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Student Online Voices Echo in University Archives
By Emily B. Collier, University of Kentucky Libraries

Today’s student organizational records are electronic: a
post to Instagram or X; an article, profile, or organizational
page published to the university web or news site; or
journals and newsletters released only online. These are
not records that can be gathered in boxes and left on a
shelf until processed. Despite the common assumption
that the Internet is forever, it is turbulent and ephemeral
with a changing landscape that frequently loses content.
Uploaded documents are taken down, URLs are shifted
or removed, and social media posts are deleted.

When the University of Kentucky (UK) Latino Student
Union (LSU) agreed to have its Instagram included in
the University Archives housed in the Special Collections
Research Center, it had over 300 posts. These included
event fliers, member introductions, photographs
celebrating achievements, announcements, and more that
recorded the activities of the LSU over the last few years.
Moreover, the comments and conversations on each post
demonstrate the love and support members share for one
other and their larger communities. The casualness of the
social media platform allows an openness and authenticity
not often found in traditional archival materials. No other
record, electronic or analog, has ever been able to fully
capture the voices of a student organization with such
transparency or authenticity as those generated by social
media. Candor is lost in meeting minutes, and yearbook
photos can only hope to hint at social bonds.

And what of the LSU as an official university student
organization? A brief look into the University Archives will
show a handful of documents and a smattering of mentions
in the Kentucky Kernel, the student-run newspaper. The
LSU has existed only a decade, and this lack of physical
records is neither unexpected nor unusual. Living
organizations rarely think to distribute their records to
the archives unless prompted, so the University Archives
is accustomed to receiving documents decades after their
creation. However, student organizations have traditionally
been more problematic. Swain' recounts common issues,
including the transient nature of students and turnover,
the reluctance of some groups to allow access for political
or other reasons, and “present thinking” mindsets resulting
in the casual discard of documents. However, even more
problematic is the shift in record format: fliers, member
rosters, event schedules, and the like were all printed
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products, but no longer.

The reality that most records of archival interest are now
hosted online-only has a solution. Web crawling tools
such as Archive-It,” created by the Internet Archive, can
archive entire websites. These crawls can also be scheduled
on a recurring basis, meaning that online records can be
captured at different points in their lifespan, which is
particularly valuable for living documents that undergo
change. However, despite the robust capabilities of web
archiving, there are some significant limitations.

The first limitation is the time and labor of web archiving,.
It takes time to select the appropriate “seeds,” or targeted
URLs; to scope the seeds; and to review captures and
ensure quality. UK’s website, the overwhelming beast
that is the uky.edu domain, is home to hundreds of
individual URLs that compose an enormous network of
connected sites from a slew of various departments, units,
and subunits. Without proper maintenance and attention,
the peripheral edges of the domain may not be captured,
as crawls tend to fail or time-out the farther from the
main trunk they go. These end-of-branch sites often host
small departments, subunits, and less-prominent student
organizations. Furthermore, unless these end-of-branch
sites are known to the archivist, it is hard to ensure their
successful capture.

A larger limitation regarding student organizations is that
many groups host much of their online presence away from
the uky.edu domain altogether, and these sites are often
unknown to archivists. Moreover, they tend to be more
dynamic sites than the uky.edu domain. The richness and
depth of social media, while excellent for supporting the
historical and cultural heritage of student organizations,
remain difficult to archive. Archive-It lives in a technology
arms race with media proprietors who instigate changes in
permissions/scripts that regularly include crawl blockers.
These rapid changes mean Archive-It social media crawls
almost always fail. Between the chances of missed crawls
on official university sites and failed social media crawls,
student organizations risk losing their voices to the whims

of the wild web.

In 2022, Special Collections reached out to the LSU
to partner on a mini-grant through Project STAND,’
a community that seeks to highlight the stories
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ofhistorically marginalized student organizations. The
grant would fund the Wildcat Histories Project: Preserving
Activist UK Student Organizations’ Legacies. The goal
is to use this project as a pilot for developing procedures
for archiving student organizations’ online content, with
special attention to social media. As the LSU already had
a working relationship with the University Archives for
its analog materials, it was willing to partner up under the
grant and donate its social media accounts.

It was clear that a new tool would be needed apart from
Archive-It. After a period of research and testing, another
tool came into the spotlight: Webrecorder,* particularly
its Chrome plug-in tool called ArchiveWeb.page. The
difference between Webrecorder’s technology and
traditional crawling tools is the focus on interactions
that occur within a browser rather than a straight crawling
of HTTP requests. This level of high-fidelity, interactive
archiving allows users to log in before crawling and to
interact with content to generate archivable requests.
Despite being a more manual procedure overall, the
introduction of an auto-crawl feature helped make
ArchiveWeb.page an attractive tool. A few quick tests
and out came a successful WARC (web archive) of the
LSU Instagram. The only major obstacle to overcome
then, was if WARCs produced by Webrecorder could
be uploaded and made accessible with Archive-it. The
current Web Archiving Program at UK relies heavily on
Archive-It for access, and it is important that all captured
content is hosted on the same platform to ensure cohesion
and reduce access silos.

As it turned out, these external WARCs produced by
ArchiveWeb.page can be uploaded and replayed within
Archive-It . . . with conditions. Data from uploaded
WARCs cannot be deleted without special request,
meaning any mistakes count toward subscription data
even if the WARC isn’t functional. Additionally, data from
the uploaded WARC: are not deduplicated. Deduplication
is a major attraction of Archive-It: if two copies of the
same file are recognized, say a picture repeated across
multiple areas of a site, Archive-it will only store one copy
of that picture and serve it up whenever it appears. Not
so with uploaded WARC:. As social media sites are very
data-heavy, this means that every upload will be much
more data-burdensome than an Archive-It crawl. Yet, at
least the content is being preserved, which is a step in the
right direction.

The Wildcat Histories Project resulted in a fully accessible
collection of LSU records, including its online presence.

The solutions discovered are working for now, even if
they aren’t perfect. Yet, there was another major aspect
to Wildcat Histories: how is this work maintained
and how does it support the students? A truly ethical
consideration of student organization archives would
involve the organizations themselves moderating what
is included, just as the LSU worked closely with the
University Archives. This gives LSU control and it also
builds the potential for stronger sustainability. Members
of the LSU came to understand the importance of the
archival record to support their legacies and preserve
their voices and were willing to actively participate in the
web archiving process. This must be translated to other
organizations. Wildcat Histories included initial outreach,
but this work must continue beyond the life of the grant
to be successful. Previous student outreach projects like
Citizen Web Archiving program at the University of
Dayton’ and STATE-IT at Indiana State University® can
act as positive guides for the next moves forward. Now
that Special Collections can capture and preserve social
media content, the hope is that effective outreach will
increase the prevalence of student activist voices within
the archives and allow a more complete record of the UK’s
student organizations.
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