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Archives Field Trip! Bringing
Public History to the Archives 
Claire Du Laney, Outreach Archivist 
Lori Schwartz, Hagel and Technical Services Archivist 
UNO Libraries' Archives and Special Collections 

July 25, 2024 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Welcome to our presentation Archives Field Trip! Bringing Public History to the Archives.



  
   

 

 

 
  

 

Courtesy OSU's Public History Program 

Public History at UNO 
• History department had interest in 

offering a Public History course but 
had no expertise 

• Would we be willing to teach? Yes! 
• Claire had strong rapport with History 

Department through archives 
instruction sessions and serving as 
history subject specialist. 

• Both Lori and Claire have Masters 
from Public History programs (Go 
Gamecocks and Wolfpack, respectively) 

Archives and Special Collections 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
CD: What happens when archivists are asked to create and teach a public history course? In 2023, a department chair at the University of Nebraska Omaha (UNO) wanted to offer a public history course but did not have the necessary faculty expertise. They turned to us, faculty archivists. While we did not have experience creating and teaching a three-credit course, we did have relevant degrees and public history experience. 

Claire, the outreach archivist, received my MA in Public History from North Carolina State University and my MSLS from the University of North Carolina Chapel Hill. I interned at the Morristown National Historical Park Washington’s Headquarters Museum in Morristown, NJ and the Rakow Research Library at the Corning Museum of Glass in Corning, NY. My current role at UNO includes leading archival and history instruction sessions, curating exhibits, writing grants, and supporting students, faculty, and outside researchers. 

Lori: I’m Lori. In undergrad, a Truman Library internship set me on my career track. I then received an MA in Public History and MLIS from the University of South Carolina where I gained experience in varied settings from a university museum to a Forest Service office to a conservation lab. After graduation, I spent ten years there as a project archivist and faculty member. Then, I moved to Omaha to manage a large collection and today I manage processing for our department’s manuscript collections and university archives. 




 

 
  

 

 

Reasons for Archives Field Trips 
• Flipping the traditional “one-shot” instruction session 
• Hands-on approach combine practice and theory 
• Very little about archives in other public history syllabi, 

compared to other PH work (museums, digital, oral history, 
etc.,) 

• Conveying skills of processing and outreach in 2 hours was a 
challenge 

Archives and Special Collections 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LS: From our backgrounds, we know it’s important to get students into the field. We also noticed while developing the course that public history literature and syllabi online included very little about archival work relative to museum and other public history work. So, we agreed our course would be equal parts discussion, lecture, and experience. For the latter, we developed two class sessions in the archives, which flipped the traditional one-shot session from basic usage and access to practice and theory. 

CD: We have plenty of experience teaching archival practices to student employees and interns, but trying to convey those skills in two class sessions was a challenge. For these sessions, we played to our strengths and focused one class on processing and another on exhibit curation. These classes were thrilling and baffling. We watched students experience primary sources in the archives, connect what they learned in class with hands-on activities, and struggle to grasp the full scope of the sessions. 




 
 

   

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

  

 

 

Processing • Students learned multi-

Courtesy Archives and 
Special Collections 

level arrangement by
moving folders into a 
series structure. 

• We rotated through 3-4 
collections to give
students experience with 
different collections and 
document types. 

• Next time, we will keep
this structure but 
change out one collection 
for a more complex one. 

Archives and Special Collections 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LS: For processing day, we wanted an activity that was hands-on but not processing for real. We did not have the space to do that for 15 students or the time to prep manuscript material that would work in our context. So to try to figure out what we should do, I thought back to the first time an archivist taught me processing in a grad school class. The stage for this class was a field trip to a dilapidated warehouse on the edge of campus. I call it dilapidated in an affectionate way because I also worked there as a grad assistant. The place had a real adventure vibe to it. The archivist handed each of us a printout with a list of document types and topics on the right and a list of categories on the left and asked us to draw lines to group the documents into appropriate series. It helped me begin to understand multi-level arrangement, though it was over in about 10-15 minutes. For our class session, we needed something to last close to an hour and be hands-on. 

So, I selected collections that were fully processed with an arrangement built out in ArchivesSpace. The arrangement couldn’t be overly complex. I cut the exported finding aid folder titles into hundreds of slips. In class, we handed each table group of 3-4 students a collection description and its corresponding pile of folder title slips. We upended them on each table so they were all out of order. Then, each group had to identify related folders and move the slips together in clusters of series all over the table, thus creating a multi-level arrangement on their tabletop. 

We helped groups that were stuck and offered encouragement but otherwise allowed them to puzzle it out. Then we rotated the slips and descriptions to the next table so they could work with more than one type of collection. It helped that the students had read a few articles and chapters about accessioning and processing before coming to class (well, they were supposed to—topic for another day), and we had talked about processing briefly in a lecture the previous class session. The students stayed engaged in this activity and a couple even verbally expressed their appreciation for the activity. The next time we teach this class, we will likely repeat this activity. I will replace at least one collection because I found it to be too simple an arrangement, but otherwise will keep the structure. 





 

  
   

  
  

 

Outreach/ Exhibit 
• We gave students a tour of department displays 
• We asked students to select items from pre-pulled boxes 

and write drafts of an introductory panel and item labels 
• Goal was to examine topics of handling, collection, ethics,

outreach (all things we discussed in class and readings) 
• Agency and creativity caused paralysis 
• Next time, we will pre-select items, not boxes; send students 

collection/ item descriptions before class for context, 
and create a worksheet 

Archives and Special Collections 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
CD: The exhibit day illuminated the positives of a hands-on approach and areas for improvement. We asked students to look through a pre-selected set of boxes, choose a few items and create a draft pop-up exhibit with exhibit labels. Students could dig into the archival materials and ask questions about handling, collecting, ethics, and outreach.  I selected materials that I thought would interest the students and could be connected such as the Works Progress Administration (WPA) Federal Writers' Project (FWP) Records, Omaha Chamber of Commerce Records, suffrage material, the Nebraska Black Oral History Project, and others. 

I wanted students to have a creative, hands-on experience that would get them out of their seats and give them space to physically engage with materials. I was hoping that students would spend 20 minutes looking through the pre-selected boxes, confer with each other about ideas, and write a few draft versions of an introductory panel and item labels. Before students started looking through the collections, we took a brief tour of the exhibit cases I curate for our department. I wanted students to see what a finalized display looked like with all the elements we explored in class. 
 
The idea and pedagogy behind the exhibit were good. However, in giving students so much agency in item selection, they quickly became disoriented by the possibilities. They were also unnerved by the creativity and openness of the assignment, even though we weren’t grading the quality of the text or the items that they selected. I acknowledge that we should have prepped the students differently for this class session. It is challenging to give students primary sources that lack a clear context, which added to the students’ difficulty in selecting items. Additionally, several students arrived late and missed instructions. This was a chronic problem and not unique to the field trip days. Students wrote a few notes about items they found interesting but did not connect any of them to other materials. One or two wrote a thesis for an idea, but again, selected only one item to support that exhibit thesis. In the end, no student created a pop-up display and very few produced explanatory text or introductory labels.

Going forward, we will pre-select items instead of collections and provide students with collection descriptions prior to the visit. This will remove the problem of decision overload and allow them to concentrate on the context rather than the quantity. We will also create an assignment worksheet so that students have a framework and writing materials available to them instead of having to create their own assignment outlines. Even though there were graduate students in this class, we realized that we needed to provide more detailed instructions and project steps for all our students. They lacked the creativity and confidence to pick something and go forward, and several of the students saw the day as a “phone it in” opportunity.  
 





 

 

 

Archivist 
Teaching Survey 
• Scope 
• Audience 
• Questions galore 
• Categories: 

o Background Info 
o Teaching Experience 
o Course Development 
o Compensation Screenshot showing survey categories in Qualtrics. 

Archives and Special Collections 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LS: As we assessed the semester, we connected our work to broader questions. We talked about the positioning of archives within the library and public history fields and wondered about the typical experience of archivists in teaching courses. For all the professional literature on public history pedagogy, we found very little addressing archivists' role outside library instruction sessions within PH. To fill this gap, we are about to start collecting data from archivists and librarians about teaching experience, institutional support for teaching and curriculum development, and personal and professional benefits. 

We are hopeful that, by focusing the survey on archivists’ experience in teaching classes outside their home departments, we can better understand the relationship between Public History, Archives, and the practical and pedagogical links between the two. We look forward to understanding our interconnected roles as archivists, public historians, and educators in ways that will add to the scholarly discussions within our fields. 
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