ARCHIVAL EDUCATION:
THE NEXT STEP
SUSAN E. DAVIS

ABSTRACT: Archival education has undergone rapid changes in recent years.
Developments thus far have been based on certain assumptions and therefore
have focused more on the various venues for archival education than on the
actual content of courses. The current concern about professionalism will domi-
nate the next stage. As a result, future developments will concentrate on four
areas: the range of audiences for educational programs; the content of these pro-
grams; teaching methodology; and control or regulation of archival education.
Certification may also play a major role.

Education for archivists has been a topic of great concern for as long as most
of us can remember. We have devoted a great deal of attention to the profes-
sion’s traditional affiliations with history and library science; we have discussed
the pros and cons of classroom training versus hands-on experience; and we
have considered the relative merits of certification of individuals, accreditation
of educational programs, and accreditation of archival institutions.

While we have gone over the same ground time and time again, progress
indeed has been made. In 1988, the Society of American Archivists (SAA)
approved new guidelines for graduate archival education, guidelines that more
thoroughly examine the scope of archival theory and practice.’ The expanded
programs of several institutions reflect these guidelines and the profession’s
interest in more comprehensive archival education.”

Archivists now have available to them a far more extensive range of educa-
tional opportunities than they did even five years ago. This is due in part to the
establishment by SAA of an Education Office which serves as both a sponsor of
educational programs and a clearinghouse for information on archival educa-
tion. The workshops generated and/or sponsored by this office already have had
a positive effect on the development of the profession. And, last but not least,
the profession has embarked upon a program of individual certification.

The achievements of these past few years are indeed significant and move
archival education and, thus, the entire profession in certain positive directions.
Until now, the development of archival education has been based on a series of
assumptions, First, the consensus has been that there is one fundamental core of
knowledge to be learned, consisting basically of the elements outlined in
Section II of the 1977 Guidelines for a Graduate Minor or Concentration in
Archival Education.’ There is less agreement on the place of more specialized



14 THE MIDWESTERN ARCHIVIST Vol. X1V, No. 1, 1989

areas of technical and managerial expertise or subjects taught in related disci-
plines. Second, we maintain that archival education represents a graduate
curriculum that must combine coursework and attention to theory with practical
experience in an archival repository. And third, we recognize that continuing
education is necessary, both to keep pace with new developments and to fill in
the inevitable gaps.

In coming to these conclusions we have placed more emphasis on the nature
of the various forums for archival education, i.e. graduate courses, practica,
and workshops sponsored by archival associations and institutions of higher
learning, than we have on the content of the actual programs. In part we have
fallen into this trap, emphasizing format over content, because of yet another
assumption—that there is a typical career path that most archivists follow.
Individuals somehow discover archival work and enter the profession via an
educational program and/or employment. They advance to increasingly respon-
sible positions requiring additional and more specialized knowledge and
training. We cringe self-righteously at programs that purport to impart all rele-
vant knowledge in a few days.

These assumptions might all work quite nicely if we had some semblance of
control over entry into the profession. But, while we seem to accept the logic of
these assumptions, at the same time we ignore the fact that anyone can still
claim to be an archivist. As Richard Cox has pointed out, “Community sanction
of the archival occupation is probably the weakest element of archival profes-
sionalism....Archivists do not, in any substantive way, control entry to their
ranks. It seems that virtually anyone can become a ‘professional’ archivist by
simply declaring to be one.” And we cannot solely blame these practitioners
as long as archival employers persist in hiring for archival positions those with-
out adequate credentials. How can we effect change in this area? And how does
this question of professionalism affect archival education? One goal of certifica-
tion is to improve this unhappy situation, but in terms of archival education,
certification really pertains only to full-time archivists. And the topic of
archival education affects not only full-time archivists, but also those indi-
viduals for whom archival work makes up even part of their job descriptions.
The problem of “part-time” archivists will undoubtedly continue since it is
unlikely that institutional lines will ever be so neatly drawn as to separate job
functions purely by category of material.

Our future remains closely linked to our identity as a distinct profession. We
have had difficulty in defining what makes us archivists and often expose that
confusion to the public. Are we a “professionalizing vocation,” as Mary Jo
Pugh has proposed, striving to improve, to set new goals, and move towards
them?® Or are we a “semiprofession” or “mimic profession,” as Richard Cox
suggests, based on our shorter training and lack of autonomy and legitimized
status.®

Our ability to grapple with this issue and to build a clearer self-identity will
determine the image we consequently present to others. And that, in turn, will
affect the way we view archival education as preparation for our profession
as well as the steps we take to strengthen its development. Professionalism is
the overarching theme that will shape the future of archival education. This
theme will manifest itself not in discussions of history versus library science, or
theory versus practice, but rather in the framework of what we teach, to whom,



ARCHIVAL EDUCATION 15

how, and within what guidelines. These issues are all closely linked and repre-
sent the next steps in the development of archival education. It is clear that
changes in the way we view each of these areas—audience, content, methodolo-
gy, and control of archival education—will contribute to our ability to shape our
image as a profession.

The issue of audience affects both graduate programs and continuing
education. In order to assess the audience for graduate education, we must take
a closer look at the connection between the job market and the type of stu-
dent entering graduate archival education programs. For a number of years, the
profession experienced a sizable crossover from history to archives, due to the
glut of historians on the teaching market. Now, the students in graduate archi-
val education programs are coming in greater numbers from library science,
where the majority of the graduate archival education programs are situated. In
1976, the M.L.S. was the preferred degree for fewer than half the jobs adver-
tised in the SAA Newsletter that required a master’s degree. Ten years later, in
1986, the statistics were very different: the M.L.S. degree was preferred in over
two-thirds of the archival jobs advertised.” Many feel, however, that this shift
from history to library science has had an adverse effect on the quality of the
students, and that the intellectual background of the library school population
is inferior to that within a history department.® In addition, library science edu-
cators are expressing concern that the overall level of library science students
is on the decline as the inevitable result of the profession’s low status and pay
scale relative to other lines of work. This trend should concern us if we want
to maintain both the numbers and the quality of students entering graduate
archival education programs. Both the profession at large and the sponsors of
graduate education programs will need to develop better methods of recruit-
ment. How might we identify promising college students as well as those
already pursuing related graduate programs? This is an area in which the
Archival Educators Roundtable, for example, might become involved.’

Evaluating the market for continuing education is more complex, but is
also affected by the growth of graduate education programs. The consensus
among many is that entry level archival jobs are now being filled in greater
numbers by individuals whose graduate education included archival course-
work." The assumption is, therefore, that they arrive on their first job with a
basic level of archival competence. This was less often the case for previous
generations of entry level archivists, who were often forced to play catch-up in
many basic areas of archival activity. This trend, as well as the move towards
certification, may create new distinctions between pre-employment training and
continuing education.

As a result of higher expectations for pre-employment training, beginning
professional archivists may need less remedial work in the basic elements of
archival theory and practice. Continuing education could then follow the more
appropriate agenda outlined by Mary Jo Pugh at SAA’s 1987 Education Confer-
ence in Savannah. In her paper, she defined continuing education as that which
“involves educational activities which are beyond those normally considered
necessary for entrance into the field, and enhance individual competence for
the job now held or aspired to in the near future.”" She goes on to divide contin-
uing education into three categories: that which updates an individual’s
education to make it comparable to students receiving a like degree at the pre-
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sent time; that which upgrades the level of formal capabilities; and that which
acts as a refresher or review of once familiar material to sharpen skills and
knowledge."” This framework represents a comprehensive approach to continu-
ing education and covers different but complementary ground from that
contained in the revised Guidelines for Graduate Archival Education Programs.

This by no means implies that the need for basic archival education outside
of graduate education programs will be eliminated. As stated earlier, the pro-
fession lacks the authority to dictate job qualifications to prospective employ-
ers. But, more important, we need to acknowledge that archival records are
under the jurisdiction of many who are not and never will be full-time
archivists. Librarians, curators, museum staff, and others count archives as part
of their responsibilities. In addition, archival repositories number among their
personnel both paraprofessional staff and administrators, two groups that
would clearly benefit from and have indeed shown interest in archival
training. To ignore that audience because we prefer not to simplify or condense
archival training is unwise. We need to keep the lines of communication open
and get our foot in the door in the hopes of strengthening those operations.
Without our input, these individuals will continue to handle archival records
and administer archival programs, often poorly, putting archival material at risk.
In many respects, this audience could be a substantial consumer group for
archival education offerings.

To serve them, we need to develop more introductory training modules in
archival basics, to be sponsored by archival associations and/or institutions of
higher learning.” In doing so, we must acknowledge that such courses and
workshops cannot supplant a comprehensive graduate level archival education
program. That distinction must remain clear. A broader understanding of the
potential clientele for the full range of archival education opportunities will help
redefine the nature of both pre-employment and post-employment training. It
will also help clarify our own sense of professional development by distinguish-
ing between archival education for archivists and archival education for
nonarchivists.

Another area that warrants our attention is the content of these various
archival education programs. We have until now paid more attention to the
venues for archival education than we have to what is being taught. We count
the number of courses listed in the SAA Education Directory without really dis-
tinguishing between fundamental archival topics and electives of varying
relevance. The syllabi for most basic archives education courses devote a class
each to a menu of topics. But little attention is paid to what is being taught
under those headings. The archival profession needs to devote more attention
to the content of these courses. What should an introductory class in refer-
ence include? What kind of assignments and exams might be appropriate?

Steps have already been taken in this direction. At the SAA Education
Conference in Savannah, SAA President William L. Joyce asked David
Klaassen, as chair of the Committee on Education and Professional
Development (CEPD), to develop an Education Plan, following in the footsteps
of the GAP report. Since then, a subcommittee of CEPD has been involved
in developing a series of objectives for archival education. Following the struc-
ture of the revised graduate archival education guidelines, these draft
statements elaborate on each element in the guidelines, specifying the kinds of
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knowledge in each area that an archivist should have. For example, where the
guidelines include a paragraph defining appraisal and acquisition, the objectives
devote a page to further elaboration on the skills required for competence
in this area—such as being able to define various kinds of value, under-
standing the distinctions between appraisal and records scheduling, and being
able to develop a collection policy encompassing documentation strategies,
cooperative collecting goals, and ethical considerations, among other points.
Once these competence objectives have been revised by the various interested
parties within SAA, they should be useful as working documents for archival
educators, students, and the institutions sponsoring education programs who
wish to refine, expand, or standardize their courses."

Efforts have also been made to standardize continuing education offerings.
SAA has been developing a series of workshops on archival fundamentals. For
each workshop, SAA contracts with an archivist to develop a lecture outline,
exercises, handouts, audiovisuals, and readings. The archivist responsible for
creating the workshop teaches the finished product at least once, in order to
evaluate the results. SAA can then hire others to teach the same topic, using the
workshop package. This enables SAA, regional associations, and other interest-
ed groups to identify topics appropriate for such a broad-based approach and to
offer a relatively consistent product at a reasonable cost.

A re-evaluation of the content of archival education programs should also
compel archivists to confront substantive gaps in the curriculum. One of the
criticisms of both archival education and archival literature has been their orien-
tation toward the description of procedure and practice at the expense of the
development of theory."” Critics accuse the profession of being “intellectually
underdeveloped.”* Much of this can be attributed to the fact that most archi-
vists work at full-time positions- that leave little room for active research and
writing. For the majority of archival educators—a group with perhaps more
natural inclination towards intellectual research and development—teaching is
an add-on to an existing full-time schedule.

In his 1981 article, “The Future Course of Archival Theory in the United
States,” Frank Burke laments the lack of archival theory and makes an eloquent
case for an academy of archivists.”” Terry Eastwood responds to Burke in a sub-
sequent article about the British Columbia program, pointing out that
developing theory “is not a question of creating rigid laws, which in any event
do not exist even in the physical sciences, to explain reality, but rather a ques-
tion of recognizing patterns in the generation and management of archives in
any given legal and social reality and at any time.”"*

Many are convinced that the profession already has a core of theory, and that
both the interest and the capacity exist within the profession for the develop-
ment of a more comprehensive body of archival theory. But it is also evident
that we had to reach a point in the development of archival practice where we
were ready to step back and view the larger picture. We appear now to be at
the point where the kind of research and writing produced within the pro-
fession over the next few years will be more theoretical in nature, following
Eastwood’s broader definition, and will deal more with the role of archives in
society and why records are created, and not just how to manage them once
they exist. In doing so, we will pay closer attention to our European colleagues
who have been investigating archival issues far longer than we.
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European countries in general have more comprehensive programs for
archival education. These programs are generally located in national archives,
universities, and special institutes. While the curriculum often covers topics
not commonly encountered in American repositories, such as diplomatics and
paleography, the comprehensive nature of the programs and the emphasis on
areas such as administrative history and the development of recordkeeping prac-
tices might set a good example for their American counterparts. In addition,
foreign archives tend to offer several distinct archival career paths. In many
countries, the archival profession is divided into three levels: paraprofessionals
who carry out arrangement and description and other activities under the
supervision of professionals; professional archivists who may design, imple-
ment, and oversee daily activities; and finally, administrative archivists whose
concerns are management, planning, and external issues.'” Archival training is
designed to meet the needs of each level. In 1939, Samuel Flagg Bemis advo-
cated a similar arrangement for American archivists, focusing on two “classes”
of professional archivists and suggesting appropriate education for each.

Another issue that will become increasingly important to archives and
archivists is the standardization of method and format. And this is an area
where progress has been made closer to home. For example, in the last decade,
library science has made tremendous strides in terms of automation and other
technical advances. These trends are evident in library school course offerings
as well as in the methods libraries now use to manage their resources. Archives,
especially where they exist within libraries, have inevitably felt the effect of this
trend. The development of the USMARC AMC (Archival and Manuscripts
Control) format...makes it possible for archivists to integrate descriptions of
archival materials into library-based bibliographic databases and networks that
already exchange data using the USMARC format. But another requirement for
such integration is that archivists learn (or, in some cases, relearn) how to use
certain cataloging tools, such as Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules, 2nd ed.
(AACR 2), and Library of Congress Subject Headings. As the trend towards
automation of collections and procedures continues—and it certainly
will—archivists will benefit from closer bonds with libraries, and by extension,
library science education programs. As Terry Eastwood has pointed out, “A
library school brings knowledge and facilities of automation and its application
to control and retrieval of information which are precious to archivists and in a
combination not duplicated or even comparable elsewhere in the university.”*

Closely linked to the content of archival education is the question of teaching
methodology, another area that archival educators will be heeding. The fact
that the Archival Educators Roundtable, established only three years ago, cur-
rently numbers fifty-three, attests to the fact that many archivists are involved
in some aspect of teaching archives. Although no formal study has been done, it
is probable that few archival educators came to the profession with teach-
ing credentials. Furthermore, there is no body of literature on approaches to
teaching archival theory and practice. This phenomenon is not peculiar to
archivists; a large proportion of college and university faculty lack education
training.

In certain respects, students in archival programs have benefited from the fact
that their faculty tends to comprise practitioners who are well-versed in the real-
ity of archival work and can speak from experience, not merely from text. But
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the profession’s call for more fully developed archival education programs
encourages the pursuit of education for the educators. Past SAA sessions on
teaching appraisal, testing and evaluating in archival courses, and teaching
ethics, as well as parallel sessions offered by the regionals, are steps in the right
direction. The profession should do more in terms of both publications and con-
tinuing education. And, archival educators affiliated with colleges and
universities could take advantage of any in-service training offered by their
institutions.

Archival education does not operate in a vacuum. The changes archival
education has undergone reflect the larger trends within the profession. But
until now, archival education programs have been started and expanded
without the official oversight of the archival community. As a result, we have
had little success in regulating their orientation, substance, or quality. The
advent of certification and the acceptance of the revised education guide-
lines (to be followed at some point by revised practicum guidelines) may
enhance the profession’s influence on its own education programs.

It is too early to predict the success of archival certification. We do not yet
know how many will achieve certification by petition, how many will take the
test, or at what rate archival employers will use certification as a criterion
for hiring. Statistics for all of these categories will undoubtedly be used to
judge the effectiveness of the certification program. At the moment, neither the
procedure nor the requirements for recertification have been established. How
well certification is accepted by archivists and employers will determine its
impact as a regulatory mechanism for the profession. Should certification
be deemed even a moderate success, it will set minimum standards for pro-
fessional status. Pre-employment training will come to reflect the core
knowledge on which the certification exam is based. Students will look for
graduate archival education programs with a proven record of success in pre-
paring students for both examination and employment. Perhaps this require-
ment will provide an unprecedented level of quality control for graduate
archival education programs. At a minimum, it will allow students to distin-
guish among programs that do follow SAA education guidelines and those
that do not, as well as those that are taught by certified archivists and those that
are not. One hopes that a clear connection will exist between the SAA Gradu-
ate Archival Education Guidelines and the body of knowledge on which certifi-
cation is based.

Continuing education will feel the effects as well. In light of the changes
wrought by certification, continuing education could take two forms. Some con-
tinuing education programs will be designed to serve the needs of professional
archivists who seek to guarantee their recertification. Other programs will be
aimed more at support staff or individuals in other professions who need to
expand their skills to cover the range of materials within their jurisdiction.
Some programs may, of course, serve both needs. But a clearer distinction will
exist between pre-employment educational programs—generally defined as
multi-course graduate archival education programs—and post-employment or
continuing education offerings.

In either case, students will require more structure from the courses and
workshops in which they enroll. The profession will need to establish a formal-
ized system of continuing education units (CEU’s) that parallels systems in
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related disciplines. SAA already offers CEU’s for workshop attendance, a fea-
ture of which few may be aware. Such arrangements are already common
practice in the field of library science continuing education and would form a
necessary part of any recertification process.

So where does that leave us? Archivists acknowledge that their roles have
become more complex as the nature of organizations, communication, and
recordkeeping have changed. As the profession has grown in numbers, so have
the national and regional associations that serve and represent the archival pro-
fession. We see the results of this growth in the length, structure, and scope of
SAA and regional meetings, the expansion of the SAA office, and the increas-
ing number of education programs claiming to prepare students for archival
careers. But we need to ensure that these developments are reflected in the
nature and scope of archival education. It is not enough merely to list a multi-
tude of single courses; our concern must extend to the content, quality, and
approach to what is taught. Our future status as professionals is closely related
to our ability to establish and maintain a comprehensive and progressive pro-
gram to educate archivists. Thus, the issue of archival education should
permeate the profession for many years to come.
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