

 
File naming and Temporary Storage 

7. Once the image appears on the computer desktop, click to open the image for 

inspection. 

8. If the image is suitable, then right click to rename the image in a format consistent with 

standard file naming conventions. 

a. Use only letters from the Latin alphabet (A-Z, a-z) and numbers (0-9) 

b. Do not use spaces, punctuation, or symbols 

c. Use hyphens (-) and underscores ( _ ) instead of spaces. 

d. Add basic data (or “metadata”) to files: Who, What, Where, When. 

9. After you name the file, decide how you’ll temporarily store the file. Will it be on a 

folder on your desktop computer. If so, create a folder and label the folder clearly. 
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Permanent Storage 

10. Once the workshop is complete, you’ll want to take your images with you. A USB is 

normally the easiest method of transporting a small amount of data. 

11. Don’t forget, when you arrive home, transfer those images to a stable and more 

permanent storage location. This location can be on your home desktop or laptop 

computer, external hard drive, or cloud software of your choosing. 
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