Letters to the Editor

Preserve the Old Media Also

I read with some concern Michael
Doob’s Opinion essay “Preserving
our history” in the January 2009
Notices. In it Doob discusses the ever-
increasing capacity of hardware and
software to create new documents
and to bring old work online using
these technologies. He also suggests
in both the title of the essay and in
the statement “...the hardest part of
preserving your mathematical history
may be taking the staples out of those
old pages” that use of these technolo-
gies effectively preserves the docu-
ments. I would like to make a distinc-
tion here between preserving your
mathematical history and providing
access to it; there is, I believe, a com-
mon but important misconception
about these two distinct activities.

As the archivist for the Archives of
American Mathematics at the Univer-
sity of Texas at Austin, I deal every
day with the preservation of both
paper and digital files. While we in
the archives profession have figured
out how to preserve the former, we
are in the early stages of grappling
with the complexities and fragility
of the latter.

Archives now regularly receive
digital files from donors, and they
digitize collections to create online
exhibits or to provide online access to
documents that would otherwise be
available only to researchers who can
visit the archives. However, archivists
consider digitization to be no more
than a method of providing access;
if we think of it as preservation at
all, it is only as a means of limiting
unnecessary handling of the paper
originals.

Preserving digital files in the long
term is a tricky matter. It depends
on many factors, such as ongoing
software and hardware compatibility,
stability, and obsolescence; main-
tenance of the metadata associated
with the digital file; and the relative
fragility of storage media, such as
CDs, DVDs, and external hard drives
(CDs, for instance, deteriorate faster
than previously thought and are oth-
erwise prone to mishandling, while
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data on an external hard drive can be
wiped out in a second).

I am not suggesting a return to
paper or other analog formats—digi-
tal is here to stay. And the possibili-
ties for wide access to photographs,
sound and video recordings, and all
manner of textual documents are
huge. But I do want people to realize
before they digitize everything and
discard the paper documents (or
audio or video cassettes, etc.) that the
more sophisticated the technology,
the more unstable the output. Will
any of our masses of digital data be
readable in even 10, 20, or 50 years?
Archivists (and others) are working
on that question, but in the mean-
time, hold onto your analog copies (or
consider, perhaps, donating some of
those analog and digital documents
to an archives, where they really will
be preserved).

—Carol Mead, archivist

Archives of American Mathematics
The Dolph Briscoe Center for
American History

The University of Texas at Austin
carolmead@austin.utexas.edu

(Received January 21, 2009)

Reply to Carol Mead

Itis undeniable that access and pres-
ervation are distinct activities. In
addition, it is also true that large
amounts of digitally stored data can
be destroyed in an instant. Still, pres-
ervation without widespread access
limits the utility of that which is
being stored. For the type of projectI
described, the originals would not be
destroyed, so the digitization being
described could only be helpful for
both access and preservation.

It is also undeniable and impor-
tant to avoid using, as much as pos-
sible, hardware or software likely to
become obsolete. That is why scans
must be kept in a publicly known
format. I suggested TIFF since it is
standard, but others are possible.

The question of the reliability of
hardware can be addressed by a good
backup strategy. One would not want
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a repetition of the fire at the library
of Alexandria. The question of ob-
solete hardware is more difficult; I
have some eight-inch floppies in my
office and no way to read them. It’s
clear that hardware such as floppy
disks is rapidly disappearing. The
hard disk may be replaced by solid-
state memory soon. Leaving (at least
one copy of) the files with competent
and aware personnel (such as archi-
vists) certainly has to be part of the
picture.

I must say that looking at digiti-
zation as a different form of access
is really wrong. This is like saying
Google is just a backup copy of a
library. The ability to scan images
for further information and to pro-
duce metadata that may be searched
is at least as valuable as the images
themselves.

The effectiveness of digital media
for preserving our mathematical heri-
tage is a wonderful topic with much
more to it than can be discussed in
a one-page opinion piece. We should
continue the conversation.

—Michael Doob
University of Manitoba
Michael_Doob@umanitoba.ca

(Received February 11, 2009)

In Defense of Teaching
Postdocs

After reading the column by “Profes-
sor Nescio” about postdoc positions
[Notices, February 2009], I wanted to
defend the teaching postdoc position
that I think the good professor un-
fairly criticized. I recently finished a
three-year teaching postdoc position
at the University of Arizona, and I
think Professor Nescio somewhat
mischaracterized my experience.
Yes, I did on occasion teach three
classes a semester, but this was by
design. Not every new Ph.D. is going
to get a tenure-track job at a major
research institution, and having a
wide teaching experience is unques-
tionably a benefit in the job market.
There were plenty of opportunities to
reduce this to two classes a semester,
and I frequently took advantage of
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that. Since the tradeoff was to su-
pervise the Undergraduate Teaching
Assistant program, which was also a
plus on my resume, it was a win/win
situation for everyone involved. I
had the chance to teach a wide range
of classes, from low level to very
advanced; never got stuck teaching
a large lecture (not that I would have
minded); always had the opportunity
for a grader; and always had time for
research.

Sure, I probably would have writ-
ten more papers if I had taken a
more traditional research postdoc
position coming out of grad school,
but it’s not like research opportuni-
ties were lacking in the teaching
postdoc position. I worked with other
postdocs and regular faculty, and
significantly strengthened my re-
search breadth and depth. Funding
was always available for conferences,
and I even helped start a new annual
conference in group theory hosted by
the University of Arizona.

Finally, to Professor Nescio’s claim
that after taking a teaching postdoc
position, “you may look less attrac-
tive to employers”: Coming out of
grad school, my “success ratio” (in-
terviews/applications) was less than
seven percent. After three years as a
teaching postdoc, it was just under
fifty percent, and I landed the top
tenure-track job on my list. And for
what it’s worth, my new position has
a significantly lower teaching load
than my postdoc position, a claim
that I don’t think a lot of research
postdocs can make.

—J. P. Cossey
University of Akron
cossey@uakron.edu

(Received January 24, 2009)

TgX Vector Graphics

Regarding the article by Jim Hef-
feron and Karl Berry in the March
2009 issue: Your readers may benefit
from learning about the vector graph-
ics editor Inkscape (http://www.
|inkscape.org/) and the exten-

sion called Textext (http://www.|
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[elisanet.fi/ptvirtan/software/|
[textext/)) written by Pauli Virtanen.
Both are free and, in conjunction,
can produce excellent graphics that
contain embedded and editable IATEX-
generated text objects.

Also of note is the Asymptote
vector graphics language (http://|
lasymptote.sourceforge.net/)),
which uses IATEX for typesetting of
labels in graphics.

—Louis Zulli

Lafayette College
Easton, PA
zullil@lafayette.edu

(Received March 3, 2009)

Submitting Letters to the
Editor

The Notices invites readers to sub-
mit letters and opinion pieces on
topics related to mathematics.
Electronic submissions are pre-
ferred (notices-Tetters@ams.
org); see the masthead for postal
mail addresses. Opinion pieces are
usually one printed page in length
(about 800 words). Letters are
normally less than one page long,
and shorter letters are preferred.

Identifications

Affiliations of authors of “Let-
ters to the Editor” are provided
for identification purposes only.
Opinions expressed in letters are
those of the authors and do not
necessarily reflect those of their
employers or, in the case of Ameri-
can Mathematical Society officers
or committee members, policies of
the Society. Committee reports to
the Council of the Society and of-
ficial communications of officers
of the Society, when published
in the Notices, appear in the sec-
tion of the Notices “From the AMS
Secretary”.
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