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EDITORIAL POLICY

Archival Issues, a semiannual journal published by the Midwest Archives Conference 
since 1975, is concerned with the issues and problems confronting the contemporary 
archivist. The Editorial Board welcomes submissions related to current archival 
practice and theory, archival history, and aspects of related professions of interest to 
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rial Board uses the current edition of The Chicago Manual of Style as the standard for 
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Awards

A panel of three archivists independent of the journal’s Editorial Board selects the 
Margaret Cross Norton and New Author awards for articles appearing in a two-year 
(four-issue) cycle. The Norton Award was established in 1985 to honor Margaret Cross 
Norton, a legendary pioneer in the American archival profession and first state archivist 
of Illinois. The award recognizes the author of what is judged to be the best article in 
the previous two years of Archival Issues and consists of a certificate and $250. The 
New Author Award was instituted in 1993 to recognize superior writing by previously 
unpublished archivists and may be awarded to practicing archivists who have not had 
article-length writings published in professional journals, or to students in an archival 
education program. Up to two awards may be presented in a single cycle.

Margaret Cross Norton Award
The 2011–2012 winners of the Margaret Cross Norton Award, given to the author(s) 

with the best article published by any author in volumes 33 and 34, are Rachel Howard, 
Heather Fox, and Caroline Daniels for their article “The Born Digital Deluge: Docu-
menting Twenty-first Century Events.” In making its award, the committee noted that 
the article presented “an excellent overview with plenty of specifics to really assist 
others archivists.” 
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New Author Award
The 2011–2012 winner of the New Author Award, given to the best article by a 

previously unpublished archivist published in volumes 33 and 34, is Suzanna Conrad 
for her article “Analog, the Sequel: An Analysis of Current Film Archiving Practice 
and Hesitance to Embrace Digital Preservation.” In making its award, the committee 
noted that the article presented “an excellent environmental scan of the current state of 
digital moving image preservation. The topic is important, especially when archivists 
begin to evaluate their own film collections.” 
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MORE THAN PRIMARY SOURCES: 
TEACHING ABOUT THE ARCHIVAL 

PROFESSION AS A METHOD  
OF K–12 OUTREACH

BY ELEANOR DICKSON AND MATT GORZALSKI 

ABSTRACT: Traditional archival outreach methods for K–12 students teach children 
how to be historians—not archivists—by emphasizing critical thinking skills and 
document analysis. In contrast, K–12 outreach in the field of archaeology simultane-
ously emphasizes archaeological work, historical analysis, and critical thinking. This 
article examines both the archival and archaeological K–12 outreach models and draws 
from one of the authors’ experiences at The History Center, in Diboll, Texas, to sug-
gest changes to archival K–12 outreach that will leverage the profession’s preexisting 
interactions with students to advocate for archives. 

Introduction

Many primary and secondary school students interact with archival materials in 
the classroom, but access is often offered without any explicit link to the repositories 
charged with the preservation and management of the documents. Students might 
develop an appreciation for primary sources without ever understanding that there is 
a profession and field of study devoted to the care and custody of historical records. 
So while archives have an expanding community of users—the result of national 
educational reform efforts such as the Common Core1—popular understanding of ar-
chives continues to lag. Archivists have an opportunity to advocate for the profession 
by expanding existing models of interaction with primary and secondary schools. By 
modifying the profession’s approach to K–12 outreach, archivists have the chance to 
inform the public about the value of archives from an early age and build knowledge 
about archives and archival work. 

The field of archaeology provides an example of how archives might improve K–12 
outreach by integrating professional information into its outreach model. Archaeology 
is a relevant comparison because, like archives, programs can operate out of cultural 
heritage institutions. Both disciplines involve historical analysis of the past and can be 
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integrated into social studies curricula. While the comparison is not perfect, archaeolo-
gists’ outreach practices serve as an excellent example of how to create lesson plans and 
community programs that teach primary content as well as the tenets of the profession. 
As a comparison to archival K–12 outreach, archaeological educational outreach raises 
valuable points about how to use the relationships archivists have already forged with 
the K–12 community to also explain itself as a profession. 

Some might argue that archaeology is easier to teach and to make palatable to children 
because lessons can be both physical and exotic; students can dig for or handle artifacts, 
and often archaeology is used to teach about the ancient world. True, students do not 
get to actually dig for documents. Yet documents can be similarly interactive learning 
tools, especially if archivists broaden their focus to include teaching archival processes 
in addition to document analysis. Moreover, local history archives are more personally 
relevant to students than ancient or foreign history. Records of famous and “ordinary” 
people, as well as memorable events and influential organizations, can pique student 
interest as readily as artifacts. While some might also argue that archaeology is an easier 
discipline to discuss with students because of preexisting public knowledge about the 
field, this argument becomes circular. If archivists promote archival work to younger 
people, the profession may achieve the same popular recognition as archaeology. 

Knowledge gained in the classroom has the potential to reap further benefits as 
students become adults. In an article on the subject of how archives graduate students 
can learn to advocate effectively, Richard Cox et al. recognized the opportunities to be 
gained by considering K–12 outreach a form of advocacy.2 Students’ understanding of 
archival work as a valuable profession has the potential to engender better community 
relationships, as well as result in more diverse acquisitions and increased funding. 
Adults who have been taught the civic role of archives as children may consider archival 
repositories when choosing which organizations to charitably support. Moreover, if 
traditionally underrepresented groups understand that their voices are needed in the 
archival record, archivists can foster stronger relationships with communities they are 
supposed to be serving. 

This article looks first at previous scholarship on both archival advocacy and K–12 
outreach. It then describes and models current interaction with the K–12 community 
through an examination of institutional practices across the United States. It examines 
educational outreach in the field of archaeology to highlight elements of that profession’s 
classroom programs and to suggest how they can be adapted to the archival sphere. It 
draws parallels between the archaeological educational model and direct experiences 
at The History Center in Diboll, Texas, to show that it is possible to integrate archival 
advocacy into K–12 outreach. The new model that we propose encourages archivists 
to teach about the profession at the same time they use primary sources to teach his-
torical, critical, or technological thinking to students. In other words, it encourages 
K–12 outreach to develop archival competency—specific knowledge about archival 
work—at the same time it aims to develop archival literacy.  
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The Public Perception of Archives

It is not surprising that K–12 students and the general public remain largely ignorant 
of the work of archivists and continue to overlook the role archives play in daily life. 
This ignorance has persisted for decades through common, unintentionally negative 
stereotypes about the profession, archivists’ insecurity about societal roles, and their 
uneasiness with or unwillingness to advocate consistently about professional issues 
that affect greater society. Society of American Archivists president David Gracy 
led the Task Force on Archives and Society in 1983 that undertook the first serious 
examination of the public perception of the profession.3 Influenced by the 1984 Levy 
Report, it recommended outreach programs emphasizing archival use as a method for 
building support and improving professional image.4 Interest in outreach, use, and users 
of archives grew in the 1980s and the 1990s, culminating in the first book dedicated 
to public relations in the archival profession.5 But archivists continue to struggle for 
recognition. More recent discussion includes calls for intervention in public policy is-
sues related to ethical recordkeeping, open government, and citizens’ rights as newer 
approaches for conveying the profession’s worth.6

Despite these enduring challenges, there is growing—if unrecognized—public 
interest in archival work. The explosive growth of digital photography, video, sound 
recordings, and e-mail have made the core practices of arrangement, description, and 
preservation pertinent to nearly everyone. Richard Cox cites a growing body of self-
help books and computer software for managing personal records as evidence that 
the general public is, despite limited knowledge of the archival profession, engaged 
in preserving their family records. Further evidence includes television shows such as 
NBC’s Who Do You Think You Are? and PBS’s History Detectives that often showcase 
archives and archivists, as well as a growing number of workshops available to the 
public on personal record keeping.7 Cox argues that the public’s interest in personal 
record keeping presents an excellent opportunity to offer advice on preserving family 
collections and at the same time to provide a clearer sense of the archival mission.8 
These trends suggest the potential for archivists to engender interest in archival practice 
in students early in life when they are more impressionable. Under the new model, by 
the time they reach adulthood, students will be better aware of archives and the expert 
knowledge archivists provide in preserving personal records.

K–12 Outreach Models

As with archival outreach, the literature on the interaction between archivists and 
the K–12 community developed during the 1980s. In part, the rising interest in student 
interaction reflected changes in teaching methodology in history and social studies 
classrooms that had been discussed in education literature since the 1960s. Canadian 
archivist Ken Osborne described this evolution that emphasized instruction using 
primary sources. He suggested strategies for promoting the use of archival collections 
in the classroom including teacher education programs, classroom instruction on the 
work and role of archives, exhibitions and visits, projects involving students in archival 
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research, and the production of archives-based teaching kits.9 Since Osborne’s paper, 
archival literature provides evidence of success in teacher workshops and primary 
source analysis. With some exceptions, most literature on K–12 outreach activities still 
ignores direct instruction on the work and role of archivists. With little understand-
ing of archivists’ professional role, the anxieties of the 1980s regarding the public’s 
perception of archives are perpetuated.

Successful outreach programs often depend on K–12 teachers’ awareness of avail-
able resources and their comfort level in using primary sources in the classroom. In 
the spirit of Osborne’s call for teacher education programs, archivists have organized 
successful workshops designed to educate teachers about locating and using archival 
materials in the curriculum. Archivists at Utah State University hosted a Library of 
Congress “Teaching with Primary Sources Program” where local educators learned 
about the nature of primary sources, familiarized themselves with available digital 
libraries, and developed resource sets of digitized materials.10 Louisiana teachers were 
directly involved in creating a digital collection about the Louisiana Purchase that in-
cluded evaluating the collection and a workshop on how to use the digital materials.11 
The two studies’ different approaches—the Utah program’s focus on teacher instruc-
tion and the Louisiana project’s fostering of teacher involvement—have both proven 
successful in preparing teachers to work with primary sources. 

The use of documents in primary and secondary classrooms often coincides with 
pedagogical trends. The increase in document-based questions on standardized tests 
encourages teachers to incorporate primary source analysis into lesson plans. Some 
authors call for archivists to become more active as educators and to share their knowl-
edge about locating and using archival records.12 The archivist’s classroom role often 
involves the use of teaching kits or packets of documents focused on a specific topic or 
theme, and some suggest using a school’s records or those from local organizations and 
ordinary people to forge better connections with the materials.13 The development of 
the Internet as a teaching tool has encouraged national and state archives and histori-
cal societies to provide a wealth of digital primary source packets, lesson plans, and 
teaching guides to assist educators.14 Using archival materials in the classroom has 
been tied to John Dewey’s inquiry-based pedagogical method, which “emphasizes the 
process of discovery on the part of the student rather than the straightforward transmis-
sion of knowledge from teacher to student.” Similarly, Marcus C. Robyns encourages 
archivists to teach critical thinking skills.15 Both inquiry-based learning and critical 
thinking skills focus on document analysis, such as teaching students to ask contextual 
questions about a document’s content, intended audience, function, original purpose, 
and creation, as well as the creator’s background and biases. Several studies use this 
approach in both K–12 and higher education classrooms, but none discusses the work 
and role of archivists in society.16 

A more recent shift in K–12 outreach aims to teach students effective archival re-
search skills in addition to teaching them how to analyze and assess primary source 
documents. Archival literacy, akin to information literacy, is now a commonly used 
term to describe the knowledge of how to locate and use primary sources. To possess 
archival literacy means to understand the documentary and rights-protecting value 
of records, and to be able “to apply evidence-seeking as well as information-seeking 
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skills.”17 Elizabeth Yakel argues that documents-based teaching should also develop a 
student’s archival literacy, which encompasses search, retrieval, identification, selec-
tion, and use of primary sources.18 

While most studies describe document analysis exercises, there are some examples 
of K–12 students partaking in projects similar to archival work. With the aid of teach-
ers, students as young as second grade created a website on John D. Rockefeller using 
digitized primary sources that included a photograph album.19 Oral history projects 
are also popular. Students in Massachusetts interviewed family members about life 
from World War I to the 1990s, and students in St. Louis, Missouri, interviewed senior 
citizens about their education and work experience in the city. These projects can out-
live the assignment’s lifespan and can develop into collections that are later donated 
to an archives. This realization has prompted some educators to think about a project’s 
archival potential and make better efforts to incorporate preservation and descriptive 
standards into the assignment.20 Some high schools have established school archives 
with programs that give students hands-on experience performing archival tasks. 
These opportunities can create deeper connections between students and archives in 
addition to helping them gain an understanding of the profession. As Ashville School 
archives projects coordinator Diana Sanderson states, “My students were thoroughly 
taken with the idea that students have something of worth for the archives.”21 Projects 
such as these provide a preexisting avenue for archivists to include expanded lessons 
on archival work and the profession’s mission within primary source instruction.

The Archaeological K–12 Outreach Model

Archival K–12 outreach models focus on primary sources and their analysis with scant 
attention to teaching students about the profession. In contrast, the foremost goal for 
archaeology educational programs as stated by the Society for American Archaeology 
is to teach archaeological context and method and the benefits of controlled digging 
to students. The introduction to the lesson plans on the society’s website emphasizes 
exposing kids to the “practice” of archaeology—minimizing historical and critical 
thinking skills.22 Furthermore, educating teachers and students about archaeology “as a 
profession” is a major characteristic of the way archaeologists interact with elementary 
and secondary schools. Students also take part in simulated or authentic archaeologi-
cal digs to learn archaeological practice. Outside of the classroom, museum summer 
camps and community programs for children provide an opportunity to participate 
in real or simulated digs.

The literature on teaching with archaeology reveals a number of case studies demon-
strating these practices in the classroom and the field. Educator Marg Costello writes 
of her goal to teach students to “become archaeologists.” She wanted her students to 
learn what archaeologists do on a dig, how archaeologists interpret evidence, and that 
“archaeologists are thinking, feeling men and women like us.”23 Leading an analysis 
of Mayan codices, for example, Costello demonstrated how it is possible for students 
to learn about both Mayan culture and archaeological interpretation. Students learned 
concurrently about the role of the archaeologist and world history, a reflection of the 
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nature of archaeology as simultaneously an academic discipline and a professional 
practice. 

Through a number of programs, archaeologists provide both teacher training and 
classroom lectures for students. Former Smithsonian education specialist Ruth O. 
Selig uses the Smithsonian Institution/George Washington University “Anthropology 
for Teachers Program” and an initiative at the University of Wyoming, Laramie, as 
examples of programs offering teachers a solid foundation in anthropology, of which 
archaeology is an academic subfield.24 The programs help teachers integrate these 
subjects into their teaching, aid them in better using community resources for teaching 
anthropology, and create a network of teachers, anthropologists, and museum educa-
tors interested in encouraging more precollege anthropology. “Project Archaeology: 
Investigating Shelter” is a current program supplementing science and social studies 
curricula that teaches educators and students the fundamentals of the profession and 
encourages them to respect and protect the nation’s cultural heritage. The program 
offers professional development workshops to prepare teachers for engaging students 
in inquiry-based lessons using archaeological approaches to learn about the past.25 
Classroom presentations provide another avenue for teaching students about profes-
sional practice. Carol J. Ellick, an educator who specializes in archaeological outreach, 
lists concepts archaeologists should incorporate into a lecture, including explanations of 
what archaeology is, the steps of the archaeological process, and preservation methods, 
all of which can be adapted for archival outreach.26 

Outside of the classroom, students act as archaeologists at sample field sites. During 
camp at the Museum for Florida History, students “excavate, record, and interpret” 
ersatz archaeology sites and learn about archaeological research and local history.27 
City officials in Baltimore founded the Baltimore Center for Urban Archaeology, which 
managed a community archaeological dig as a chance for the community, including 
children, to step into the role of archaeologist and experience the field firsthand. The 
public interaction resulted in media coverage that drew attention to the project and 
attracted hundreds of volunteers and thousands of visitors who learned the value of 
archaeology. The project also presented an opportunity to appeal for local funding; 
plaques at the dig site honor donors.28 Both the community project in Baltimore and 
the camp in Florida spread awareness about archaeology through hands-on exposure 
to the practice of digging. The archaeological examples demonstrate the possibility of 
teaching professional method in conjunction with an academic discipline.

Where to Go from Here

Archivists can learn from what archaeologists are doing in the classroom and focus 
on teaching about archival practice in addition to document analysis. This change 
will help children to better understand the role of archival work in historical research 
and the documentary record. It will build upon the skills emphasized when teaching 
archival literacy or archival intelligence, both of which are important components of 
educational programs because they help to demystify the profession. Archival compe-
tency will teach students how to behave as archivists. It will continue ongoing efforts 
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at developing public recognition for the field, and it will lay a framework for personal 
digital archiving from an early age.

This new model draws the archival profession into classroom discourse, which has 
heretofore been obscured. Following the lead of the Society for American Archaeol-
ogy, the Society of American Archivists could consider a web presence on archival 
education in the classroom with resources for incorporating primary sources into the 
curriculum and educating students about archival work. This should include a clear 
statement of the purpose for and benefits of interacting with the K–12 community that 
includes both archival competency and archival intelligence. Such a statement would 
express that the purpose of K–12 archival outreach is to facilitate educators’ access 
to archival collections to increase both archival literacy and archival competency 
from an early age, so that through document-based instruction, children learn both 
the resource and civic value of archives. This information can be integrated into the 
existing Professional Issues and Advocacy web page, though community endeavors 
including K–12 outreach and public outreach such as Archives Month and “I Found It 
in the Archives” may be better conveyed when given their own web presence and not 
intermixed with professional advocacy issues.29 

Experience at The History Center in Diboll, Texas, provides a model for introduc-
ing K–12 students to the methodology of the archival profession. The History Center 
functions primarily as a research archives with collections on the East Texas lumber 
industry and railroads, and the social and economic history of Angelina County. It also 
mounts indoor and outdoor exhibits, offers staff-guided tours, hosts occasional public 
events, and is a leader in the popular and growing East Texas native plant movement.30 
Students from local and regional K–12 schools were the primary tour groups at the 
center. Tours showcased the center’s exhibits and archival reading room with the goal 
of engaging students with archival work, teaching the difference between primary and 
secondary sources, encouraging critical thinking about primary sources, and leaving 
students with an understanding that they also create records of importance.

Access to primary sources can easily be coupled with explanations of the archivist’s 
role in providing the materials. Because archives are new to most students, tours began 
by comparing and contrasting archival repositories with libraries because students 
are familiar with them. Students learned that archives are a place where people study 
the past, but unlike their school libraries, archives house unique materials that do not 
circulate. Students were introduced to the definition of a record in the archival sense 
during an explanation of the concept of enduring value as a characteristic of archival 
records. This explanation provided an avenue to discuss the difference between primary 
and secondary sources as well. The interaction proved to be a good introduction as the 
tour progressed into more specific examples of archival work.

Archaeologists have shown how artifact analysis and simulated digs can segue into 
discussion about their profession. Likewise, the nature of archival work can be incorpo-
rated into the primary source analysis lessons that prevail in the current K–12 instruc-
tion model. Preservation is an easy topic for making this transition. To forge personal 
connections for the students with the materials, all records used during the tour were 
created by local businesses and individuals. The records included business ledgers, 
manuscripts, photographs, newspapers, microfilm, and artifacts. In some activities, 
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students contrasted the characteristics of nineteenth- and mid-twentieth-century news-
papers, comparing photographs of segregated schools in 1907 and company houses with 
their own schools and homes, and examining payroll ledgers to understand how primary 
sources contain historical information. The discussion transitioned from document 
analysis into how the materials demonstrate changes in record-keeping formats and 
technologies. Examples of common preservation issues related to these materials such 
as acidic paper, acid migration, adhesive damage, and rusty fasteners were displayed. 
Students were shown archival boxes and folders, photograph sleeves, and microfilm 
to demonstrate basic ways in which archivists securely house records in chemically 
stable enclosures. In the vault, instructors explained the effects of temperature and 
humidity on records and the importance of climate-controlled storage.

The proliferation of electronic devices has made digital preservation a skill relevant to 
everybody, and lessons on basic electronic-record-keeping strategies should be consid-
ered. Drawing parallels between the electronic records students create and their analog 
counterparts is one way to introduce a basic understanding of digital preservation. 
Scrapbooks, correspondence, print or slide photographs, and other analog formats may 
seem foreign to younger students used to modern equivalents: e-mail, blogs, Twitter, 
Facebook, digital photographs, and text messaging. At The History Center, students 
were asked to brainstorm about the types of records they create in the course of a day, 
drawing parallels between their responses and the content of the collections. Students 
were given a brief explanation about the fragility of digital files to make them aware of 
the need for proactive management and basic preservation procedures that are within 
the students’ capabilities, such as backing up files and file naming. 

As digital archives bring the profession closer to fields such as computer science, 
interaction with secondary school students should focus on digital literacy skills 
important to digital archiving. Kari Kraus writes that digital literacy is becoming 
synonymous with cultural literacy, “I’ve witnessed firsthand the indispensable role 
younger generations play in developing new tools and resources—such as emulators and 
crowd-sourced databases—to ensure ongoing access to our cultural past.”31 While still 
rooted in tradition, the archival profession is in a state of flux, and it needs to readjust 
its K–12 outreach to reflect the changing nature of archival work, to emphasize the im-
portance of personal digital archives, and to assert its relevancy to younger generations.

Archivists can teach students about the archival mission in a formal classroom setting. 
Lessons can include explaining how the records got from the creator to the archives. As 
in the archaeological model, students can become archivists through real or simulated 
activities such as writing the initial elements of a finding aid based on the collections 
used in the classroom. A finding aid worksheet contextualized for students as a part 
of archival work teaches historical thinking—as students investigate the biography 
or administrative history of the creator—but it also emphasizes archival practice. 
This kind of assignment might only appeal to educators who have a firm grasp of how 
archives function, but if the finding aid is considered as a worksheet to be filled out, 
it becomes an educational activity reinforcing historical context and interpretation. 

Local archives can develop programs that give the public and students a more ac-
tive role in the archival process.32 As previously noted, archaeological digs have been 
transformed into public events. Local archives can pair with area middle and high 
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schools to work on describing records, or, if using born-digital or digitized content, 
they could crowdsource projects to the students. At The History Center, high school 
students work weekend hours processing collections and transcribing oral histories. 
Some former History Center student workers have pursued undergraduate degrees in 
history and anthropology. Employing area students exposes them to primary sources 
from their own environment, educates them about local history, and promotes the 
archival profession to people at a young age.

Archivists can engage students further by assisting in establishing archives at local 
K–12 schools. School archives emphasize institutional legacy and can help foster a 
sense of belonging. Researchers have found that a school’s sense of community is a 
major predictor of student success.33 The Hunterdon Central Regional High School 
(HCRHS) in Flemington, New Jersey, was the subject of a case study in establishing 
an archives that discusses funding mechanisms, operational procedures, outreach 
programs, and future goals. The project was successful because of broad community 
involvement and the assistance of professional archivists at Rutgers University who 
consulted on archival practice, participated on the HCRHS Archives Advisory Board, 
and provided services through the Mid-Atlantic Regional Archives Conference and Oral 
History in the Mid-Atlantic Region. History students were included on the advisory 
board, and over the course of the project they created exhibitions, cataloged materi-
als using MARC-like worksheets, and performed basic preservation tasks. Students 
participated enthusiastically, and the Advisory Board is exploring plans to increase 
student involvement in the archives.34

Conclusion

This article presents some suggestions for educating young people about archives. 
Archaeologists and education-minded scientists and engineers use other methods to 
appeal to young people, including children’s books and publications and educational 
video games.35 The characteristic these modes of outreach share is that they create an 
opportunity to describe a profession in positive and understandable terms. By targeting 
some archival advocacy at children, archivists can begin to dispel stubborn stereotypes 
of the musty, dusty archives in favor of a more representative view of archival work. 
Creative outreach methods encourage a favorable professional narrative that leverages 
students’ interest in primary sources for better understanding of the archival field. 
Further research on this topic should examine the benefits of educating children about 
the archival profession while teaching them where to find and how to use primary 
sources. The new outreach method promoted in this article is multigenerational, and it 
will take time to build the kind of foundational public knowledge that will truly benefit 
the profession. An initial study, however, might examine students’ understanding and 
perception of archives and archival work before and after lessons or field trips that 
include archival competency as a learning objective. Such a study might also gauge 
what impression students develop about archives after a more traditional lesson, if 
they develop an impression at all. If the archival profession wants to engender support 
and respect, as well as rely on individuals to manage their own digital assets until 
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they come to reside in an archives, then it must proactively educate the public about 
the field. The educational trends involving teaching with primary sources makes the 
classroom a natural place to extend current advocacy efforts. Expecting children to be 
as familiar with archives as they are with the libraries and museums they visit more 
regularly is unrealistic; however, it is not unreasonable for students to acquire a basic 
understanding about where and how historical documents are preserved. The new 
outreach method presented in this article will create a stronger impression of archives 
in students by allowing them to experience archival work firsthand.
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PUBLIC OR PRIVATE? RECONSIDERING 
OWNERSHIP AND VALUE OF STATE 

LEGISLATORS’ PAPERS 

BY BRIAN KEOUGH AND ELIZABETH A. NOVARA 

ABSTRACT: Unlike congressional and presidential papers collections, which have a 
rich archival literature in support of their acquisition and management, archivists and 
researchers frequently overlook and undervalue state legislators’ papers. One reason for 
undervaluing state legislators’ papers is the lack of legal guidelines in most states for 
ownership of these political papers. This article presents the results of a broad survey 
of state laws and collecting policies within state archives regarding the collecting of 
state legislators’ papers. Overall, archivists, lawmakers, and the general public need 
to become more aware of the value of state legislators’ papers, pass laws that protect 
and define ownership of state legislators’ papers, and advocate for greater collabora-
tion between state archival programs and other archival repositories to ensure their 
preservation.

Introduction

In 2007, political opponents of US presidential candidate Barack Obama criticized 
his decision to refuse the release of his state legislator records relating to the eight 
years he served in the Illinois State Senate. He replied to this criticism declaring that 
“I was in the state senate for eight years and I had one staff person . . . [we] don’t have 
archivists in the state senate . . . [we] don’t have the Barack Obama state senate library 
available . . . so we had a bunch of file cabinets.”1 Critics also failed to note that, by 
custom, Illinois state legislators own their political papers and are not bound by law 
to turn them over to the Illinois State Archives or any other archival institution. While 
a few states legally designate state legislators’ papers as public records and require 
them to be deposited in a state archival program, the majority of states have no stat-
utes defining ownership or custody. Instead, custom and tradition prevail in defining 
ownership of these papers for the majority of states. The variability of practices within 
the states in regard to the archiving of state legislators’ papers leads to misconceptions 
about the value of these records and great uncertainty over the allocation of resources 
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to support their preservation in perpetuity. One negative consequence of the confusion 
surrounding this issue is the real possibility that little documentation remains about 
the early political career of the 44th president of the United States.

Using the results of a broad survey of pertinent state laws and collecting policies 
within state archives, this article examines and provides a more extensive perspective 
on the relationship between ownership and value of state legislators’ papers, and argues 
that the absence of a legal definition of ownership contributes to a lack of understand-
ing of their value. In most states, legislators’ papers are neglected and undervalued 
because of misconceptions about the research value and size of these collections. It is 
frequently the legislative branch that exemplifies democratic representation within the 
states. Legislators often serve as a bridge between the government and constituents, 
and citizens interact frequently with legislators because state legislatures pass many 
laws that affect the everyday lives of people. These interactions are unlike people’s 
experiences with the executive and judicial branches of state government. It is im-
perative to retain the records that document legislative-executive interaction, the will 
and interests of the constituency, and the increased diversity that emerged in state 
legislatures over the last 40 years.

State legislatures and individual legislators across the nation have played important 
roles in American political and social transformation of the post–World War II period. 
Twentieth-century social movements, such as the civil rights movement, the women’s 
movement, the Chicano movement, and LGBT activism, to name but a few, assisted in 
opening the doors to an elective office that was historically dominated by privileged 
white men. Over the last 50 years, the diversity of state legislative bodies has increased, 
demonstrated by the emergence of female, African American, Asian, Latino, gay, and 
lesbian elected officials who capitalized on new opportunities in local and state politics 
and sought to address the discrimination and inequality systemic in American life. 
In 1960, women and African Americans remained largely underrepresented in state 
legislatures, but by 2008, more than 1,700 women and 600 African Americans held 
state office. As further evidence of the diversity in elected offices, the two frontrun-
ners for the Democratic Party’s 2008 presidential nomination were a woman and an 
African American.2 Although women and minorities still have not attained represen-
tative equality in state legislatures, in Congress, or in American politics in general, 
their numbers grew dramatically in the second half of the twentieth century, and their 
papers provide important historical documentation of social issues.3 

As state legislatures became more diverse, they served as the battleground for issues 
concerning discrimination and social and economic equality. State legislators’ papers 
provide a lens into the new politics of diversity that emerged in the last 50 years. The 
intersections of race, ethnicity, sexual identity, and gender in state legislatures along 
with the enormous growth of state governments have not escaped the notice of histo-
rians and political scientists.4 As historians investigate how social movements—both 
liberal and conservative—affect the legislative process and political outcomes, they 
will want access to primary sources from state legislators that document the impact 
of interest groups on public policy development, thereby filling the historical gaps in 
official legislative proceedings. The time has come to adjust archival perspectives 
in accordance with a more nuanced understanding and reconceptualization of the 
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importance of state legislators’ papers in documenting the changing landscape of leg-
islative diversity, issue-oriented legislators, and the increasingly complex interactions 
between elected officials and their constituencies.   

This study of various collecting activities, laws, and policies argues for the clari-
fication of the ownership status of state legislators’ papers and for increasing public 
appreciation of the research value of these materials. Satisfying this paramount need 
would greatly benefit academic and research libraries and state archives programs 
across the country. Are every state legislator’s political papers worthy of retention? 
Of course not. Yet the example of Illinois state senator Barack Obama demonstrates 
that even the highest office in the nation can be but a short step from the statehouse. 
Still, some state legislators’ collections may not provide much information beyond 
that already found in the House and Senate proceedings or other public records and 
therefore should not be collected. The overall objective of this article is to raise aware-
ness about the importance and potential value of state legislators’ papers; encourage 
the passage of laws and the development of definitive guidelines about ownership of 
states legislators’ papers; and advocate for greater collaboration between archival 
repositories and state archival programs. 

Literature Review

The management of state legislators’ papers persists as an underdeveloped topic in 
the archival professional literature, with little direct discussion of their ownership, 
acquisition, collecting policy, appraisal, and processing. Attempts to survey the poli-
cies, laws, and day-to-day practices within each state continue to challenge and elude. 
One of the earliest efforts at surveying elected officials’ records began in 1974, when 
the US Congress created the National Study Commission on Records and Documents 
of Federal Officials in response to the controversy over the ownership of President 
Richard Nixon’s papers. The controversy spurred professional and public interest in the 
records of elected officials, and the National Study Commission examined the records 
of elected and appointed officials of all three branches of the federal government, as 
well as of state governments.5 The commission focused primarily on the records of 
the president and members of Congress, but, in one report, F. Gerald Ham discussed 
the results of a survey of state archivists. The survey covered ownership, classification 
(personal papers versus public records), and the role of law and tradition in managing 
these collections. Ham found that 11 out of 34 state archives possessed the papers of 
some state legislators, and only 5 out of 34 felt that their public records statute should 
cover the papers of state legislators. The report recommended legislation to define 
ownership, improve records management and archival practices on Capitol Hill, and 
strengthen the management of congressional committee and classified records.6 While 
Ham’s report provided a basis for a new discussion on state legislators’ papers, attention 
turned instead to establishing laws, funding, and better guidelines for the care of presi-
dential and congressional records. State legislators’ papers remained largely ignored. 

Almost a decade after Ham’s report, Paul Chestnut noted that archivists had “derived 
few conclusions and developed fewer guidelines concerning the acquisition, appraisal, 
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and processing of state legislators’ papers.”7 Chestnut laid out a framework for identify-
ing the valuable portions of a legislator’s papers and stressed the importance of vari-
ous appraisal strategies and archival administration. He argued for the value of these 
records, particularly in documenting the interaction between legislators and executive 
agencies with constituents, highlighting those in leadership positions or associated with 
issues of the time. Then as now, states differed widely in policy and practice, although 
archivists acknowledged that “certain fundamental questions applicable to conditions 
in all states can be developed and an attempt can be made to understand the legisla-
tive process and the role of individual legislators within that process.”8 Even though 
some collecting and appraisal strategies for state legislators’ papers were addressed 
at this time, many questions regarding ownership and acquisition practices persisted.

While state legislators’ papers never garnered much professional study, the manage-
ment of congressional members’ papers has improved dramatically over the past 30 
years. Since state legislators’ papers have many of the same characteristics as con-
gressional papers, the more abundant professional literature on congressional papers 
provides a blueprint for managing them. Both state legislators’ and congressional papers 
contain constituent correspondence, issue files, legislation, and campaign files, and the 
literature on congressional papers aptly demonstrates how to arrange and describe these 
types of records. Faye Phillips’s Congressional Papers Management, which provides a 
thorough overview of how to collect, appraise, and process large congressional collec-
tions, can be applied broadly to the papers of other public officials. Although based on 
congressional practices and structures, The Documentation of Congress can also guide 
archivists’ thinking about the political process and the specifics of political records 
creation, and archivists can apply those concepts to state government settings. The 
American Political Archives Reader is also an essential guide for archivists involved 
with political papers at any level of government, especially about such overarching 
concepts as public or private ownership of materials.9 

Archival advocacy groups such as the Society of American Archivists’ (SAA) 
Congressional Papers Roundtable and the Advisory Committee on the Records of 
Congress have been successful in advocating for the proper management of congres-
sional papers. In 2008, these efforts culminated in Congress passing House Resolution 
307 resolving that congressional papers are “crucial to the public’s understanding of 
the role of Congress in the making of the Nation’s laws,” and that “each Member of 
Congress should take all necessary measures to manage and preserve the Member’s 
own Congressional papers.”10 

While there are similarities between the papers of state and national legislators, archi-
vists should keep in mind that significant differences exist as well. For one, acquisition 
and accessioning processes are not consistent across states or even institutions. Absent 
standard laws or practices governing state legislators’ papers, archivists and curators 
who work outside of state archives programs will have different perspectives and, 
depending on state policies, may or may not look to their state archives for support for 
acquiring these materials. Congressional papers are more consistently collected across 
the states, are more formally recognized as valuable by archivists and researchers, and 
are covered by a joint resolution defining the importance of archiving these materials. 



	public  or private?	 25

A similar push to collect state legislators’ papers remains elusive, not least because of 
the large numbers of legislators serving in state legislatures.

In 2005, Sara Roberson Kuzak presented the most recent investigation into state 
legislators’ papers. She gathered survey information from seven states to “ascertain 
whether state archives consider legislators’ records to be historically significant, and 
if so, what is being done to promote their retention, preservation, and accessibility?”11 
Beginning with the SAA Archives and Archivists Listserv as a starting point for her 
survey, she received only six responses. Kuzak decided to include information culled 
from state archives websites to better demonstrate the wide range of collecting practices 
within the seven states. She found that state legislators’ papers are valued resources 
but that because the main “obstacle inhibiting the implementation of legislators’ re-
cords programs is the legal definition of legislators’ records,” archivists subsequently 
neglect and undervalue the records for research and educational purposes.12 Kuzak 
advocates for a greater understanding of the value of state legislators’ papers. We 
share that view, and this article provides a more comprehensive survey that gives a 
broader vision of collecting state legislators’ papers within the United States, attempts 
to assign overarching categories to types of collecting, and synthesizes findings into 
more specific recommendations. 

Survey Methodology and Results

During 2011, information gathered via e-mail from state archives staff in each state 
explained how laws, or the lack thereof, affect their acquisition of state legislators’ 
papers. E-mails were sent directly to each state archives, usually by completing a 
reference form on a state archives website or attempting to contact relevant archives 
staff from website directories. A review of state archives websites and open records 
laws for information on state legislators’ papers was also completed. Follow-up e-mails 
and occasional telephone calls clarified purposes. (See appendix 1 for a sample general 
e-mail message.) Although other archival repositories, such as academic libraries, 
also collect state legislators’ papers, these repositories were beyond the scope of this 
survey. The results provide a broad, general overview of archival collecting related 
to state legislators’ papers within the 50 states. The following discussion summarizes 
the information gathered regarding each state’s approach to the ownership and value 
of state legislators’ papers and demonstrates that the laws pertinent to ownership fall 
into four distinct categories: public record by law; private by law or policy; private 
by custom and tradition (no law); and inconclusive findings. Appendix 2 provides a 
summary graph of the overall survey findings based on these four categories of analysis. 

Public Record by Law
This category comprises states with laws that classify state legislators’ office records 

as public property, similar to the way that presidential papers have been categorized 
since the 1978 Presidential Records Act. Nine states currently designate these records 
as public and establish custody with the state archives. Typically, the state archives will 
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consider provisions to send papers to an academic repository or historical society that 
meets professional standards. Two examples of this model are Pennsylvania and Texas. 

In 1978, Pennsylvania lawmakers passed House Rule 48 that created the Pennsylvania 
House of Representatives Archives as the state agency responsible for maintaining the 
records of the House and its members. The Pennsylvania House of Representatives 
Archives collects, preserves, and provides access to representatives’ papers, commit-
tee records, public hearing transcripts, official reports, and an oral history program 
with outgoing members, emphasizing the “background research which formed and 
shaped their legislative positions and . . . the types of work, the amount of work, and 
the determination required of a good elected official to succeed, sometimes after years 
of promoting their legislation.”13 In theory, Pennsylvania is an exemplary model for 
other states interested in helping state legislators to donate their papers, particularly 
in managing both official legislative proceedings and legislators’ records. 

Texas law requires that legislators’ records “created or received and maintained” 
by their staffs be deposited with the State Library and Archives Commission because 
the records “provide uniquely valuable insight into and documentation of the role and 
development of Texas law and government.”14 The Texas State Library and Archives 
developed a comprehensive manual for legislators and their staffs that explains in 
great detail the steps involved in transferring archival legislative records, including 
considerations for information that may be confidential. Legislators also have the 
option of depositing the records in one of the Texas State Library and Archives Com-
mission’s designated Regional Historical Resource Depositories. The institution must 
have an archivist on staff and possess adequate climate-controlled storage space for 
the records.15 Baylor University’s W. R. Poage Legislative Library serves as a model 
for how to create an effective collection development policy for state legislators’ papers 
and other political papers in cooperation with a state archives program.16 

Although comprehensive in defining requirements for collecting state legislators’ 
papers, the “public record by law” model is not perfect. Predicated on good relations 
between executive and legislative branches, it can fail if legislators feel that an executive 
agency is overreaching its powers. Skepticism and disagreements between executive and 
legislative branches concerning the value of this broad archival collecting program can 
limit the acquisition or allocation of resources. In many states, state archival programs 
are challenged to enforce requirements that legislative committees and commissions 
turn over official records. Many state record laws lack enforcement provisions, leaving 
a state archives powerless to enforce the legislation. In some cases, state legislators keep 
their own records or donate them to other institutions, sometimes out of state. Some 
states or state archives simply choose not to follow their own record laws, again leaving 
official records to be disposed of without proper oversight. Despite these limitations, a 
law mandating public ownership of all legislative records, including state legislators’ 
papers, provides a strong foundation for documenting state legislatures.

Private by Law
Five states have passed laws specifying that state legislators’ papers are considered 

personal papers and are the private property of the state legislator. Although state 
archives in this category are prohibited or discouraged from collecting state legislators’ 
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papers, they may provide advice or recommendations to legislators about retaining 
their papers. This category resembles the model established for members of Congress 
with the passage of House Resolution 307 in 2008. Two examples of this model include 
California and Alaska. 

Kuzak discusses the California model, which remains one of the best examples of 
the “private by law or policy” category.17 The state’s legislature passed the California 
Legislative Open Records Act in 1975 and successfully established a distinction 
between public committee records and private state legislators’ papers. Kuzak notes 
that the California model of public ownership of committee records versus private 
ownership of state legislators’ papers was later replicated in House Resolution 307 in 
2008 for congressional committee records and members’ personal papers. She writes 
that “the California State Archives adopted and implemented two separate methods to 
process and handle legislature records, one for committees and one for legislators.”18 
The California model provides an interesting comparison to the Texas model, where 
legislators’ papers are considered public. Both states have comprehensive policy 
manuals on how to manage state legislators’ papers; and both states accession state 
legislators’ materials into the state archives, but also encourage donations of legislators’ 
papers to other archival repositories. However, California likely has the more difficult 
challenge in encouraging current and former state legislators to donate their papers 
to an archival repository, whereas Texas has the legal authority and a more complete 
records management system in place to help ensure that legislative papers are archived.  

While Alaska has not enacted a law designating state legislators’ papers as private, 
the state archives has issued official policy statements on this issue. The policy states 
that “It shall be the Policy of the Alaska State Archives under AS 40.21.030 that 
post-statehood records of ex-legislators shall not be considered to have permanent 
archival value and will not be accessioned into our holdings.” The state archives will 
consider retaining the records of current legislators, but typically only for temporary 
storage purposes while the legislator remains in office. One of the reasons given for 
not collecting state legislators’ papers is a rather extreme statement: “These records 
possess no research or study value.”19 Rather than simply designating state legislators’ 
papers as personal, Alaska designates them as completely worthless to even consider 
collecting in the state archives, leaving state legislators to do with them as they will. 

With this “private by law or policy” model, legislators maintain control over their 
papers and have the choice to donate them to the state archives or another institution. 
However, legislators also have the option of destroying their records, causing the loss 
of much historical documentation. Unless the state archives has a program to inform 
legislators of their options, or unless other archival repositories are especially proactive 
in collecting state legislators’ papers, state legislators often do not realize the value of 
their papers or recognize the possibilities for archiving them. State archives and other 
archival institutions can also ease legislators’ concerns about archiving their records 
by providing records management assistance and memoranda of understanding that 
restrict access to a collection for a reasonable time period. This model can create 
competition between institutional repositories hoping to collect legislators’ papers. 
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Private by Custom and Tradition/No Law
A majority of states have no specific legal mandate defining ownership of state 

legislators’ papers. By custom and tradition, when a state legislator leaves office, his 
or her papers are considered private property and, in many cases, their owners discard 
them unless repositories actively collect these materials. These 26 states lack any 
statutory legislation or legal precedent defining ownership. They are public records 
when a legislator is in office and become private papers when a legislator leaves office. 
In this, they follow the model used for congressional papers before the passage of 
House Resolution 307 in 2008. Two states that serve as examples of this category are 
New York and Maryland. 

In New York, haphazard and inconsistent efforts at collecting state legislators’ 
papers are the norm. New York has no specific law or resolution specifying ownership 
of legislators’ and governors’ papers, allowing broad leeway for state politicians to 
do what they please. Syracuse University made the first real effort in New York to 
collect state legislators’ papers in 1963, when the university began collecting from 
prominent New York statesmen and political leaders, including members of Congress 
and state legislators. This project continued for roughly 10 years and resulted in the 
acquisition of approximately 50 collections from elected officials. The project ended 
in the early 1970s due mainly to funding cuts and changes in Syracuse’s collecting 
policies. Unfortunately, most of these collections were relegated to a warehouse and 
never processed or given bibliographic records. In 2006, after negotiations between 
the University at Albany, the State University of New York, and Syracuse University, 
the collections were transferred to Albany, which accessioned more than 2,000 cubic 
feet of congressional and state legislators’ papers. 

The Maryland State Archives also provides an interesting perspective on this model. 
While no law specifically designates the status of state legislators’ papers as private 
records, they are assumed to be so. However, per the Annotated Code of Maryland, 
the archives “shall collect public and private records and other information that relate 
to the history of the province and State of Maryland from the earliest times, including 
church records and newspapers; . . . may edit and publish these records; and . . . shall 
encourage research into the history of the State.”20 The Maryland State Archives, then, 
may collect state legislators’ papers as private records, but more often leaves this task 
to other archival repositories. In addition, the state archives has a “policy of nonover-
lapping collecting in cooperation with other repositories,” a policy that includes the 
papers of individuals who have served as public officials in the state government.21

With this “private by custom” model, legislators again have the freedom to do what 
they will with their political papers, and many of the same issues arise as in the “pri-
vate by law” category. However, the absence of a law defining ownership increases 
the lack of awareness regarding state legislators’ papers and makes archiving these 
materials even more challenging.

Inconclusive
The category “inconclusive” includes states that did not respond to the survey, 

did not have any or enough information on their state archives website about state 
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legislators’ papers, or did not provide enough information in response to questions. 
Ten states fell into this category. Further investigation is needed to define practices 
within these particular states. 

Conclusions and Recommendations

Public policy related to the papers of state legislators remains in flux. Although 
previous archival work with congressional and presidential papers sets the standard 
high for documenting elected officials, most other public officials’ personal papers 
will not see such extensive documentation. The work to improve the management 
of congressional papers has garnered attention, and large strides have been made in 
the last decade. The Association of Centers for the Study of Congress, established in 
2004 to collect congressional papers and support the study of Congress, has increased 
membership and raised awareness about their members’ services and collections. House 
and Senate archivists have improved programming to educate members and their staffs 
about appropriate archiving of a member’s papers.22 Congressional archivists have been 
directed to develop public policies and to look toward the model of the presidential 
library system to better document congressional papers.23 At the state level, public 
officials in state legislatures often do not have the same resources as presidents and 
members of Congress do to assist them in preserving and making decisions about their 
records. Limitations on available records storage space and other fiscal constraints may 
influence legislative decisions even more deeply than at the federal level.  

Clarifying ownership is a pivotal issue in working with state legislators’ papers, and 
the debate over the public or private nature of public officials’ records is a complex 
one.24 One of the main points of confusion is the definition of “personal papers” within 
the archival profession. Typically, personal papers are defined as “documents created, 
acquired, or received by an individual in the course of his or her affairs and preserved 
in their original order (if such order exists)” and also “nonofficial documents kept by 
an individual at a place of work.”25 However, politicians, unlike other professions, 
by definition are elected to represent the public, making the records they create of 
interest to the public. Political papers may thus be regarded as either personal papers 
or public records. 

Many archivists have arrived at a clear distinction of what types of materials constitute 
personal papers versus public records, at least for congressional collections. Private 
political papers include personal records of the member (personal mail, biographical 
information, party and caucus business), campaign literature, legislative staff records, 
constituent records, casework, publicity materials, subject files, speeches, and position 
papers, not to mention websites, e-mails, and other electronic records. Public records 
within congressional papers are defined mainly as committee records and the various 
types of official business in which committee members participate.26 Other types of 
public records include bills and resolutions passed and the proceedings of the House 
and Senate. While these designations and definitions assist archivists in determining 
a more secure line of ownership, Frank G. Burke notes that “the line between official 
records and personal papers is sometimes very thin, and open to interpretation. It is 
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in these ‘personal papers’ of former officials and staff at various government levels 
that one finds ‘official’ but ‘nonrecord’ materials, or retained carbons or photocopies 
of ‘records’ created in the performance of official duties.”27 Papers of politicians at all 
levels of government, then, remain difficult to define as purely public or private due 
to the very complex nature of the materials that they contain. 

The results of this survey demonstrate the various ways that individual states 
deal with state legislators’ papers and highlight the need for more effective public 
policy that defines ownership. Each state has its own unique way of determining 
ownership and value of state legislators’ papers. The ownership and value are key 
issues in determining actions to be taken by public officials, state records managers, 
archivists, and manuscript curators. First, ownership should be formally determined by 
legislation of a general assembly, in line with policy determined by the state archives. 
House Resolution 307 provides a solid example of how congressional papers are 
legally regarded as the property of individual members. On the other hand, the state 
of Texas classifies state legislators’ papers as official records that must be archived 
at an approved repository. Baylor University’s W. R. Poage Legislative Library, an 
example of one such repository, has an extensive collecting policy outlining how the 
institution documents both congressional and state legislative collections. However, 
the collecting policy does note that only one legislator’s collection contains personal 
papers documenting that legislator’s life as an individual and that this is an area where 
the library needs to place additional effort.28 This acknowledgment demonstrates the 
continued difficulty involved in classifying the various types of documents within the 
papers of public officials.

In addition to defining ownership, formal state laws and policies firmly establish how 
each state assesses the value of state legislators’ papers and increases general awareness 
about their usefulness. While states such as Alaska have determined that legislators’ 
papers have no value, others such as Texas have had the completely opposite response. 
By at least determining value (either no value or significant value), these states have 
made substantial strides compared with others. Nevertheless, rather than ignore their 
value or classify these papers as “worthless,” more states need to critically address 
the issue of the value of state legislators’ papers and take official steps to pass laws 
that protect such papers. 

For state governments to appreciate the value of these archival materials, archivists 
and curators at state archives and other collecting institutions must acknowledge the 
potential evidential and informational value of these papers and make lawmakers aware 
of these issues. Too often archivists “share a generally low regard for the research and 
educational value of legislators’ records.”29 This is often due to a lack of experience 
with these types of records and because the quality and organization of the papers 
can be so varied.30 These complications stem not only from a lack of knowledge on 
the part of the archivist, but also on the part of the legislator about how to create, 
maintain, and organize records to be a body of materials worth saving in perpetuity. 
Educational materials and programs for legislators, like the records manuals developed 
in some states, are a critical step toward increasing the value and usefulness of these 
political papers. 

While the primary value (administrative, legal, and fiscal) of state legislators’ papers 
diminishes over time and may be duplicated in committee files or elsewhere, the 
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evidential and informational value of these records is a crucial and important resource 
to historians and other researchers. Chestnut argues that state legislators’ papers may 
be the best place to “document the demographic, geographic, and political factors 
that influence decisions concerning what topics a repository wishes to include in its 
collecting policy and who among potential donors to approach. A state’s legislature is 
quite often more broadly representative of the general populace than its delegation in 
Congress.”31 State legislators’ papers contain many forms of historical documentation 
not found in records typically archived at the state government level. One example is 
the documentation of social movements within a state. Often legislators take on the 
task of fighting for or against a social issue and collect and produce materials related 
to that issue within their papers, including correspondence with activists, subject files, 
memorabilia, and other materials. Women, African American, Latino, and LGBT 
legislators may take up causes that are personal as well as political in nature. Other 
issues related to labor, the environment, and local concerns are commonly documented 
more thoroughly in a state legislator’s papers than they are at the federal level or 
by organizational archives. Future case studies and more comprehensive surveys 
concretely defining the research value and use of legislators’ papers and other political 
papers may provide a stronger argument for the range of research possibilities within 
these collections.  

Gerald Ham’s 1976 report emphasized the need for legislation to establish ownership, 
improve records management and archival practices on Capitol Hill, and strengthen 
the management of committee and classified records. His recommendations provide 
a blueprint for State Historical Records Advisory Boards (SHRABs) across the nation 
to implement a plan of action based on the aforementioned goals. Such plans have yet 
to be put into practice in most states. A free flow of information exchange between 
private repositories, state archives, and individual state legislators is essential within 
each state. While space and fiscal constraints will likely continue to affect even the most 
well-established archival institutions, archivists, curators, and public officials should 
remain aware of the importance of documenting the entire political spectrum—not 
just the papers of presidents, federal officials, and governors, but also those of state 
legislators, local government officials, and local judges. Although the Texas model 
may be one model to strive for, it is not necessarily the best fit for all states. Without 
a formal definition of ownership and an increased awareness of value, resources for 
collecting and preserving state legislators’ papers will continue to be scarce. To solve 
this problem, individual states must better delineate the value and ownership of state 
legislators’ papers and pass laws based on more informed definitions. 
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Sample Survey E-mail

E-mails were sent directly to each state archives usually by completing a reference 
form on a state archives website and/or attempting to contact relevant archives staff. 
In addition, state archives’ websites were reviewed for information on state legisla-
tors’ papers. Follow-up e-mails were sent, and occasional telephone calls were made 
for clarification purposes. The following is an example of a typical e-mail; however, 
e-mails often explained information that was garnered from specific state archives 
websites as well and requested clarification of that information. 

Dear [name of state archives or name of specific state archives staff member]:

I am working on a scholarly article about State Legislators’ and Governors’ Papers 
and I am trying to determine how different state archives handle these materials: Do 
states consider these materials private or public records?

I was wondering if you could provide clarification for me on the following questions.

Are legislators’ papers considered private/personal property or are 
they public records in your state? (Are certain parts of their papers 
considered public record?)

Are governors’ papers considered private/personal property or public 
records in your state? 

If state legislators’ papers are considered private, are they directed to 
give their papers to other archival institutions, such as universities or 
historical societies? Does your state archives follow any law/mandate 
governing the collection of state legislators’ papers and/or governors’ 
papers or are they collected/not collected simply by tradition? Can you 
direct me to any relevant state laws?

Thank you very much for any assistance you can provide!

Sincerely,

[name of sender]
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Appendix 2: Survey Data Chart
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The Student as Subaltern: 
Reconsidering the Role of Student 
Life Material Collections at North 

American Universities
By jessica l. Wagner

Abstract: This article argues for college and university archivists to undertake 
advocacy and activism to better document student life. It discusses key shifts in 
archival and historical theory that supported an interest in collecting from a wide 
variety of people rather than just elites. Next, it describes recent archival scholarship 
on student life materials and considers the extent to which college and university 
archives are actively documenting the student experience via the collection of these 
materials. Analysis of the results of a survey of college and university archivists about 
the nature of these collections sheds further light on prevailing opinions of student life 
documentation programs. Finally, this article assesses how these factors combine to 
explain why students may not have been documented as thoroughly as other groups 
have been and what archivists can do about it.

Introduction

The archival world underwent a number of major philosophical shifts in the last 
half of the twentieth century, particularly with regard to the importance of collecting 
from all facets of society. Archivists and historians debated the role of the archivist 
and discussed whether archivists should shift priorities to focus more resources on 
collecting from groups whose subaltern status in society or underrepresentation in 
business, government, or academia means that their materials have not been collected 
extensively. While there are several prominent student life collections on university 
campuses, notably at The Ohio State University, Iowa State University, and the Uni-
versity of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, the vast majority of archivists surveyed for this 
article say that their institutions do not schedule student life materials for accession, 
and they do not have any organized collecting policy for these materials. The archivists 
surveyed, however, report that they consider these materials to have significant value, 
and most say that they are used regularly, if not heavily. Unfortunately, archives tend 
not to have enough resources to collect these materials systematically. The survey 
reveals that archivists attempt to reach out to students and student groups where pos-
sible but largely depend on serendipity for locating these items. 
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Results from the survey suggest that without a structured program in place to col-
lect student life materials, this entire group, with its unique experience and point of 
view, may be omitted from the historical record. In addition, student life materials 
provide a unique window into the cultural expression of a group and an era, including 
documentation of taste, style, trends, politics, and attitudes about society that may not 
be as easily and honestly documented elsewhere. This is one way student life materi-
als can prove invaluable to researchers. In addition to the survey of current archival 
professionals, this article analyzes historical trends to make a case for why archivists 
should advocate for the resources to correct this imbalance. By neglecting the student 
body, university archives are excluding a key group from the documentary record.

Literature Review

In a 1976 article, Nicholas C. Burckel applied the idea of actively “broadening the 
collecting focus” to acquire materials previously neglected by university archives. Ac-
cording to Burckel, archivists in universities have long been in charge of “collecting, 
processing, and preserving non-current institutional records of permanent historical, 
legal or administrative value,” but “the question of how broadly that role should be 
interpreted and implemented” had not yet been fully explored.1 Burckel argued that 
after the establishment of a basic archival program at a university, the archivist might 
consider “more diverse collecting activities,” aiming “toward a greater commitment to 
serving all segments of the academic community.”2 He then described several directions 
an archivist might take to accomplish this goal, including the collection of student life 
materials. According to Burckel, “[t]he raison d’etre of higher education is teaching 
and the viability of most colleges rests on enrollment, yet archivists have done little 
to document the quality and type of students who pass through their institutions.”3 He 
listed several reasons for this: “The student population . . . experiences the most rapid 
change of any element in the university; students are not directly accountable to the 
board of regents, trustees, or the state legislature, and they pay for services that are 
not readily quantifiable.”4 He suggested several familiar techniques for documenting 
student life: focusing on posters, pamphlets, and paper ephemera, and recording oral 
histories of students, for example. Student life materials, along with other nontradi-
tional university records, “help to document more fully the role of higher education 
in society” and will be “used by social scientists of the future.”5 Interestingly, Burckel 
took a cautious tone at the end of his article, arguing that archivists should experiment 
with these new techniques, but not let them get in the way of their regular job duties. 
According to Burckel, while archivists may confront “the difficulty of appraisal, the 
problem of establishing priorities, and the need to provide certain functions,” their 
success in improving student life collections will depend on “the ability of the archi-
vist to develop proposals that do not undermine his basic archival function but rather 
expand and elaborate it.”6

At the time Burckel was writing this article, many other archivists and historians 
were advocating for broadening collection policies. Several prominent historians of the 
period, among them Howard Zinn, spoke out about collecting materials that document 



	the  student as subaltern	 39

people from all walks of life to create a more complete historical record. According to 
historian Peter Novick, Zinn maintained that since history had traditionally focused on 
the powerful members of society, focusing on the powerless was no less distorting and 
might in fact restore some balance to historical scholarship.7 In his widely cited 1977 
article, “Secrecy, Archives, and the Public Interest,” Zinn argued that to combat the 
biases of American society that seek to maintain the power of the powerful, archivists 
“engage in a campaign to open all government documents to the public” and that they 
“take the trouble to compile a whole new world of documentary material, about the 
lives, desires, needs, of ordinary people.”8

In 1974, F. Gerald Ham delivered his path-breaking address, “The Archival Edge,” 
which was published subsequently in the American Archivist in 1975. Ham began by 
stating firmly that it is the job of archivists to “select” information, not simply to be 
custodians of documentation passed by records creators, as was a traditional perspec-
tive. He stated his interest in creating a “representative record of human experience,” 
which not only rejects the notion of the archivist’s responsibility only to the records 
creator for which he or she works, but also emphasizes the archivist’s role in document-
ing the daily lives of people in all walks of life, not simply the business transactions 
of the powerful. Most importantly, noted Ham, “the archivist must realize that he can 
no longer abdicate his role in this demanding intellectual process of documenting 
culture.”9 A number of other archivists in the ensuing decades added to the literature 
about collecting from a broad variety of groups and why it is important to do so.10

In 1992, Helen Willa Samuels published Varsity Letters, a functional analysis of 
colleges and universities, which revolutionized how archivists consider documenting 
these institutions. Samuels argued that student life materials should be considered 
essential to the collecting mission of a university archives. In the chapter “Foster 
Socialization,” she focused on these materials and noted the kind of organizations on 
campus that might provide documentation of student life activities. However, she was 
primarily concerned with illustrating collecting goals, not prescribing details about 
how to implement a collecting strategy. She touched on the mechanics of collecting, 
but did not explore the issue in detail. 

More recently, the majority of articles written on college and university archives 
focus on encouraging students to use the archives, or on working with faculty to in-
corporate primary source materials from archives into the curriculum. Articles also 
cover student records (e.g., transcripts, letters of recommendation, and admissions 
materials) as opposed to student life materials. While student records might be sched-
uled in a university’s records management program, student life materials generally 
are not. A survey undertaken by Tamar Chute and Ellen Swain in 2004 made a clear 
distinction between student records and student life materials. While their survey 
focused on the way archives collect student records, Chute and Swain did indicate 
that several respondents preferred to collect student life materials, such as brochures, 
flyers, and other published ephemera, in part to circumvent privacy regulations like 
FERPA while still documenting the student experience. When they asked respondents 
whether they thought student records in general were worth collecting, 75 percent said 
they were. Chute and Swain reported that one respondent explained, “The main reason 
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for a university to exist is to serve its students—by not documenting their experience, 
it calls into question the totality of the historical record of an academic institution.”11

In the professional literature, interest is increasing in the subject of collecting student 
life materials. At The Ohio State University, Tamar Chute has discussed her work to 
reach out to student organizations. In a presentation at the Midwest Archives Confer-
ence in 2000, Chute outlined an attempt to establish a student advisory council to get 
recommendations on how to publicize the archives and increase collecting from student 
groups. Because she was not a student, her intention was to gain the students’ perspec-
tives, and she learned that the archives needed to spend more time explaining and 
advertising why it is relevant to students.12 Michele Christian at Iowa State University, 
another key scholar of student life documentation, undertook an oral history project to 
record life events of students. She argued that since traditional techniques for records 
transfer prove impractical for student life materials (due, for example, to high turnover 
of student membership in organizations), these oral histories can fill in the gaps.13

A recent article by Sarah Buchanan and Katie Richardson discussed the UCLA Bruin 
Archives Project, which used local graduate students enrolled in archival education 
programs to work with the archives to survey campus student groups, develop a col-
lecting program, and process student group collections.14 Another article, by this author 
and Debbi Smith, surveyed students about their knowledge of university archives and 
their willingness to donate their student life materials.15

In an important 1994 article, John Straw discussed his goals and methods for docu-
menting the “total student experience” at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, 
including the development of its Student Life Center. Christopher Prom and Ellen Swain, 
also at the Student Life Center, have written extensively on this subject. In her 2004 
article, “Connecting Students of the Present, Past, and Future: An Activist Approach 
to the Collection and Use of Student Documents in the University Archives,” Swain 
outlined a number of key trends in historical research that encouraged the development 
of student life collections, particularly the shift toward social history and documenting 
the subaltern.16 She also cites two master’s theses from the mid-1990s that surveyed 
university archivists about their attitudes on student life materials; the results of both 
surveys are similar to the survey results discussed herein.17 She also described the 
many and varied outreach programs established at the University of Illinois. In another 
article, Swain discussed an advisory committee created to help members of student 
groups coordinate with the archives, to suggest ways to improve organizations’ record 
keeping, and to develop procedures for transferring student group records to the ar-
chives.18 And Prom and Swain, in yet another article, appraised student organization 
websites for their documentary value and discussed ways archivists might capture 
them for their archival collections.19

According to John Thelin, documenting student life on campus is essential to develop-
ing a campus narrative, which contributes to the long-term viability of the university. 
He refers to a 1972 study that found that “nondescript colleges and universities who 
neither internalized nor projected to alumni or to the outside world any discernible 
sense of their special heritage or mission” were the same “colleges and universities 
that lagged in endowments and fund-raising.”20 Thelin also discussed the scholarship 
of Allan Nevins, who argued that going to college has increasingly become a rite of 
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passage and cultural touchstone that should be documented, especially in light of the 
wide variety of subcultures that flourish in a college environment.21

Several other scholars agreed with Thelin’s argument that collecting student life 
materials can be a boon to a university’s public relations, particularly with alumni. 
Elizabeth Konzak and Dwain P. Teague pointed out that “[b]uilding strong relationships 
with alumni is vital for the success of both the archives and development office. The 
sense of university pride an alum feels when they provide materials to the archives is 
a powerful emotion. They know that, due to their contribution of materials, the history 
of their university is being preserved forever.”22 Sandra Roff, in her study of a program 
documenting student life at Baruch College in New York, agreed that “alumni as well 
as the academic community crave a strong connection to the history of the institu-
tion, and providing access to these historical materials can serve as a public relations 
tool.”23 She added that archival materials and ephemera illustrating student life can 
provide unique perspectives on events in the college’s history—perspectives that more 
official accounts may not cover. This adds to the unique value of this documentation 
and supports the idea that these materials should be collected.

It is evident that archivists writing about student life materials are convinced that 
these items are essential to university archival collections. They help provide a narrative 
of the school’s history. They are excellent for public relations, especially for alumni and 
fund-raising. And, perhaps most important, they provide information on the birth of 
social movements, popular culture, and society, and can provide ample resources for 
scholars in these areas. However, it is equally clear in the literature—even as early as 
Burckel’s work—that the same major hurdles to a collecting program continue to be 
noted: the turnover in student populations, capturing and maintaining student interest, 
and limited funding and staff time. 

Survey and Analysis

While numerous studies exist on establishing student life documentation programs, 
the attitudes of a broad cross-section of university and college archivists on this subject 
have not been studied as extensively. To examine this topic, a brief survey was conducted 
using SurveyMonkey to see if archivists other than those writing on the subject agree 
that student life materials are important to collect and to see if they followed through 
on that opinion by organizing a documentation program. The survey was distributed 
online, primarily using listservs associated with the Society of American Archivists 
and its sections and roundtables. A total of 110 responses were received during the 
month of November 2012 (see questionnaire in Appendix 1).

First, respondents were asked about the size and makeup of their institutions to ef-
fectively compare the collections and resources available. Nearly 83 percent reported 
working at a four-year university, with others reporting that they work at a four-year 
college. Fewer than 2 percent of respondents said they work at a two-year institution. 
Those surveyed were also asked about the size of the student population at their institu-
tions; responses were fairly evenly split between small, medium, and large institutions, 
though 42 percent listed a student population of fewer than 5,000.
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When asked about the number of staff members employed at each institution, a 
plurality of respondents (31 percent) said they work at a place with fewer than two (full 
or part-time) archivists, not including student or volunteer help. Another 28 percent 
said that two to three archivists are employed in their department, and 20 percent 
noted three to four employees. Therefore, the vast majority of respondents, 79 percent, 
have four or fewer trained staff members (see Figure 1). Many respondents stated that 
limited staffing is a key reason archivists collect fewer student life materials than they 
would like. However, when asked, fully 100 percent of respondents reported that they 
collect student life materials, which the survey defined as “campus publications, play 
programs, athletics materials, Greek life materials, student organization records, etc.” 

The survey asked specifically whether institutions had an official collecting policy or 
program for student life materials, and 72 percent of respondents reported that they do 
not. An open-ended follow-up question asked respondents to write in their methods of 
acquisition, listing as many as they liked. Four answers were provided most frequently: 
51 percent mentioned liaising with student groups as a key way of acquiring student life 
materials; 20 percent said that they rely on random donation of materials; and 12 percent 
listed outreach or solicitation by archival staff. Only 9 percent stated they regularly 
schedule deposits of student life materials through a records management program, or 
mentioned having a retention policy that includes student life materials (see Figure 2). 

After asking about the nature of their institutions and current collections, the survey 
asked whether the archivists felt they were collecting too much, too little, or about the 
right amount of student life material. Eighty-three percent of respondents declared they 
would like to collect more student life materials. They cited a number of difficulties 
in building these types of collections. One major concern was the ad hoc nature of 
collecting these materials and the large gaps in the documentation within each collec-
tion. Since most respondents do not schedule student life materials for accessioning, 
they are received irregularly and unevenly; 28 percent of respondents listed this as a 
concern. The same percentage mentioned the related issue that some events, groups, 
or time periods are documented in great detail, while others are not documented at all. 
Several respondents (7 percent) also reported that it can be hard to maintain contact 
with student groups, particularly in light of frequent changes in leadership. Some were 
concerned about having limited staff time to collect student life materials (11 percent), 
as well as no infrastructure to collect them online, where these materials frequently 
can be found (12 percent) (see Figure 3).

When respondents were asked who uses their student life collections and how 
frequently, 50 percent indicated that students use the materials for research, another 
9 percent mentioned classes using the materials as part of their coursework, and 31 
percent cited administrative departments such as alumni relations or marketing and 
outreach. Another notable user group mentioned was alumni; 26 percent included 
alumni in their list of users (see Figure 4).

Use of these materials ranged from “very infrequently” to “6–10 times per week.” 
When the responses were tallied, 39 percent indicated the materials are used once per 
month or less; 40 percent indicated they are used weekly or frequently (wherever pos-
sible, responses of “frequently” were interpreted using the context of the response). 
Responses to this question ranged widely, however.
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It is clear, then, that the archivists responding to this survey believe in the impor-
tance of student life collections. The respondents would like to collect more of these 
materials, but several key hurdles prevent them from doing so. First, they lack resources 
in terms of staffing, time, and budget. Second, usually no collecting policy mandate 
or records schedule requirement for collecting these materials exists, so there may 
be no clear, established institutional backing or resource support for such a project. 
Third, student life materials are hard to collect: it can be difficult to maintain contact 
with student groups as student leadership changes frequently and students tend to be 
unaware of the archives and its collecting mission.24 Given that the vast majority of 
the institutions surveyed had four or fewer staff members, limited resources, and no 
policy mandate for collecting student life materials, it is not surprising that collecting 
these materials tends to be a low priority. 

Student materials fall outside the traditional records management scheduling struc-
ture of universities, which means these materials are not regularly or consistently ac-
cessioned. Student life materials are difficult to collect due to the nature of the groups 
and their members, and these organizations may not have a tradition of keeping records 
(or keeping them for any length of time). At many colleges and universities, collecting 
these materials has traditionally been perceived as “above and beyond” the mandate 
of a university archives: an added bonus, but not the primary mission. The archivists 
surveyed seemed to want to change that. They feel strongly that student life materials 
are important and should be collected, so it seems clear that archivists should take 
steps to achieve this goal.

Conclusion

Student life materials document the unique character of a university and how that 
character changes over time. Such collections can help brand a university and aid with 
outreach to alumni and with fund-raising. They help document aspects of a university’s 
culture that other sorts of records do not and thus should be considered a key part of 
the collecting policy of any academic institution.

In addition to documenting the university’s culture, though, these records tell us 
about the students themselves. Students are the largest and clearly one of the most im-
portant groups within the university. Further, they are a discrete group whose interests 
may differ from those of the rest of the university and from other groups to which 
students might belong or identify with outside of the university. In addition, ways to 
document the lives and interactions of young people in an organized way are limited, 
aside from student life materials created at colleges and universities (although these 
materials document only a certain subgroup of young people). Given the relationship 
between higher education and the development and gestation of political and social 
movements, collecting records of college students and groups is essential to learning 
about these issues. These materials are key to understanding the historical development 
of a particular set of people in a particular time and place. These primary sources are 
building blocks of good and original research.

Until recently, archivists were tied to documenting the day-to-day business of higher 
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education via the traditional means of scheduling and accessioning records from 
campus offices and departments. Given the push to try to document a wider swath of 
society, though, it is important that they now figure out ways to document the lives of 
students in a more organized, consistent way. But, as the results of this survey show, 
major problems exist in implementing a student life documentation program: a lack 
of institutionalized support, no official mandate to collect these materials, and there-
fore no resources to support their collection. The archivists who have written most 
extensively about documenting student life have experimented within the context of 
large universities such as Ohio State, University of Illinois, UCLA, and Iowa State. 
At institutions of this size, more students and archivists may be available to work on 
initiatives like this; for example, the project at UCLA used archival education graduate 
students to process student life collections.25 Many institutions with small shops would 
likely not have resources for such a project unless they specifically asked for them.  

Therefore, the next steps should be to advocate for adding these materials to collect-
ing policies and records schedules, and for finding resources to put toward the extra 
work required to consistently and systematically collect from student groups. Clearly, 
though, this support will not be forthcoming unless archivists ask for it and make a 
strong case for why it is essential, especially in financially tough times. If archivists 
can make the argument to administrators that student life materials are essential and 
that ignoring them would significantly weaken the historical record, fund-raising ca-
pabilities, and public profile of the college or university, perhaps archives of all sizes 
can begin taking the necessary steps to document student life on campus. 
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Figure 1: Archives Staff (excludes students and volunteers)
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Figure 2: Acquisition of Materials
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Figure 3: Difficulties Building Student Life Collections
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Figure 4: Users of Student Life Collections
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Academic Archives: Managing the Next Generation of College and University Archives, 
Records, and Special Collections. By Aaron D. Purcell. New York: Neal-Schuman 
Publishers, 2012. 336 pp. Index. Softcover. $95.00.

For academic archivists who desire to maintain currency in our profession, the 
question is no longer “if” but “when” we will heed the call for change and make the 
fundamental improvements required to best serve the needs of our collections and the 
needs of our constituents.  

Our campus libraries compete with cutting-edge medical research, grant-rich sci-
entific advancement, and state-of-the-art facilities—dorms, learning commons, labs, 
recreation centers, and sports programs. However, archives and special collections are 
often underutilized and inadequately supported assets within our campus communi-
ties. In this age of product branding and budget cuts, merging archives with special 
collection units shows convincing results that integrating primary source materials 
increases the potential of sustainability. Since the research experience is still important 
for our students and faculty members, academic archivists must keep current with the 
demands of both the education and consumer markets.   

In Academic Archives: Managing the Next Generation of College and University 
Archives, Records, and Special Collections, Aaron D. Purcell has done his due dili-
gence to address the subfield of academic archives, expounding on components now 
compulsory for an archives program. While at first glance this appears overwhelm-
ing, Purcell issues a consistent reminder: keep it realistic and achievable. With good 
leadership, planning, and proper assessment, the recommendations in this book are 
scalable and within reach of any archives.

Several themes reoccur: What do we have to offer? Who wants it? How can we provide 
it? What tools will we use? Academic libraries and information agencies have shifted 
away from the notion of repository and are now aiming more toward online resources 
and services, or as otherwise put, creating connectivity to collections. Herein lies the 
paradigm shift: “which will focus even more on the needs of researchers, less on the 
needs of archivists” (p. 283). Purcell suggests that responding to this difference entails 
enlisting an entrepreneurial spirit and redefining success as measured by outcomes of 
research, not reading room or collections use (p. 283). 

At the heart of this is the expanded role of archivists and a highly diversified set 
of responsibilities. Purcell stresses the equal value and importance of developing the 
necessary skill sets in tandem with fostering relationships that permit us to leverage the 
rich resources we have available within our institutions. No longer can professionals (of 
any ilk) rest on degrees, laurels, or even experience and expect to achieve recognition 
and success. Archivists must be compelled to constantly build knowledge and capabili-
ties in the areas of special collections and academic and and digital librarianship, and 
to develop a solid understanding of records management as it stands today, including 
both its physical and digital counterparts (p. 291). 

Purcell stresses the importance of creating an archives infrastructure anchored by 
planning and documenting both our administrative decisions and processes, in addi-
tion to establishing sound policies and procedures, which consistently govern daily 
operations. Furthermore, we must remain persistent and vigilant in promoting the 
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importance and relevance of our collections, garnishing support from our academic 
units, our fiscal representatives, and our patrons. Without their reciprocal advocacy, 
archives tend to remain in jeopardy when budget crises occur. We must work harder 
to be recognized as a core resource instead of an ancillary one. 

This is not to say we have been doing otherwise. Technology has revolutionized most 
everything, our professional lives notwithstanding. As in most fields, archivists were 
first reactive, then adaptive. Now we are making great strides in becoming proactive. 
Purcell emphasizes that academic archives is a specialty subfield, which is why our 
solutions must come from within. We face a real challenge: the uniqueness of archival 
materials means they are best accessed in their original forms or formats. However, we 
must be realistic and strategically invest in the technologies and ideologies that enable 
us to foster appreciation, use, and proper care of both physical and digital materials, 
including their discoverability (p. 284). 

While Purcell does not introduce anything new, he does a stellar job in providing a 
detailed synopsis of trends and tactics gleaned from the past decade of literature, best 
practices, and cross-discipline advancements, accented with noteworthy recognition of 
the underlying premises that a broader spectrum of archival history and scholarly work 
support. Purcell’s style is not overly technical but it is comprehensive. For those of us 
already moving forward, it is an excellent reference to help us gauge the efficacy of 
our archives programs and to identify gaps that need to be reconciled. For those new to 
archives, it is essential reading that represents the progressive directives now recognized 
within the archives profession. No single book is going to answer all our questions or 
resolve our issues, but this one is informative enough to steer us toward asking the right 
questions and harnessing the necessary expertise already on our campuses. 

Purcell divides the text into three sections. Each chapter is well researched, serving 
as a review of theory and practice within the context of academic archives and reintro-
ducing or expanding on contemporary thought. Part 1 is dedicated to how archivists 
establish currency in the field through (perpetual) education and training, a review 
of trends and technology, and the relationship archives have with special collections. 
In part 2, Purcell concentrates on the operations and practical aspects of archival 
program management using a “prescriptive” approach (p. xv). Strategic planning rep-
resents the basis by which an effective archives program should be constructed and 
maintained. Overall, archivists genuinely must reconsider integrating more fully with 
the academic library culture, adopting a common culture, boosting online access, and 
utilizing tactics such as off-site storage. Purcell purports many archives programs are 
derived from a records management effort, and he covers this companion specialty in 
reasonable depth. If a records management program does not exist, he maps out how 
to institute an effective system built on cooperative campus relationships. A series 
of guidelines follows. Purcell imparts the importance of a collections development 
policy. He stresses the benefits derived from following best practices in processing and 
description. He addresses space considerations for storage, including environmental 
monitoring, security, ease of retrieval, and emergency preparedness. He also explores 
many options to bolster meaningful research experiences and create engaging promo-
tion and outreach services.  
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Purcell is realistic about the impact digital resources have had on the profession. He 
acknowledges that the first wave of most digital materials usually comprises formal 
records, but archives must be ready to incorporate a greater expanse of unofficial mate-
rials containing social, cultural, and interdisciplinary research (p. 302), assuming they 
fit within the collection development policy. Unsurprisingly, these materials tend to be 
less organized and present new and complex challenges in arranging, describing, and 
serving these collections despite the fact that archives can now “provide researchers 
with unprecedented access to, searching options for, and contextualization of archi-
val materials” (p. 284). As archivists face an exponential content burden spurred by 
electronic records, we must adopt new attitudes to prevent a repeat of backlogs and 
hidden collections, which ultimately result in withholding materials from research. 
Additionally, as our collections grow, we also must find a balance in managing our 
physical and electronic spaces, which has never been easy. 

The final section summons academic archivists to reassess not only the future of 
our collections but also our contributions to the profession. Purcell asks us to look 20 
years ahead. In fact, delving first into part 3 could be useful in formulating a future-
focused perspective that might enrich the reading of the preceding parts. Academic 
archives are both responding to and driving innovations and advancements in electronic 
information retrieval. It is up to archivists to set the standards, design the systems, and 
invest in the sustainability of access to the collections.

Furthermore, our campus involvement with academic divisions should be on par with 
that of academic librarians, and we need to develop even deeper ties with scholarly 
works. We also must extend our advocacy beyond our own collections to promote our 
profession on local, state, and federal levels. 

Purcell both models and demonstrates what he asks of his fellow archivists. It is 
readily apparent that what he presents in this text is born from careful study of the 
literature, experience gained from practical application, and professional contribution. 
This work would be of value to archivists, special collections managers, curators, 
directors, academic library leadership, and advisory boards. For academic librarians 
who straddle both fields, Purcell provides good comparisons and correlations with 
the library world. While individual chapters stand on their own and offer fine detail 
for area specialists, it would be a shame to read only select sections when an archives 
program truly is the sum of its parts. 

As an emerging archivist and special collections professional, I subscribe to the views 
Purcell promotes here. I find it encouraging that individual archivists, the archives 
community, and publishers remain active in continuing to enhance the literature, even 
when standards and practice mature so rapidly that the decisions we made yesterday 
already seem antiquated. I applaud the effort and look forward to more fully incorpo-
rating Purcell’s enthusiasm and suggestions in my own work.

Nicole Blechynden
Assessment and Processing Coordinator

Preservation–Department of Archives and Special Collections
University of Colorado Boulder Libraries
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Serving LGBTIQ Library and Archives Users: Essays on Outreach, Service, Collec-
tions and Access. Edited by Ellen Greenblatt. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2011. 356 pp. 
Glossary, notes, bibliographies, index. $55.00.

To make information accessible to all our users and colleagues in a safe and welcom-
ing space, information professionals must become well versed in and comfortable with 
the themes, subjects, and terms associated with the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
intersex, queer, and questioning (LGBTIQ) community. Ellen Greenblatt’s ground-
breaking collection of essays, Serving LGBTIQ Library and Archives Users: Essays on 
Outreach, Service, Collections and Access, is an invaluable text to all readers interested 
in improving and broadening the scope of services in their institutions and fostering a 
more inclusive and encouraging environment. This guide is a necessary and essential 
resource for a wide range of institutions and professionals that will introduce readers to 
the topics in a clear, informative, and entertaining manner.

Ellen Greenblatt has returned as editor for Serving LGBTIQ Library and Archives Users, 
the successor to the definitive collection Gay and Lesbian Library Service (edited with Cal 
Gough), which was published in 1990 by McFarland. Greenblatt is the associate director 
for scholarly communication and digital initiatives at Auraria Library at the University of 
Colorado in Denver. Her list of publications and professional activities demonstrates her 
role as a leading voice in LGBTIQ librarianship and advocacy for more than a quarter of 
a century. She also teaches LGBTIQ Resources and Issues, a course at the San José State 
University School of Library and Information Science. Her background sets the tone for 
the collection, which strikes a fine balance between academic research and personal es-
says. The authors of the essays represent the diverse voices and communities interested 
in and affected by these issues. They are public, academic, and school librarians, as well 
as archivists, professors of library and information science, publishers, donors, and users 
from around the globe. The diversity of the authors represents the inclusive nature of the 
collection as a whole and is one of its greatest strengths.

The new collection stands in its own right as a groundbreaking handbook. Much has 
changed since the publication of the original volume, and Greenblatt shifts the focus of 
this collection onto the increased heterogeneity of the LGBTIQ community and new 
technology, particularly the Internet and Web 2.0, in libraries and archives. The collec-
tion is structured into seven primary sections: “New Communities and Connections”; 
“Libraries: Contexts and Venues”; “Archives: Contexts and Venues”; “Collection Develop-
ment”; “Bibliographic Access”; “Censorship of LGBTIQ Resources”; and “Professional 
Concerns: Workplace Issues, Library Education, Organizations, and Networking.” The 
author gives particular attention to topics such as library services provided to LGBTIQ 
youth; collection assessment and the process of gauging user satisfaction; the classification 
of LGBTIQ resources and bibliographic access; attempts to restrict access to LGBTIQ 
resources through challenges, censorship, and Internet filtering; and the workplace and 
professional concerns of LGBTIQ information professionals. Beyond covering service 
to LGBTIQ users, the articles in each section are accompanied by shorter profiles, which 
are more personal and anecdotal essays on experiences, technologies, and resources by 
librarians and archivists serving those communities, and profiles of LGBTIQ libraries and 
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archives. The chapters, and particularly the profiles, effectively illustrate the importance 
of library and archives services to LGBTIQ users.

The collection strives for and largely succeeds in being inclusive, accurate, straightfor-
ward, and up-to-date in its content and language, as well being accessible to an audience 
ranging from novices to experts in the field. Even the use of the acronym LGBTIQ in 
the title reflects this goal of inclusivity. The collection includes detailed examples of the 
unique needs of each of the communities represented. For example, the first section, “New 
Communities and Connections,” focuses on library resources and services for gender and 
sexual identities and communities not included in the earlier edition, namely bisexual, 
intersex, and transgender persons. Greenblatt usefully includes a “Selective Glossary 
of LGBTIQ Terms” in which she succinctly defines 19 key terms, thus increasing the 
accessibility of the collection. Those readers familiar with the field’s often shifting and 
multilayered terminology will understand the complexity and challenges of this project.

Archivists and archival scholars will be particularly interested in the third section, 
“Archives: Contexts and Venues,” which contains three essays and three profiles. The 
first essay in this section, “How Queer ‘Pack Rats’ and Activist Archivists Saved Our 
History: An Overview of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ) 
Archives, 1970–2008” by Aimee Brown, offers a detailed history of LGBTQ archives 
by decade illustrated with profiles of various archives. Her history of queer archives 
provides important information and poses significant questions about the formation 
and development of queer collections and the current status of these collections. Tami 
Albin’s essay, “‘It Was Only Supposed to Be Twenty Interviews’: GLBTIQ Oral History 
as Librarianship, the Under the Rainbow Collection,” traces the author’s experiences 
with developing and executing an oral history project in Kansas. It will be of great use 
to those readers considering oral history projects of their own and demonstrates the vital 
role of oral history in documenting LGBTIQ history and lives. The final article of the 
section, “Now on Exhibit: Bringing Out Materials from LGBTIQ Archives” by Jennifer 
K. Snapp-Cook, highlights the importance and impacts of exhibiting LGBTIQ archival 
materials for users and institutions using specific examples. The section also includes 
profiles of the Pacific Northwest Lesbian Archives and the IHLIA, an international li-
brary, archives, information, and documentation center about homosexuality and sexual 
diversity located in the Netherlands. It concludes with a very personal and passionate 
essay by community member and donor Tatiana de la Tierra, “Inside the Files of ‘This 
Has No Name.’” Together with the larger collection, these essays will serve to teach, 
inspire, and guide archivists to resources to better serve LGBTIQ users and to make the 
best use of their collections. 

This guidebook is filled with a wealth of resources for all information professionals 
and institutions. It succeeds in its goal of demonstrating the importance of serving LG-
BTIQ users through clear explanations and invaluable examples. While the quality of 
individual essays varies, this practical guidebook deserves a place on the shelves of all 
institutions, regardless of their focus on LGBTIQ programs or presence of collections 
of LGBTIQ materials. 

Marika L. Cifor
Archivist 

History Associates, Inc.
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Libraries and Archives: A Comparative Study. Chandos Information Professional Se-
ries. By Tomas Lidman. Oxford, UK: Chandos Publishing, 2012. 140 pp. Bibliography, 
index. Softcover. $90.00.

How often do you consider the differences between libraries and archives? If you work 
in either type of institution, you probably have some knowledge of those differences, 
but how easily can you articulate them to an outsider? In Libraries and Archives: A 
Comparative Study, Tomas Lidman compares and contrasts the two. He noticed that 
many people, from friends to professional colleagues, could not offer a clear explana-
tion of the differences. Furthermore, he discerned “a very clear international tendency 
during the last decade to think of libraries and archives as almost equivalent institu-
tions” (p. 2), and that tendency, in the thinking of some, has led to the idea that merging 
the two institutions would be economically feasible. The possibility of a merger of 
libraries and archives led Lidman to write this book. In six chapters, he reviews the 
purposes of each from ancient times to the present, concluding with his view of the 
future. Although he states that this text can be used by library science students and 
those interested in archives and libraries, his intended audience is bureaucrats and 
politicians with little knowledge of the distinctive missions of libraries and archives 
but who have the power to make important decisions about the future of both. This 
audience lies at the heart of Lidman’s text.

With extensive experience as a librarian and as an archivist, Swedish-born Lidman is 
well qualified to make the comparison between libraries and archives. He began work 
as a library assistant in 1970. Eventually, he served as undersecretary at the Ministry of 
Education, where he was responsible for library matters, then he became librarian for 
Stockholm University Library, and finally director of the National Library of Sweden. 
From 2003 through 2010, Lidman served as the national archivist of Sweden. He has 
also been active in the International Federation of Library Associations and Institu-
tions and the International Council of Archives. Because of his background, Lidman’s 
emphasis is largely upon the national European libraries and archives.

Following the first chapter, which serves as an introduction to the book’s theme, 
chapters 2 and 3 present a historical overview of libraries and archives, beginning with 
the clay tablets unearthed at the site of the ancient city-state of Ebla, now located in 
Syria. Should these 4,500-year-old clay tablets, their content written in cuneiform, be 
considered a part of an archives or of a library? He poses a similar question about the 
700,000 scrolls contained within the renowned Library of Alexandria. He concludes 
that the Ebla tablets concern public administration of the city-state and should be 
considered an archives, whereas the literary content of the Alexandrian scrolls leads to 
the conclusion that this ancient institution was indeed a library. This foray into ancient 
history has a purpose. To Lidman, all too often the Ebla records are considered part 
of a library—in reality, they are archival. The distinction between the two types of 
organizations can be blurred, even within a historical context.

In chapter 3, Lidman reviews the development of national libraries and archives from 
the Renaissance to the dawn of the twentieth century. The invention of the printing 
press and the rise of the nation-states led to an explosion of readily available books and 
other print formats for the general citizenry as well as a burgeoning growth of records 
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documenting the administration of European governments. A model for a national 
archives was developed in France following the French Revolution. During the early 
nineteenth century, other European nations followed this model in their creation of 
national archives. They also began to establish national libraries. The two institutions 
were deliberately independent in purpose, with the libraries focusing on culture and 
the archives handling the ever-increasing number of records resulting from the work 
of the developing state bureaucracies. By century’s end, a number of European coun-
tries housed libraries and archives in separate buildings. The growth of books and 
documents also led to the development of separate organizational methodologies. For 
libraries, the Dewey Decimal Classification System, developed in the 1870s, served 
to organize and classify books for users; the provenance principles for archives were 
refined throughout the century.

Lidman reviews the developments of the twentieth century in two separate chapters, 
one concerning libraries (chapter 4) and one for archives (chapter 5). He acknowledges 
the importance of public libraries for society and the critical role played by academic 
libraries in serving the scholarly community. One of the most significant roles of the 
national library, especially after 1945, was the creation of national bibliographies to 
make the collections more accessible to users. For archives, the story is more complex 
because their collections reflect the ever-changing activities of the societies they serve. 
Unlike librarians, who can follow set procedures to create national bibliographies, 
archivists must concern themselves with the appraisal of their materials as well as 
their processing, preserving, and accessibility.

In his final chapter, Lidman looks to the future and the answer to his question: should 
archives and libraries merge? His answer is no. As he explains, “Regardless of physical 
form or characteristics of the document and its content—clay, papyrus, vellum, paper, 
digital—library and archive materials reflect completely different circumstances and 
forms” (p. 106). He foresees more cooperation between libraries and archives (and 
museums as well) because all face challenges brought about by digitization: econom-
ics, standardization, accessibility, and copyright. All should coordinate their efforts 
to meet these digital challenges. Cooperation, however, does not mean merger. Cul-
tural institutions should not abandon their unique missions for the sake of economic 
efficiency. As Lidman eloquently states, “These institutions have a long history, are 
an integral part of open societies, cannot and should not change courses at whim, and 
have endless futures ahead of them” (p. 114). 

Has Lidman achieved his goal? For politicians and bureaucrats, particularly in Eu-
rope, the answer is yes. Even if this audience only scans this book, readers can develop 
a basic understanding of the differences between libraries and archives. Despite the 
European slant, the book has some value for a comparable American audience with 
the power to legislate funding at state and national levels for libraries and archives. A 
library science student or a library director with little understanding of archives may 
likewise find the book informative. The book’s weakness for American audiences 
is the lack of reference to American texts other than Bradsher’s Managing Archives 
and Archival Institutions (1988), which Lidman cites frequently. The reader remains 
unaware of publications such as the American Archivist or of the Archival Fundamen-
tal Series as resources. A text such as Understanding Archives and Manuscripts by 
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O’Toole and Cox (2006) offers a broader view of how archives work, including the 
historical perspective. Despite this limitation, archivists and librarians should take 
note of Libraries and Archives: A Comparative Study and remember that Lidman is 
all too aware of the potential threats to libraries and archives from a political agenda 
in which economics override the critical role these enduring cultural institutions play 
in their societies.

Margaret Foote
Team Leader, Special Collections and Archives

Eastern Kentucky University
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The Special Collections Handbook. By Alison Cullingford. London: Facet Publishing, 
2011. 210 pp. Index. Softcover. $125.00.

Allison Cullingford’s The Special Collections Handbook provides a general intro-
duction to practical issues in special collections librarianship. The material is wide 
ranging and comprehensive; the student or budding professional will find a good sum-
mation of the primary aspects of working in a special collections library. However, 
the scope of the book means that the coverage afforded to each topic is, necessarily, 
limited. Cullingford devotes a single chapter to each of the following: preservation 
and digitization, security and disaster planning, the physical and informational nature 
of special collections materials, acquisitions and collection development, cataloging 
and processing, legal and ethical issues, user services, marketing and communica-
tions, increasing access, and fund-raising and advocacy measures. (Two appendices 
are devoted to careers in special collections and relevant reference sources). Any one 
of these issues could have been the subject of its own textbook. Consequently, The 
Special Collections Handbook provides only an introductory framework.

Even with these limitations, there are some suprising omissions. Some sections seem 
more comprehensive than others. The section on special collections materials focuses 
primarily on Western printed books. Cullingford includes medieval manuscripts, but 
no other manuscript forms. She devotes the section on cataloging almost exclusively 
to print materials and gives the processing and management of archival materials little 
more than a page of coverage. She introduces some key concepts—such as the impor-
tance of provenance and original order—but the section serves more as a referral to the 
various manuals and standards for cataloging manuscripts. Given that the Handbook 
is presented as an introduction to special collections, it seems odd that Cullingford 
would focus primarily on rare books; in so doing, she downplays a substantial element 
of the profession. 

The section on processing manuscripts is but one of several in which the introduc-
tory approach serves more as a referral than as a source of pertinent information. For 
example, the section on legal issues, though it aims to cover a wide variety of juris-
dictions (US, UK, EU, Canada) on issues ranging from copyright law and freedom of 
information requests to hiring equality and issues of health and safety, concludes by 
advising the reader to seek the advice of counsel or other legal sources when handling 
these situations. The section on born-digital documents identifies and briefly explains 
concepts such as refreshment, migration, and emulation, but it does not explain how 
one would actually perform any of these tasks. The appendix on careers in special 
collections librarianship merely states that the job market is extremely competitive 
and then directs the reader elsewhere for more information. Cullingford makes no 
mention of what one actually must do, in terms of education and training, to qualify 
for a special collections job, and the appendix fails to mention any of the academic 
degrees usually required.

Although advertised as a practical guide, the Handbook teaches from a primarily 
theoretical or hypothetical vantage, and at times seems more intended to establish 
what one should be doing under ideal conditions. The Handbook is less informative 
when it comes to the task of showing how these issues have been managed in real-life 
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scenarios. Although Cullingford possesses over a decade of professional experience, 
she relates little of it in the book. It would have been illustrative to see how she herself 
has put these lessons into practice. 

While the Handbook is sprinkled with brief case studies drawn from a variety of 
libraries, they are often too short to receive the treatment they deserve, making it dif-
ficult for the reader to draw significant conclusions without doing further reading. For 
example, in the chapter on emergency and disaster planning, Cullingford introduces 
the case of the theft and recovery of Durham University’s copy of the First Folio. The 
brief discussion (only 175 words) limits its ability, on its own, to illuminate. Cullingford 
notes, for example, that the theft of the Folio resulted in increased security and taught 
important lessons, but discusses no further precisely what this involved or what these 
lessons were. She mentions that copy-specific details allowed for the positive identi-
fication of the stolen book, but does not explain what these details were or what they 
involved. In other venues, this theft has been used as an example of how copy-specific 
cataloging can be used to document special collections materials in the event that they 
are stolen. As presented in the Handbook, however, the case study requires that one 
read other sources to gather the lessons that this case has to offer. This approach tends 
to be true of most of the other cases cited. While they may enliven the reading, they 
tend to feel unfinished, or at least underexplored.

Another concern relates to the sourcing of the book, especially given the extent to 
which the chapters refer the reader elsewhere. A significant majority of the sources 
are web based. On the one hand, this allows the reader to quickly follow up on a par-
ticular chapter or case study without spending significant time or funds on additional 
materials. On the other hand, given the number of issues that are not even summarized 
in the book, this means that a substantial portion of the information the Handbook 
references or refers to will be useful only for as long as these URLs remain active. As 
this external information starts to fade away, the informational value of the Handbook 
will diminish as well. It also can be frustrating, at times, to be continually instructed 
to look elsewhere for further information—it would be more helpful to be able to read 
the book as a self-contained whole.

Despite the limits to its coverage, The Special Collections Handbook does provide 
an apt place for the student or new practitioner to begin his or her exploration of the 
profession. The Handbook may be especially useful as a textbook for teaching faculty, 
especially for those who can use their own professional experiences to build upon and 
expand beyond the Handbook’s introductory framework. The coverage provided in the 
Handbook remains too brief for it to be treated as anything more than a starting point.

Alexander Clark Johnston
Assistant Librarian

Special Collections Department 
University of Delaware Library
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Making the Archives Talk: New and Selected Essays in Bibliography, Editing, and 
Book History. By James L. W. West III. University Park: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2011. 150 pp. Index. Hardcover. $54.95. 

In this compilation of eleven previously published and two new essays, James L. 
W. West III provides insight into the meticulous field of scholarly editing. To “make 
the archives talk,” West details how a scholarly editor reads, selects, edits, emends, 
annotates, interprets, evaluates, identifies, classifies, questions, and finalizes texts by 
utilizing published editions, drafts, proofs, and other documents found in authors’ and 
publishers’ archival collections. 

The introduction and first three essays describe the different approaches and theories 
of scholarly editing. West states that editors strive to tell two stories: “how the literary 
work came into being” and “how the editor gathered the evidence, evaluated it, and 
established the text” (p. 1). The exploration of these intents makes West’s text rich 
with theory, evidence, and insight into the opportunities and challenges of balancing 
authors’ and editors’ perspectives when producing scholarly editions. 

In “The Scholarly Editor as Biographer,” West’s approach is not limited to what is 
written or typed on paper, but instead explains how scholarly editing relies much on 
“intuition and imagination.” He notes that while editors focus on the literary works, 
they also take into account questions of “childhood, upbringing, education, marriage, 
finances, sexual preference, political allegiance, and public success” (p. 7). An author’s 
writings reflect aspects of his or her behavior and personality, leaving a scholarly editor 
to examine these facets to understand the author’s intent. 

Two essays, “Editorial Theory and the Act of Submission” and “Fair Copy, Authorial 
Intention, and Versioning,” review the process of the author submitting a text to the 
publisher—the “crucial moment in the compositional history of a literary work” (p. 
17). West describes the meaning of “fair copy” and how authors, editors, publishers, 
friends, and personal editors modify texts, creating multiple versions prior to final 
publication. West delves deeply by chronicling this process using F. Scott Fitzgerald, 
Ernest Hemingway, and Richard Wright. For example, Fitzgerald extensively revised 
Trimalchio, which became The Great Gatsby; Hemingway revised with care only to 
be “bowdlerized” by the publisher; and Wright agreed to cut nearly a third of Black 
Boy to adhere to the Book-of-the-Month Club’s request. 

Next, West illustrates his experiences as a scholarly editor for Theodore Dreiser, 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, and William Styron. Three essays focus on Dreiser: “Alcohol and 
Drinking in Sister Carrie,” “Double Quotes and Double Meanings in Jennie Gerhardt,” 
and “Editing Private Papers: Three Examples from Dreiser.” In the first two, West 
dissects instances of how words and punctuation changed during editing, drastically 
revising the meanings of the texts. For instance, in Jennie Gerhardt, the placement of 
a quotation from the end to the middle of a paragraph changed the context from spo-
ken truth to wishful thinking. The third essay reviews West’s decisions when editing 
diaries and manuscripts for their first publication. He asks questions such as, should 
he correct spelling, punctuation, and grammar? How should he distinguish between 
completed chapters and unfinished fragments? All these decisions tie into how he 
tries to understand and represent the author’s intent. For instance, Dreiser kept a diary 
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while in Russia, and West had to discern between Dreiser’s longhand writing and the 
text typed by his assistant, Ruth Kennell, taking into account that Kennell may have 
edited as she typed.

Four essays concern West’s work with F. Scott Fitzgerald: “Toxic Words and the 
Editor”; “Did F. Scott Fitzgerald Have the Right Publisher?”; “The Internal Chronology 
of Tender Is the Night”; and “Annotating Mr. Fitzgerald.” “Toxic Words” addresses 
censorship and scrutinizes whether the interpretation and misinterpretation of H. L. 
Mencken’s references were truly anti-Semitic and what words in Fitzgerald’s works 
were changed for what we would now describe as being “politically incorrect.” Mencken 
kept a diary from 1930 to 1948 that included roughly 30 references to his and others’ 
discussions about Jews, mostly in the contemporaneous context of making assump-
tions and judgments based on names, appearances, social standing, and occupation. 
Fitzgerald’s “A Snobbish Story” is about a white girl cast in a vaudeville production 
called Race Riot. West argues that “toxic” references must be kept in so readers and 
critics will “be able to come to a fair estimate of the views held by authors when they 
originally wrote the texts” (p. 86). The second essay traces how Charles Scribner’s 
Sons became Fitzgerald’s publisher and what impact that had upon him both personally 
and professionally as a writer. West traces the errors Fitzgerald made in characters’ 
ages and time chronology in Tender Is the Night and discusses whether corrections 
should be made and how that impacts a scholarly edited publication. “Annotating Mr. 
Fitzgerald” describes the “shelf life” of annotating a text, pointedly explaining that 
the further away in time we get from the author, the less likely it is future readers will 
understand the context. In This Side of Paradise, for example, “How many readers 
in 2099 will be able to identify Woodrow Wilson, much less the chariot-race sign on 
Broadway?” (p. 119). 

William Styron is the subject of “Keeper of the Flame,” which chronicles West’s work 
as a bibliographer collaborating with Styron’s widow and editor to create anthologies of 
his published and unpublished works. West finishes the book with “The End Is Near,” 
returning to Fitzgerald and describing his role as editor of the Cambridge Fitzgerald 
Edition, of which 12 of the 17 volumes are published. Both these essays recount deci-
sions on which writings to include and why, whether to impose a chronological or 
alternative order, and which versions of texts should be published.

In several essays, West addresses how technology can—and is—changing scholarly 
editing, such as viewing texts side by side or superimposed for analysis. West also 
acknowledges the challenges, as when the quantity of archival material is too much to 
be digitized. That he incorporates this discussion into his field demonstrates he under-
stands both the possibilities and limitations archival institutions face with technology, 
primarily with digitizing collections.

While reading the essays, it is easy to get bogged down into the minutiae of details 
West considers of scholarly importance. One may wonder why it is necessary to ex-
amine at length the placement of one quotation mark or whether or not an annotation 
is needed for every person mentioned in Tender Is the Night. However, the minutiae 
are what make this a worthwhile read. Each essay stands alone well, but after reading 
the entire text it is possible to see the fascinating contributions of scholarly editing 
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and that there appears to be no end of the potential for research and scholarship on a 
single text, much less one author. 

This collection of essays is enthralling to read for many reasons: the author’s unique 
perspective on book history, his insight into the field of scholarly editing, and, espe-
cially, a scholar’s detailed use of archival collections. Some of the essays, in particular 
“Editing Private Papers: Three Examples from Dreiser” and “Toxic Words and the 
Editor,” are worth assigning as readings for archives students to help them learn the 
researcher’s perspective in his own words. Overall, this book promotes and supports 
archives while providing archivists insight into a researcher’s use of literary manu-
scripts. Making the Archives Talk will be of particular interest to archivists working 
with literary collections but holds appeal for all in the profession.

Cheryl Oestreicher 
Head of Special Collections and Archives 

Boise State University
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The Struggle for the Files: The Western Allies and the Return of German Archives 
after the Second World War. By Astrid M. Eckert. New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2012. 427 pp. Bibliography, index. Hardcover. $99.00.

The impact of warfare on archives is always a concern in the global archival com-
munity. In The Struggle for the Files: The Western Allies and the Return of German 
Archives after the Second World War, Astrid Eckert provides an extensive historical 
analysis of the political pitfalls and personal intrigue associated with Germany’s quest 
to repatriate its archival records captured by the Allies during World War II. The 
Allies captured tons of archival materials and shipped them back to their respective 
homelands to assist in intelligence gathering, support war crimes tribunals, and provide 
unprecedented insight into a defeated foe’s political, military, and social philosophy. 

Eckert details how the nations via their agencies, committees, and personalities 
reacted to social and political pressure to repatriate Germany’s captured archives. 
Struggle for the Files is a substantial historical narrative of the wrangling that went on 
as Germany applied pressure to secure an immediate return of its captured archives. 
The Allies proved to be a fickle negotiating partner. They would deny German requests 
while hiding, obstructing, backtracking, and making counterdemands for access con-
cessions. At the same time, they would offer ad hoc transfers of collections deemed to 
be insignificant, utilized to their fullest extent, and/or no longer politically damaging. 
While not totally assured, one perceives that Germany would eventually get most of 
its records back. At the same time, Eckert’s narrative demonstrates how history itself 
conspired to make the process challenging and remarkable. 

Eckert provides historical scholarship of the highest quality. She weaves a narrative 
with copious footnotes that, while not essential reading, contain further support for 
her assertions when the text seems to fade off. The casual reader may find the heavy 
footnoting intimidating, but it is on par for scholarship of this quality. The narrative 
is enlightening, offering little-known historical tidbits. For example, during the Berlin 
Airlift, food and supplies were sent into Berlin, but those planes returned home with tons 
of archival materials. Plus, shockingly, the Germans had a “Windsor File,” which seems 
to suggest that someone in the British royal family may have been a Nazi sympathizer. 

Eckert laces her narrative with the political and professional experiences of historians 
and archivists who played critical roles in Nazi Germany. In the end, it really came 
down to a matter of trust. For over two decades, the Allies did not trust Germany to 
provide the level of access and preservation they demanded. After all, in the interest 
of the historical record, and the desire to appropriately preserve it and make it acces-
sible, how could they trust the professionals and the institutions of one of history’s 
most inhuman regimes? Eckert provides several examples of an individual’s ties or 
supposed ties to the Nazi regime or their own personal motivations hindering or set-
ting back the negotiations.    

Structurally, Eckert presents five densely packed, historically driven chapters high-
lighting aspects of each of her main suppositions. Each of the chapters is long, but the 
wise use of subchapters and subsections makes the book more accessible. The result is 
a thorough history designed to be repetitive. Each chapter provides a glimpse into the 
concerns and motivations of the various parties. While each layer is well done, a good 
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memory is essential to understanding a cohesive narrative in the end. Clearly, Eckert 
is a historian attempting “to embed an important chapter in archival history within a 
political framework” (p. 375). A similar book written from an international relations, 
comparative politics, or archival perspective would differ substantively and structur-
ally. Given this understanding, Struggle for the Files should be viewed as a broader 
study of archives, museums, and cultural property repatriation after a military conflict. 
The issues Eckert raises may be common in negotiations for repatriation, but further 
research is needed to determine whether any underlying theory of repatriation exists.   

One major aspect of Eckert’s narrative is that Germany’s urgent requests for the return 
of the files were based more on “symbolic sovereignty” than on the actual need for the 
files to conduct business. The fact that other nations both possessed and controlled 
access to their archives was unacceptable to the Germans. At the same time, the Allies 
saw in Germany an untrustworthy partner. Effectively, the emerging Federal Republic 
needed to prove its commitment to denazification and democracy. 

Eckert demonstrates how interactions at the state, agency, committee, and individual 
levels worked to both undermine and expedite the return of the records. Anyone with an 
international relations background will see elements of structuralism, systems, social, 
game, and numerous other theories represented. They will be quickly disappointed 
with the lack of reference to the vast international relations literature that parallels 
the narrative offered. Eckert misses a prime opportunity to ground the main narra-
tive in established international relations literature. As a historian, Eckert need not be 
interested in advancing a theory of international relations, but it is disappointing that 
she wholly ignored an entire line of relevant and useful literature. At the same time, 
this leaves the door wide open for further evaluation and study from an international 
relations perspective.

Another area that lacks significant exploration is the development of treaties and 
international law concerning archives since World War II. In Eckert’s opinion, the 
struggle for the files “established a largely positive example” (p. 377) and precedent 
for how records taken during conflict can be preserved and ultimately repatriated. 
The entire book, however, is a case study in how the repatriation of historical records 
taken during conflict is a messy, time-consuming, and tentative process subject to 
both internal and external factors. A few subchapters mention treaties of the 1950s 
and 1960s, but ultimately, in this case, all sides determined that the ad hoc nature of 
the negotiations and returns was more beneficial than a pursuit through legal means. 
Eckert clearly indicates that time and time again, negotiators chose to work “through an 
exchange of notes rather than by treaty” (p. 260). One gets the distinct impression that 
involving any court system whether domestic or international would have irreparably 
harmed the process. While this may have been the case, the author offers little to bring 
this narrative into the present. How does this case inform our present? Are there any 
modern examples that we can tie in to prove the notion that the “struggle for the files” 
was ultimately positive? More significantly, have there been advances in treaties or 
social understanding of how invading armies should handle archival, museum, and 
cultural property? For example, Eckert glosses over the fact that this situation led to 
the 1954 Hague Convention, which protects cultural property during conflict. This 
begs the question: why didn’t this convention expedite the return of records? Eckert 
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offers an explanation, but it once again ignores entire lines of literature on treaties, 
international law, and rules of warfare. 

These minor critiques aside, every archivist should respect Eckert’s thinly veiled 
philosophical agenda—to prove that archives have power. Archivists will quickly 
see their profession reflected in the narrative. Decision makers highly prize the rich 
resources of archives, but eventually grow leery of the administrative costs associated 
with storing, preserving, and providing access. By the end of the narrative, it is clear 
that all sides felt the financial burden of the records. While the Allies funded the pres-
ervation (via microfilming) of the records and the administrative costs of organizing 
and providing access to them, the Germans felt the political and social pressure to fill 
empty repositories. The administrative pitfalls offered in this narrative will be familiar 
to many archivists. This, however, is not archival scholarship, and that is a positive 
thing. This serves as a template for how archivists should see their own place in society, 
history, politics, and research. The logical next step for archivists is to expand beyond 
their institutions and beyond explaining how to best do their jobs. This is the type of 
scholarship archivists should be contemplating and producing. Then, and only then, 
will archivists be able to define archival power in the context of collecting, preserv-
ing, and defending collections. Eckert clearly believes in the importance and power of 
archives, as she weaves this into the narrative from beginning to end. 

Struggle for the Files is a quality historical narrative proving how critical archival 
records are to the political, social, and historical fabric of a nation. It successfully places 
archives in a position in which their possession is power. While that power is largely 
symbolic, it has the ability to build or undermine the very essence of sovereignty. 
Anything offering that level of respect to archives is worth reading.

Shawn San Roman
Archivist

Credit Union National Association
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Evaluating and Measuring the Value, Use and Impact of Digital Collections. Edited 
by Lorna M. Hughes. London: Facet Publishing, 2011. 224 pp. Index, illustrations, 
bibliography. Softcover. $115.00.

Creating and managing digital collections has become more important than ever 
for cultural institutions. Digitization seems like a “win-win” initiative for institutions 
to help them meet user expectations, promote collections, provide greater access, and 
reduce the handling of materials. While the value and impact of digital collections 
on research has always been assumed, assessing that value and impact has proved 
difficult yet increasingly vital as the global economic downturn makes funding more 
competitive. Edited by Lorna M. Hughes, Evaluating and Measuring the Value, Use 
and Impact of Digital Collections addresses the background, practices, issues, and 
possible solutions to these problems.

Editor Hughes provides the introduction to this volume by summarizing key issues 
and concerns. While most of the authors in this volume are from the United Kingdom, 
Australia, and New Zealand (one American is included), issues regarding digitization 
transcend borders. Hughes summarizes the reason for the book: the economic downturn 
and its effect on funding; increasing pressure to monetize digital collections; and grow-
ing awareness of the costs not just associated with creating digital collections but with 
maintaining and preserving them over time. Digital collections can support traditional 
research and even make it easier, but they can also create new research methods and 
disciplines. More research is needed to be able to assess these possible impacts of digital 
collections in the arts and humanities. It often takes time for the impact of collections 
to become clear, and value can be subjective. This volume explores the definitions of 
impact and value and the ways to measure and evaluate them.

The book is divided into three parts. The first part, “Digital Transformations in 
Libraries, Museums, and Archives,” addresses the history and current state of digital 
collection practice in the three major types of cultural heritage institutions: libraries, 
museums, and archives. Showing these three types of institutions together demonstrates 
the similarities and differences of each. These chapters serve as excellent overviews of 
the key issues related to digitization within these institutions. While these may not be 
new concepts for archivists, these chapters provide an outline for communicating with 
other stakeholders and a comparison of the issues across different types of institutions.

The second part, “Understanding and Measuring the Use, Impact and Value of Digital 
Collections,” explores different approaches to assessing value and impact using case stud-
ies and analysis. In the first chapter in this section, Ben Showers explores the need for 
established best practices. He outlines a definition of impact, why impact is so important, 
how to capture impact, and the importance of embedding tools for measuring impact 
into digital projects. Showers also discusses the importance of analyzing both users and 
nonusers in understanding the use of digital collections. In the next chapter, Milena Do-
breva, Andy O’Dwyer, and Leo Konstantelos discuss the importance of involving users 
in the process of creating digital collections. Institutions often emphasize user feedback 
and evaluation, but rarely do they involve users directly. The authors suggest engaging 
with users both directly through focus groups, questionnaires, and interviews as well as 
indirectly through web analysis. Engaging users is also discussed in the next chapter by 
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Claire Ross, Melissa Terras, and Vera Motyckova. Through their analysis of the collec-
tions database at the British Museum, they provide insight into how and why scholars 
interact with digital collections at museums. In the final chapter of this section, Simon 
Tanner provides an excellent discussion about the social benefits of digital collections 
emphasizing collaboration and community engagement.

The third part, “Enhancing the Future Impact and Value of Digital Collections,” dis-
cusses some approaches that can add value to digital collections. Editor Hughes writes 
about how ICT (Information and Communication Technologies) methods can enable 
research that used to be impossible. ICT methods such as data visualization, text mining, 
and other data analysis were not possible before digital collections. As collections bridge 
disciplines or create new research methodologies, they will have more impact and more 
value in ways we can only begin to imagine. The chapter by Ann Borda and Lyle Winton 
focuses on a research data infrastructure to support “a new kind of science . . . or the 
fourth paradigm . . . which is characterized by three principal activities: data capture, 
curation and analysis” (p. 135). The Open Access movement demands an infrastructure 
to support new forms of research. Researchers do not simply use preexisting data but 
are recontextualizing and restructuring data in ways that demand the preservation of 
their research records to provide context. The final chapter, “Improving Sustainability 
of Publicly Funded Digital Resources” by David Robey, outlines the history of public 
funding for arts and humanities projects in the United Kingdom through the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council (AHRC) and especially the Arts and Humanities Data 
Service (AHDS), which is no longer funded. Robey does an excellent job of discuss-
ing the prospects of disappearing grant funding and what could happen to the projects 
such funding supports. What needs to happen to make a digital project sustainable both 
academically and technically? Robey outlines some suggestions to incorporate sustain-
ability issues into digital projects. The book concludes with an excellent bibliography 
for further reading.

This volume focuses on high-level theory and planning with some “lessons learned” 
from actual projects. It is not aimed at practitioners, nor is it a “how-to” manual for evalu-
ating and measuring impact, but it would be useful to anyone involved in planning or 
creating policy for evaluation of digital collections and for those who must communicate 
with stakeholders and funders outside the archives. Much of the text is focused on British 
and Australian programs and may be somewhat outside the scope for US archivists. In 
fact, on one level it reads as a marketing tool to promote certain UK funding organiza-
tions, but excellent examples of approaches to digitization and the evaluation of its use 
and impact temper this. This book provides the theoretical groundwork for improving 
methods for measuring impact beyond quantitative counting of users. Digital collections 
are not only improving access to resources for traditional research but are creating new 
fields and methods of research and opening opportunities for interdisciplinary collabo-
rations. It is imperative that archivists find ways to document their use and impact in 
meaningful ways to continue the growth of online access to users. 

Jennifer Whitlock
Archivist

Indianapolis Museum of Art
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Processing the Past: Contesting Authority in History and the Archives. By Francis X. 
Blouin Jr. and William G. Rosenberg. New York: Oxford University Press, 2011. 272 
pp. Index. Hardcover. $74.00. $64.00 for SAA members.

For nearly one hundred years, from the mid-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth, 
archivists and historians were closely aligned professions in the United States. They 
received similar training, shared similar methodologies and literature, and possessed 
similar outlooks. Historians comprised archives’ main user group while archivists ap-
praised, arranged, described, and preserved records primarily with historians in mind. 
As any historian or archivist can attest, these two professions have little in common 
today, and few understand how this divergence occurred. 

In their new book Processing the Past: Contesting Authority in History and the 
Archives, archivist Francis X. Blouin Jr. and historian William G. Rosenberg explore 
this complex relationship, a phenomenon they have labeled the “archival divide.” 
The authors isolate two major archival developments that contributed to, but did not 
completely cause, the split. The first is the problem of bulk. Records creation exploded 
during the early to mid-twentieth century, shifting focus away from the historical 
nature of records to more practical concerns of records management and destruction. 
The second, which they call the “technical turn,” refers to the increased focus on is-
sues relating to the creation, use, and management of electronic records as well as the 
institutions and systems that create them. 

Blouin and Rosenberg are no strangers to discussions of archives and history. Their 
2000–2001 Sawyer Seminar at the University of Michigan and the resulting book, 
Archives, Documentation and Institutions of Social Memory (2006), brought together 
historians, archivists, and other scholars with the aim of demonstrating how individuals, 
communities, and states construct and use archives, history, and memory.

The concept of authority plays a significant role in Processing the Past. Blouin and 
Rosenberg use this idea to frame the conceptual and methodological shifts that have 
occurred in each profession over the last 60 years. Authority, in their usage, denotes 
the methods and means each profession uses in “conveying a sense of the past” and 
validating and guiding its work (p. 5). For example, until the 1960s, many historians 
relied on archives as the sole authority for reconstructing the past. Critics destabilized 
this authority by challenging prevailing notions of what was considered a “proper” 
historical subject and source. During this time, archivists’ authorities also shifted as 
reducing record volume and addressing electronic records became immediate priorities 
over concerns related to the historical value of records. Archivists’ use of “enduring” 
instead of “historical” to describe the value of records illustrates this shift in authori-
ties (p. 48). 

Processing the Past caters to two distinct audiences, though much discussed within 
its pages will be equally familiar to both historians and archivists. In it, archivists will 
find not only a concise history of their profession, but also a history of the changing 
ways in which historians have used archival sources since the late eighteenth century. 
Blouin and Rosenberg discuss how ideological approaches such as positivism, social 
history, and postmodernism have affected the way historians research and write. Their 
perspective highlights the integral role that historians played in the early development 
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of the archival profession as well as the impact that the above currents of thought had 
on the development of both professions. 

Historians who read Processing the Past will discover a recounting of their profes-
sional history. More important, the book offers an introduction to some of the main 
issues and ideas that have guided archival practice since the early twentieth century. In 
this respect, Processing the Past serves as an invaluable outreach and educational tool 
for archives. While the authors’ focus is appraisal theory and the creation of archives, 
Blouin and Rosenberg also unravel some of the more arcane archival concepts such 
as postcustodialism, functional analysis, documentary strategies, and the reintroduc-
tion of diplomatics. 

Far more valuable, however, is their emphasis on the changing attitudes and debates 
within archival thought. Their analysis gives depth to archival literature that those 
outside the archival profession have largely ignored and dismissed as “boring” and 
“mundane” (pp. 46, 48). The book ultimately helps historians (and other scholars) 
realize archivists’ active role in the creation of archives and dispels the notion that 
archives result from passive and objective processes. Hopefully, Processing the Past 
will help bring archivists closer to the forefront in historical, theoretical, and political 
discussions about archives.

Perhaps the most engaging chapter is on the “Social Memory Problem.” This concept 
has been extremely popular over the last two decades among historians and archivists 
alike, and Blouin and Rosenberg’s analysis is one of the few that reflects thoughtfully 
on the topic. They describe social memory as “overworked and often clichéd,” but 
acknowledge that its careful application could be useful as an analytical category in 
understanding common perceptions of the past (p. 101). Their tempered exploration 
of the uses, justifications, and contradictions of social memory situates it within the 
context of other historiographical trends. 

While the entire book can be seen as an initial attempt to bridge the gap between 
historians and archivists, Blouin and Rosenberg devote the final chapter to how to 
repair this professional fissure. In their opinion, historians need a better understand-
ing of archival practice, techniques, theory, and history to better inform their critical 
use of documentation. Historians should examine, in their words, the “source of the 
source” (p. 210). Processing the Past goes beyond simply urging historians to investi-
gate the omissions or “silences” in the archives. Blouin and Rosenberg further suggest 
that historians explore the underlying processes and systems that eventually lead to 
the creation of archives. Likewise, the pair recommends that archivists understand 
the historical foundations of their profession, collections, and institutions. Whether 
and to what extent these suggestions reflect a current deficiency in these professions 
is a matter of debate, though they stand as good general recommendations for those 
entering either one.

For archivists eager to reconnect with historians, however, the authors do not map 
a clear path of action. Blouin and Rosenberg suggest that archivists develop interac-
tive finding aids, where scholars could add, correct, or notate contextual information 
about collections. They contrast the possibility of adding these types of features to 
the ease with which Amazon customers can do so (p. 213). Blouin and Rosenberg’s 
specific suggestions for archivists may be the weakest part of the book because they 



72	 ARCHIVAL ISSUES	 Vol. 35, No. 1, 2013

underplay some of the important collaborative efforts already underway by archivists, 
historians, and digital humanists. 

Processing the Past is a stellar work of historiography and archival history that suc-
cinctly tackles the major methodological and theoretical underpinnings of these two 
professions as well as the transformations that have occurred over the past 150 years. 
Though Processing the Past rarely touches upon the subject of education and train-
ing, I suspect that this book will make its way onto graduate school reading lists in 
both professions. The majority of Processing the Past is descriptive, not prescriptive, 
but this does not take away from its power to demystify archival processes and make 
them accessible to nonarchivists. Ultimately, Processing the Past requires creative 
archivists, historians, or other scholars to develop innovative solutions and write the 
final chapter to this history.

Joshua J. Zimmerman
Archivist/Records Manager

Catholic Archdiocese of Seattle
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