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Balancing Act in the Archives: 
Increasing Access to the Great Plains 

Black History Museum Collection

NLA C&U and TSRT
May 19, 2023

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
(LORI)Thank you for being here with us today. I am Lori Schwartz, the Hagel and Technical Services Archivist at UNO Libraries’ Archives and Special Collections. Wendy Guerra is the Digital Initiatives Archivist in the same department. She works remotely so she will join us by recorded video at points throughout the PowerPoint, fingers crossed.Our unit has been working for several years in various capacities with the Great Plains Black History Museum in North Omaha. Our latest collaboration involves arrangement, description, and selective digitization of their archives. This project is ongoing though paused at the moment.In this talk, Wendy and I are going to summarize our current development of a research topic in the archival profession stemming from this Great Plains Black History Museum project–that of ensuring access to a community archive through a partnership. Along the way, we’ve been thinking through issues like resource allocation, sustainable access to community archival collections, hosting collections, and ethical issues, among others. Our outline today is the partnership history, lessons from a lit review in progress, benefits and obstacles of community-institutional archives partnerships, and the future of this research. And now we’re going to hear from Wendy about the history of this partnership. �
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History of 
Partnership

• Friendly 
neighborhood 
archivists

• Nothing into 
something!

• MOU defined 
project

Screenshot, front page, Great Plains Black History Museum website: 
https://gpblackhistorymuseum.org/

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
(WENDY)In the 80’s and early 90’s a few UNO administrators and folks from the Department of Black Studies worked with the Great Plains Black History Museum, but the library and archives was not involved. When our director came to UNO in 2014 there was no relationship between UNO and the GPBHM. While she desired to connect with them as a local cultural heritage repository, she was discouraged from doing so at that time. The museum board was struggling with their own conflict and control of the collections, so a slow and mild approach to relationship building was deemed the best way to connect as circumstances allowed. Gradually over a few years, nothing became something big! Our director and Lori did friendly, neighborly things like attending GPBHM programming and exhibit openings, introducing themselves to museum staff and leadership, and hosting small tours of our department for a few museum people. Their actions laid the groundwork for me connecting with the museum director in 2021. I was interested in exploring the idea of collaborating on a CLIR grant to help process and digitize a portion of their archival collection. Ultimately, we went another route to pursue funding, but the work resulted in a partnership defined by an MOU. UNO currently houses a portion of the GPBHM archival collection; we have arranged and described a large section of it and performed selective digitization. We currently host the digital collection in our online repository and the finding aid in our ArchivesSpace instance.  



Lessons from a Lit Review
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
(LORI)Thank you, Wendy! Now I’m going to give a 2-minute-ish lit review in progress. Wendy and I have been identifying some themes we saw as related to our research, some of which we’ve been discussing informally with colleagues for years. Now, to formalize some of these discussions, we are diving into the literature to help us focus our thoughts and see how they line up with the current professional discourse. Of course, a jumbling of thoughts tends to precede the focusing of thoughts. And we are somewhere in the middle of that right now. One major theme is the impact of community archives on people and their communities, including community archive users perceiving their records as haunted in the way that writing narratives about people and events that have been excluded from mainstream archival institutions is like writing ghost stories. Thus, community archives provide a space in which to summon the ghosts and document invisible histories! I love this.One track we saw related to this theme of the impact of community archives are records contributing to representational belonging of a community as a counterweight to symbolic annihilation of that community’s history and culture. Another track are reciprocal archival imaginaries, meaning the circular, entangled relationships and influences between community archives, their users, and their imaginaries. Admittedly, my brain spins thinking about all this!Another major and perhaps more obvious theme is the benefits and hurdles of partnerships between community and mainstream/institutional archives. Major benefits for the community archives are gaining expertise in core archival functions, increasing public visibility, and shoring up physical and digital persistence and sustainability. Major hurdles include establishing trust and balancing autonomy and sustainability for the community archives. And, of course, there are benefits and obstacles from the other perspective as well. We'll talk more about that in a bit. Other themes from the literature, some related to themes above, are empathy and similar ethical work, shared stewardship, reciprocity, documentation strategy and work informed by an advisory group of some kind, and generally the role of institutions in community collecting.



Obstacles
• Establishing trust
• Funding
• Digital infrastructure
• Communication
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Two screenshots of Great Plains Black History 
Museum Collection items as displayed online via 
Islandora

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
(WENDY)The obstacles in any community-institutional partnership are many, but persevering through them can lead to a richer historical record. This kind of work adds breadth and depth to historical narratives of communities and events that mainstream archives, media, etc. have largely ignored. The first obstacle in this project, and any project of this kind, is establishing trust. I talked about how our department has gained increasing trust with the Great Plains Black History Museum.Another obvious obstacle is funding! Our department seeks grants and private funding to move processing, digitization, and outreach projects forward. We have some state-aided money to employee students in these areas, but not a lot, and it’s gone down over the last 5 years. So, even with collections we own, we need outside money or interns to work on them. Internships are a whole other thing we could talk about but won’t here! A big obstacle has been digital infrastructure to provide access to and preserve the digitized material. We are providing online access to the collection via our LYRASIS-hosted instance of Islandora 7, which has a sunset date of April 2024. We’re in the process of securing a new access and preservation platform, but cost and budget are severely limiting our options and there is much we still don’t know about this platform. Related to this is the level of digital collection knowledge held by museum staff. We’ll share all digital objects and metadata with the museum, but how they will store them hasn’t been confirmed. Which brings me to communication, a key aspect of any partnership. Communication has been tricky sometimes. Understandably though, that can be a challenge when the entity you’re partnering with has one paid employee, and that employee spends their time creating exhibits and speaking with community groups. We wouldn’t expect otherwise since this is a museum, but it is a barrier and a consideration as we figure out how to move the project forward.  



Obstacles
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Photo of our student employee working on the 
GPBHM collection.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
(LORI)We benefitted in 2022 from a grant-funded student who processed the boxes in our possession and selectively digitized some of that material. However, that student couldn’t continue their employment after several months, and it would have been a challenge to get additional boxes out of museum storage anyway! So, the work is paused for now as we consider other funding opportunities.Related to this is that while there is a flexibility benefit to using short-term student employees, our experiences with student employees the last several years has been incredibly hit and miss as our students are struggling more and more with physical and mental health issues and increased financial pressures. And of course, we understand all of these issues and have compassion for our students who are still achieving big things under big stressors. We saw the highs and lows of this with our last student employee on this project, though overall we were lucky. She was the fastest student processor I’ve ever seen, and though my workstation was next to hers, I’m still not quite sure how she did it. There on the right is a finding aid she helped create. There are hosting and access uncertainties when it comes to the physical collection, as well. Wendy has already talked about the digital side of that. Right now, we are housing the boxes that we’ve processed because there isn’t a good place to return them; the rest of the archival collection is currently in inaccessible storage until a new museum space opens. We also don’t know when that space will open or if it will have space for the archives. Of course, this also creates access uncertainties. One for the bulk of the collection that is inaccessible currently, but also for the portion of the collection we are temporarily housing. Since we don’t have the deed to these boxes, we are limited to what we can do with the material for research and exhibits. Now let’s hear from Wendy on the benefits. 



Benefits and the Future
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Photos of a UNO archivist and GPBHM executive 
director working with the collection in preparation for a 
collection move, and a closeup of one shelving unit.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
(Wendy) �We’ll just touch briefly on benefits. UNO and the Great Plains Black History Museum along with all of our users benefit from this partnership. Expected benefits include: Increased representation in our online collections and an overall increase in access to material for research, exhibits, and community events etc. We’ve already been able to find material in the processed portion of the collection for the museum to use at a community event. This is very encouraging! The project has been and will continue be a teaching/learning opportunity for both museum folks and UNO archivists as information about arrangement, description, digitization, and digital preservation is shared Eventually we hope to see long-term access and preservation needs fulfilled for the museum while supporting the temporary physical and digital storage and access(Lori) So what’s next for this project? Well, we have plans to continue working on this project, pursuing grants, migrating digital collections, and providing access as we can. We also want to continue doing work of this kind with other community partners.As for our current research, there is a possibility of future empirical research that could be done to evaluate how repositories are managing their partnerships with community archives, the processes those repositories are following for this type of work, and the prevalence of hosting but not owning community collections. There are a lot of case-study based journal articles about community archives and community partnerships, and while very useful, there isn’t as much empirical research to back them up. Wendy and I honestly don’t know yet where we might fit in with doing this type of research. What we know is that we are conceptualizing while preparing for a fall conference presentation and hopefully a journal article and/or proceedings contribution. We’ll see where things go!



Thank you!
Lori Schwartz: lschwartz@unomaha.edu

Wendy Guerra: wguerra@unomaha.edu
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