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ABSTRACT: This article examines the benefits and logistical challenges involved
in designing and conducting an undergraduate history course with both a significant
archival research focus and a substantial technology component. A history professor,
two graduate assistants, and an undergraduate student reflect on their participation
in the "New York University: Creating a Digital History" course that was offered in
the spring 2007 semester. They offer practical suggestions on ways to structure an
effective digital history course. The authors conclude that successful courses require,
among other things, carefully crafted syllabi structured around multiple assignments
and deadlines; clear lines of communication between students, staff, and the instructor; and more sophisticated and targeted teaching by archival personnel. The authors
also question whether such courses can provide students with an accurate picture of
the archival research process.

Archivists, librarians, and educators have spent considerable time over the past decade discussing the ways in which primary source materials might be better integrated
into undergraduate education Collaborative projects with faculty seemingly offer
excellent opportunities to integrate academic archives into the educational mission
of their parent institutions. Mary Jo Pugh, when discussing reference services, urges
archivists to take advantage of such opportunities as structured orientation sessions,
classroom visits, planned assignments, and teaching packets.2 William Maher, in his
1992 manual on college and university archives, observes that undergraduates already
"form a large part of the in-person use of many academic archives" and that repositories potentially "provide an ideal opportunity to introduce students, normally young
3
adults, not just to historical research but to the raw material of history itself." The
professional literature often characterizes such projects as beneficial, and Pugh optimistically concludes that "many of the problems encountered in working with students
4
can be resolved by working directly with their teachers." Some archivists, however,
take a more cautionary approach. Maher notes that student users "also bring many
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problems" to the archives. They often require considerable orientation and personal
attention, strain administrative resources, have skewed expectations of reference service, and have difficulty formulating manageable research topics. 5 In fact, educational
and outreach activities do constitute time-consuming, complex, and tricky ventures.
During the spring 2007 semester, the Archives and Public History Program at New
York University (NYU) partnered with the University Archives on a digital history
class for undergraduate history majors. The NYU partnership illustrates many of the
benefits and opportunities involved in cooperative undertakings, but also some inherent problems and pitfalls that make these projects difficult to coordinate and execute.
Professors, archival staff, and students all approach such ventures from different
viewpoints. This article draws on these three perspectives in order to provide some
practical suggestions for college and university archivists, as well as educators, who
plan similar projects.

A Professor's Perspective: Peter J. Wosh
Annually, the NYU history department offers a series of workshop courses for
undergraduate majors, organized around a specific theme or historical problem.
These semester-long classes, generally taken by students during the junior year, seek
to introduce students to historical research methods. Students learn how to pose researchable questions, gather evidence, and present their findings before their peers in
a small seminar setting. Topics vary based on professors' interests. In the spring 2008
semester, for example, the faculty created workshops around such issues as "Crime
and Punishment in History," "Societies and Cultures of Medieval France," "Food and
Foodways in American History," "Race and Family Stories in U.S. History," and "Labor and Progressive Politics in New York City." Students typically produce traditional
research papers over the course of the semester and also gain some exposure to working
with archival documents and other primary source materials.
When I decided to teach a history workshop class in 2007, I elected to focus on
digital history. Several considerations prompted me to choose this topic. My archival
background and my experience in directing the NYU graduate program in archives for
the past 14 years made me very aware of the proliferation of digital objects in the profession. Both historians and archivists have made excellent use of new media to broaden
their audiences, present the past in innovative ways, and increase access to research
collections. From my first experience in viewing the University of Virginia's "The
Valley of the Shadow" project in the mid-1990s, available at http://valley.vcdh.virginia
.edu, I became convinced that Web-based history offered extraordinary educational
opportunities. 6 As time and technology have progressed since, digital technology has
fundamentally altered the historical and archival landscapes. Projects have grown in
both size and number, new media have promoted a convergence of previously distinct
disciplines, and both archivists and public historians have struggled to integrate digital
technology into their daily work flow.
Despite the possibilities, however, many historians and history students appear either
suspicious of on-line resources or only vaguely aware of their existence. A few history
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programs, notably the Center for History and New Media at George Mason University,
have embraced technological change and developed impressive digital history offerings. Most departments, however, rarely discuss such issues. Some faculty members
refuse to allow students to use any on-line resources rather than teach them how to
discriminate between reliable and unreliable sources. Few consider digital projects
and Web-based scholarship to be equivalent to print publications. Despite the archival
profession's extraordinary devotion over the last 15 years to mounting resources on
Web sites, most undergraduates remain only dimly aware of where and how to access these resources, or of the issues involved in evaluating sites. I determined that a
history workshop class offered the ideal opportunity to raise awareness about digital
projects and to provide students with an understanding of the complexities involved
in creating on-line resources.
I also viewed the class as a good opportunity to partner with the NYU archives. The
archives program has two graduate assistants (GAs) assigned to the University Archives
each year, and this seemed like an ideal way to involve them in undergraduate training,
and provide them with experience in structuring an educational program involving
historical documentation. The University Archives itself has a rich visual and textual
collection, documenting college life from the mid-nineteenth century through the present and offering myriad possibilities for student research projects. Two comprehensive
institutional histories of NYU have appeared in recent years, thus providing a useful
7
and current body of secondary reference material for student use. In addition, the
University Archives contains considerable documentation concerning the development
of the surrounding Greenwich Village community. Local history seemed especially
likely to interest undergraduates, who typically matriculate through the university
without learning very much about their immediate environment. A project focusing
on the university and surrounding community could prove an ideal opportunity for
students to link local issues with broader historical themes and topics.
The course itself had an ambitious agenda. For the first third of the semester, students
explored history sites, gaining some familiarity with existing digital projects and how
to critique them. DigitalHistory, by Daniel Cohen and Roy Rosenzweig, provided an
excellent general text for the class, offering a very useful survey of Web-based history8
projects and describing digital technology in clear and easily understood language.
Ellen Noonan, from the American Social History Project at the City University of New
York, joined the class early in the semester in order to discuss her own institution's
award-winning project, "The Lost Museum," an interactive site based on the mystery
that surrounded the burning of P. T. Barnum's American Museum in New York in
1841, available at http://www.lostmuseum.cuny.edu. Noonan presented the theoretical
and practical issues involved in creating digital projects, as well as the ways in which
the American Social History Project constructed an educational program to accompany the site. The class also worked as a group to thoroughly examine and evaluate
"Martha Ballard's Diary Online," http://www.dohistory.org. This project, conceived
by the Pulitzer Prize-winning historian Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, used the diary of a
seventeenth-century Maine midwife to teach skills related to researching, writing, and
interpreting history. Students then selected their own digital history sites to evaluate
and present to the class. I asked them to use the criteria contained in Debra DeRuyver,
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Jennifer Evans, James Melzer, and Emma Wilmer's "Rating System for Evaluating
Public History Web Sites" (http://www.publichistory.org/reviews/ratingsystem.html),
as a way to encourage them to think systematically about their critiques.
During the second third of the semester, students researched an actual topic in the
NYU archives, with the ultimate goal of translating their research into a Web-based
exhibit or historical project. They also gained some familiarity with Web-based technologies, scanning standards, and Web design. Several parameters that I established
before the course began shaped the nature of the class's experience; some particularly
difficult choices involved technology in particular. After consulting with information
technology staff at NYU, I decided to mandate that each student use iWeb as the tool
for building their sites. This simple Mac-based program contains a series of templates
that students could use to construct their projects, and it leveled the playing field
somewhat. Since the course sought to teach students how to research a historical topic
and then translate that into a digital project, I did not want to place the emphasis on
either learning Hypertext Markup Language (HTML) or mastering complex software
programs. I also did not want to privilege students who had more sophisticated Web
design skills. I attempted to standardize the projects in other ways, informing students
that "the ultimate goal is to produce a Web site, containing 25-30 scanned images that
document and interpret an aspect of institutional history." Benchmarks were built into
the semester, since students had to submit a prospectus and list of sources, as well as
a storyboard, prior to moving forward with their sites. One in-class session featured a
trip to the technology lab, where the instructor provided a basic introduction to iWeb.
Scanning took place at the University Archives, and staff spent some time explaining
digitization standards and options as part of the learning experience.
Another important decision involved the history projects themselves. Students had
a relatively short time to select viable projects, conduct research, and build their sites.
I had worked closely over the course of the previous summer with Nancy Cricco, the
university archivist and co-author of one of the recent NYU histories, in order to create
a list of possible projects that contained ample documentation and adequate research
resources. Several students departed from the list and selected their own topics, but it
proved critically important to have a ready-made series of viable topics for students.
The projects themselves proved very diverse, with little overlap. One student focused
on the history of Washington Square Park as a center of campus life. Another compared
the university's response to World War II with reaction to the Vietnam conflict. A third
examined the history of symbols, seals, and mascots. Several projects focused on such
student-related topics as dormitories, Greek life, and athletics. Students followed their
particular interests and, for the most part, made a real effort to relate their microhistories
to larger issues and trends in American culture. One such project examined female
law students in the early twentieth century and discovered fascinating links between
the students, Greenwich Village feminists, and the radical Heterodox Society. A particularly successful site focused on "Sunrise Semester," a series of television-based
courses that NYU produced and broadcast from the 1960s through the 1980s, drawing
interesting links between this endeavor and the current distance education movement.
For the final third of the semester, the class primarily explored design issues, as well
as general archival trends and concerns involving digital history. Martin Kalfatonic's
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Creating a Winning Online Exhibition: A Guide for Librarians, Archives, and Museums, published by the American Library Association in 2002, proved a useful way
to introduce some basic design questions into the course. We also considered both
institution-based and individual digital archives projects, examining a range of legal
and ethical issues, copyright questions, and preservation problems involving "borndigital" materials. We focused specifically on the "September 11 Digital Archive"
(http://91ldigitalarchive.org), and Douglas Lindner's "Famous Trials" Web site (http://
www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/trials/trials.htm) in the process. For the final two
weeks of the class, students presented their projects to the entire group. We also arranged with the University Archives to create space on the library server in order to
maintain sites for students who wished to display their projects after the class ended.
My experience in organizing and teaching this course taught me several valuable
lessons about collaborative projects. First, careful planning and coordination proved
far more difficult than anticipated and made the course much more labor-intensive to
teach than the average history class. Even though I enjoyed good relations with the
University Archives and thought that I had taken extensive steps to work with staff from
the outset, problems and miscommunications developed. I had involved the university
archivist and the assistant archivist in course planning but, owing to the work flow and
staffing patterns in the archives, the class often dealt with student workers, part-time
staff, and GAs instead. The university archivist had shown considerable interest in
the project initially, but administrative realities precluded her from being an active
participant in the course. Her primary priorities and daily responsibilities involved
working with university administrators and donors, coordinating gallery exhibits, and
focusing on special projects. She necessarily delegated responsibility for course collaborationto staff members and remained only peripherally involved with the project.
It would have been much more useful if I had scheduled an orientation and discussion
session for the entire archives staff prior to the start of the course so that everyone in
the archives understood the goals and purpose of the class, as well as the rhythm of the
semester. My own failure to better grasp the administrative structure and work flow
of the archival operation, and my unrealistic assumption that the university archivist
could devote large quantities of time to this particular project contributed to the miscommunication that occurred. Similar issues cropped up at the university computer
labs. Though the technology leadership and some staff understood the project, the
sheer volume of students using these facilities precluded any one-on-one instruction
by knowledgeable supervisors. Fortunately, an assistant at the computer lab had also
been a history major at NYU, and her eagerness to both help the history students and
have the class succeed proved critical, as she allowed class members to contact her
directly with questions and technical problems.
Second, my experience caused me to rethink my use of class time. Neither the orientation to the University Archives nor the instructional class devoted to iWeb proved
particularly successful. The archives visit occurred too early in the semester and focused
too much on "gems" of the collection to prove useful for students. By the time class
members actually began using the archives for research, they had forgotten most of the
basics involving the use of guides, finding aids, and research strategies. Bibliographic
instruction and orientation prove more helpful when conducted at the moment that
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research happens. Students learn about archival finding aids more effectively when they
need to use them rather than during general sessions when such information appears
purely abstract. A similar issue limited the value of technology training. On the one
hand, it would have been helpful very early in the semester to provide students with
some sense of the possibilities and limitations of iWeb, so that they might plan their
research strategies and select documents with a better idea of the final product. On the
other hand, the actual formal training session probably confused more students than
it helped. The technology instructor tried to present a comprehensive overview of the
entire software program in an hour-long lab session. She necessarily skipped over some
essential basics, dwelled on more advanced applications that students would probably
never use, and tried to jam a tremendous amount of content into the session. My own
observations indicated that many students resorted to checking their E-mail, downloading images, or working independently on their projects during the presentation. Once
again, I came away convinced that such general orientation sessions probably have
little value and that it would be more constructive to work students through specific
problems as a group or have instruction occur at the point of use.
Third, I am concerned about whether all the students left the class with a good
understanding of how to conduct archival research and ask useful research questions.
The University Archives staff proved extraordinarily accommodating in helping
students to define viable topics, locate appropriate research materials, and scan documents-bending regulations when necessary in order for class members to complete
their projects. This enthusiasm and cooperative spirit contributed to the success of the
course, but it also may have skewed students' notions of archival operations. Based on
my anecdotal observations and conversations, I concluded that relatively few students
approached their research by consulting standard on-line finding aids, wading through
secondary sources, reading broadly in the collections, and learning how to translate
their subject-based questions into provenance-based descriptive systems. Though we
did cover these issues in class, I sensed that students depended largely on the kindness
of the reference staff to winnow through material and get them precisely what they
needed. In unanticipated ways, their research experiences probably resurrected the
myth of the omniscient archivist. In the future, I will shift the balance of the course
and spend considerably more time addressing research issues, perhaps sacrificing
some of the late-semester content involving digital archives questions. It may be that
this type of course should be a two-semester research seminar, with the first semester
devoted to digital archives and research issues, and the second dedicated to executing
the actual research project and constructing the Web site.
Fourth, my experience reinforced my sense that tight organization, meticulous timing,
and regular benchmarks are even more necessary in successfully constructing these
types of courses. The University Archives does not have night or weekend hours, thus
necessitating carefully planned and tightly structured research assignments. Undergraduates tend to have complex schedules, frequently undertake internships and paid
employment during the day, often work intensively on projects as due dates approach,
and have their own unique sense of time. Successful projects require considerable forethought and inevitably produce some technological frustrations and glitches that slow
progress. For this course, I required weekly postings about the readings to Blackboard,
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our on-line course management system, as well as mandatory individual meetings to
discuss research progress and preliminary prospectuses and storyboards. Such steps
eliminated some last-minute anxiety and drama, though students naturally approached
the class with varying levels of interest and commitment.
Finally, teaching this class caused me to question my basic assumptions concerning
students and technology. Like many archivists who remember the magical moment when
self-correcting ribbons became standard equipment on electric typewriters, I secretly
envied succeeding generations. I assumed that, having grown up with newer media,
they did not need to make the seemingly never-ending technological adaptations that
characterized professional life in the late twentieth century. My experience with this
class taught me that advanced knowledge, high comfort levels, and deep understanding of new media certainly do not appear universal among current undergraduates.
All students surely incorporate technology into their daily lives, but many do so in
a relatively mechanical manner, filling out templates and performing routine Google
searches. Humanities faculty have a responsibility to investigate and understand new
media on a deeper level and to communicate that understanding in their classrooms.
An introductory history workshop course can only scratch the surface in this regard,
but students hopefully emerged with a better sense of the possibilities and challenges
posed by digital technology.
Ultimately, despite a few glitches and the need for some organizational tinkering, I
felt that the course succeeded reasonably well. Quantitative evaluations, which rated
the course from one (excellent) to five (poor) revealed that four students rated it overall
as a one; nine students rated it a two; and two students, a three. Fourteen of the 15
students indicated that they would recommend it to a friend. Several individual projects
demonstrated a sophisticated understanding of research methods and successfully met
the challenge of communicating complex historical information in an engaging manner to general audiences. Teaching a technology-dependent course in a computer lab
forced me to prepare for weekly classes in a very different way, as I needed to develop
a deeper understanding of history Web sites and locate interesting Web-based examples
to illustrate a variety of issues and problems. In addition to advising students on historical resources and research methods, I sometimes had to troubleshoot file transfer
problems and explain the differences between image file types. But, if such tasks still
appear as uncharted terrain for some historians, they increasingly constitute important
skills that humanities students need to master. Perhaps most importantly, however, the
course promoted collaboration on several levels. Students learned to work with research
archivists and technology staffers, negotiate bureaucratic regulations in the computer
lab and library, and partner with each other on technological troubleshooting. Archives
staff embraced the opportunity to work closely with faculty and students in a classroom
setting, helping to develop projects that advanced and disseminated the knowledge of
the university's history. The class also forced me to expand my teaching and research
in new ways, to confront the growing world of E-humanities scholarship, and to put my
personal "Archives 101" rhetoric concerning outreach programs into actual practice.
Opportunities exist for archival educators to develop similar courses, and we need to
take greater strategic advantage of such collaborative possibilities throughout colleges
and universities, while keeping in mind the costs.
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Archival Staff Perspectives: Janet Bunde and Karen Murphy
Janet Bunde currently serves as the Assistant University Archivist and Brademas
Congressional Papers Archivist at NYU, and Karen Murphy works as the archive manager for the New York City Department of Environmental Protection. In the spring of
2007, we both served as GAs in the NYU archives, and both of us were enrolled in our
second year of the history department's archival management program. The following
section describes our participation in and our perspective on the digital history course
described above. We also suggest some potential improvements to the course should it
be taught in the future. We hope our experience will prove useful to other repositories
that participate in similar endeavors.
Structure of the University Archives
The NYU archives is on the 10th floor of the university's main library on the Washington Square campus. The University Archives staff consists of two full-time archivists,
two GAs, a grant-funded employee devoted to the Archivists' Toolkit, and five to ten
graduate and undergraduate student employees and interns in any given semester. The
university archivist serves as the highest-level administrator in the repository. The
assistant university archivist supervises the student workers and oversees a collection
of Congressional papers within the repository. The GAs each work 20 hours per week
at the repository, ideally with divergent schedules. Their hours effectively comprise a
third full-time archivist position. Since the GAs tend to handle complex or long-term
projects jointly, their schedules dictate that they communicate regularly via E-mail
and, often, telephone to collaborate most effectively.
All student employees, including the GAs, perform multiple tasks in the archives.
Students assist the full-time archivists with research projects, exhibits, and public
relations/outreach projects. They also process collections and accretions to collections
and handle reference requests from a variety of researchers, including faculty, alumni,
university administrators, and a host of external historians and other professionals.
Students-both undergraduate and graduate-also comprise a significant portion of
the archives' research constituency. According to a study in American Archivist, 37
percent of university archives' users are undergraduate students. 9 Indeed, as Mary Jo
Pugh points out, students represent a significant user group at college and university
archives. 10
Each reference request at the Archives prompts the creation of a printed form that
details the researcher's contact information, the research question, and the sources
consulted to answer the question, as well as information regarding any charges incurred
and the name of the employee who handled the request. We use the information on
these forms to track our response to reference requests, document what materials are
consulted, and record usage of particular collections or formats in order to determine
processing priorities. These forms contain valuable documentation for the repository's
annual reports and allow us to set processing priorities based on the types of collections that receive the most use.
A staff composed primarily of graduate students allows the University Archives
to provide service at relatively low cost. Students gain real-world experience to
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complement their archival training, and the archives gains an enthusiastic and educated
staff. The benefits of such a staff, both to the repository and to the university's archival
program, generally outweigh the drawbacks. Our participation in the digital history
course, however, highlighted some difficulties when adapting this system of staffing
to the reference needs of an undergraduate class.
Issue One: Staff Turnover
The first issue arose because the undergraduate students faced a rotating cast of
employees. All of the student employees' schedules must accommodate both work
and academic responsibilities. The GAs, who serve as mentors to other staff members,
are no exception. For example, in the spring of 2007, Janet took two courses and an
internship for full course credit, while also working 10 hours per week at another
institutional repository. Karen took two courses and juggled two internships that
filled the remainder of the workweek. As a result, neither had additional free hours
to monitor the undergraduate researchers or to meet with one another. Many of the
other repository staff members, most of whom were graduate students, shouldered
similar burdens. Any attempt to ensure that each undergraduate student user worked
consistently with the same graduate student worker proved impractical, especially
when the undergraduate students' schedules were considered. Students enrolled in the
digital history course thus encountered different staff members on each visit, not all of
whom proved fully conversant with particular projects. Inconsistent staff performance
slowed the research process.
Issue Two: Lack of Student, Staff, and Graduate Assistant Training
Student employees received insufficient instruction as to the purpose and goals of the
course. Beyond understanding that there was an undergraduate class doing research and
that all their user forms were to be filed together at the front desk, student employees
knew very little about what additional services these undergraduates might need. As
the majority of the undergraduates had never previously conducted research in archives,
they necessarily required more attention than the average researcher. An introduction
to the University Archives was provided to the undergraduate class, but none of the
student employees attended this presentation. In addition, the introduction consisted
primarily of an overview of the archives' holdings and was not tailored to first-time
researchers or specific student-projects. It proved insufficient to orient undergraduates
to the process of conducting research in an archives.
Some repositories provide orientation videos and written or on-line materials for
first-time researchers." The NYU archives, however, has no standard orientation
procedure, even though students comprise a large percentage of users, and many of
them have never before consulted archival resources. Undergraduate students who
undertake a long-term research project in an archival repository require at least one
class session of instruction before beginning archival research. Such a session should
especially emphasize how information is organized in an archival repository and how
users should physically and intellectually handle archival materials.
Additionally, scheduling conflicts arose during the semester that left the GAs as the
main repository contacts for the undergraduates. We conducted the majority of the
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intake interviews with the students. Though they do not constitute standard procedure
at the University Archives, these interviews alerted the GAs (and through them, Dr.
Wosh) to students with sprawling or otherwise untenable project ideas. We used the
students' user forms to suggest collections that they might consult during the course
of their research. This practice benefited the students as well as the staff. Too often,
however, subsequent refinements of student research projects were not recorded by
staff on the forms, leaving the next employee with no indication as to what materials
the students had already reviewed or how research topics had changed. Some of these
difficulties can be explained by noting that, as in all repositories, some staff members
are more service-oriented than others. More uniform training for staff members,
however, particularly for GAs, would partially mitigate this problem.
Issue Three: Divergence from Archival Practice
The choice to alter our usual archival practice in order to accommodate students in
the digital history course also contributed to a slowing of the research process. For this
course we bent the rules regarding user forms and maintained special checklists for the
students at the front desk. We envisioned that these forms would detail precisely which
materials each student had consulted. We believed that allowing students to record what
they had seen would alleviate pressure on staff to record, retrieve, and answer questions
regarding the documents that had been used by the students. Still, students often could
not describe what materials they had been using in order to fill out the forms, due to
their lack of knowledge regarding archival organizational structures. A student might
record that the most recent folder consulted was "Folder 3, Correspondence A-F," but
would fail to refer to folders using record group or manuscript collection numbers.
Problems thus compounded as students grew frustrated by not being able to find
documents that they had previously used. The procedures for recording materials by
staff or student remained unclear and inconsistent. Further confusing the issue, some
staff members filled out the forms themselves, rather than handing them to students.
In many instances, they proved even less diligent about recording what materials each
student had consulted. This sometimes complicated matters, especially in instances
where students visited simultaneously and used the same materials.
We also altered our normal scanning practices. We do not allow researchers to scan
our documents themselves, due to the fragility of some of the materials and the equipment; we normally handle the work and charge for the labor. Students in the digital
history course, however, were required to scan their own materials, since introducing
students to issues involving the creation and manipulation of digital objects was one
aim of the course. In order to protect the materials, and also because we did not have
enough staff members to travel to the digital media studio with students, we allowed
them to use our scanners. Originally, we asked that all students E-mail one of the
GAs to set up times to use the scanners. This practice was not strictly enforced and
therefore did not work. Gradually, students stopped contacting the GAs as it became
clear that students would be allowed to scan without an appointment. This increased
traffic in the closed stacks, where the scanning stations are located, and produced
considerable confusion over who was taking what materials to which station. Folders
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and items were more easily misplaced and misfiled, leading to more delays in research
and further disorder.
To make matters more difficult, the University Archives has only two scanning stations on-site, rendering us unable to accommodate all students in the course at once.
We had hoped to designate one station exclusively for student use and one for staff use.
When one of the scanners malfunctioned halfway through the semester, however, we
were hard-pressed to find scanning time for all the staff and students who required it.
Additionally, not all staff possessed equal skill in operating the scanners and saving to
the shared server. As a result, staff members sometimes were unable to assist students
with technical issues, which wasted time and left students (and staff) frustrated. One
technically savvy staff member wrote a guide for students to scan and save the scanned
image to the shared server, but the instruction book was not always used.
Although bending the rules to provide more service than normal proved expedient
and perhaps even necessary for staff, this practice also skewed the students' perceptions of proper archival practice. Since one of the purposes of the course was to educate
undergraduate students about the use of archives, bending the rules did not necessarily
achieve our goal. Were we teaching students to use the archives, or merely making
excuses for time constraints? By responding the way we did to the logistical constraints
inherent in a semester-long course, we may have given the undergraduate students
false expectations about standard procedures and services at an archival repository.
By creating a list of suggested topics, and pointing students directly to collections
and resources that dealt with those topics, we established intellectual constraints that
may have altered the students' expectations of conducting archival research and, more
specifically, about finding answers to historical questions in general. Bianca Falbo
highlights the educational possibilities inherent in unmediated archival research in
her article, "Teaching from the Archives." In it, she describes how the "work of looking"-and sometimes not finding-is an important component of the courses she
12
teaches at Lafayette College.
Issue Four: Expecting the Unexpected
Several unavoidable scheduling conflicts left the GAs to manage much of the daily
archival reference work. In fact, we served jointly (and unofficially) as the assistant
university archivist, who was out on maternity leave for most of the semester. As we
rarely worked in the office at the same time, we found ourselves constantly E-mailing
and calling each other, even when we were at our other jobs, in order to answer questions about the course and our other work obligations and projects.
Additionally, the digital history course coincided with the 175th anniversary of the
university, which obligated the archives to provide intensive research and scanning for
several university offices. During this semester, archives staff worked to help produce
a physical exhibit in the Welcome Center and an on-line exhibit on the university's
Web site, which ultimately became a printed book and video commemorating the
university's history. This major public relations undertaking during a time of short
staffing necessarily forced us to shift our priorities and devote less time to the digital
history course. We found it increasingly difficult to balance short-term priorities,
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which were often attached to pressing deadlines, with the semester-long commitment
to work with the undergraduates.
Issue Five: Archives Access Issues
The standard hours of the University Archives (9:30 AM-5:00 PM, Monday-Friday)
could not accommodate many of the undergraduate students. Students accustomed to
conducting research on-line or at their own convenience during extensive library hours
were frustrated by the restrictions placed on them by our schedule. Occasionally, the
GAs stayed late to allow students to finish scanning an image or search through a box
of materials. Still, staff access to the archives ended at 6:00 PM, so students and staff
were forced to leave before then.
By outlining the issues raised by Wosh's digital history course, we do not mean
to suggest the course produced no positive results or that the course should not be
taught again. On the contrary, we believe that the strengths of the course were most
concretely communicated through viewing the student projects, many of which demonstrated a familiarity with multiple collections. We believe that the core structure
of the course provides a viable model for undergraduate history students to become
invested in projects that allow them to publish original historical research on-line-an
opportunity sadly lacking in the humanities classroom. Should the course be taught
again, and should other college and university repositories seek to participate in similar
collaborative endeavors, we offer the following recommendations that might produce
a smoother and more productive experience for all parties.
Recommendation One: Integrate Graduate Assistants More Fully into the
Course
Before the class begins, a full staff meeting should also be held to orient staff, with
periodic follow-up sessions to discuss particular problem projects and students' general
progress. The GAs should, at a minimum, attend all in-house training sessions with
the class and as many of the presentations of student work at the end of the semester
as time permits. Their contact information should be printed on the syllabus and/or on
Blackboard pages along with that of the instructor. Preferably, one or two GAs should
be assigned to work solely on the course-devoting all their time and attention to each
undergraduate project more fully and receiving course credit for the additional work
involved. By giving course credit for GAs, the archives might be opened on Saturdays
or evenings during the week, thus accommodating more complicated schedules. Graduate assistants assigned to the project might also be used in the digital lab to supervise
scanning on a larger scale. Another option would be to treat each student project as
an individual research request, which would ensure that the resources of the archives
were thoroughly exhausted in each case.
One of the ways we sought to combat students having unwieldy or unmanageable
research topics was to have each student make an appointment before beginning their
research project. This meeting allowed students to propose a topic for study, which
the graduate assistants or assistant archivist could then match to resources-helping
students select topics that were specific enough to structure a cohesive narrative, yet
not so narrow that little source material existed. For example, one of the students in the
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class was active in the Tae Kwon Do team and wanted to profile that team. Although
he had access to the dojo that started the team, we had very few records that he could
use for the pictorial portion of his project. He changed his topic to survey the ways in
which university dormitories had changed over time. Our photo collections, student
newspapers, and the papers of the university architect helped him during the latter
stages of his revised project.
In order to make the overall process smoother in the future, guidelines such as prohibiting students from working on the same topic might be taken under advisement.
Additionally, another checkpoint midway through the semester-to be completed
with archives staff and not just with the professor might help students to structure
their projects more effectively and better plan their research time. The GAs could fill
out progress reports following these checkpoint meetings, confirming what materials
were consulted, and describing gaps in the research, technical issues encountered,
and any other information that might prove useful to the student and the professor in
understanding the progress of the project. Creating more checkpoints and a stricter
timeline would also help to avoid some of the last-minute scanning and research crush
that occurred at the end of the semester.
Recommendation Two: Provide More Archival Training for Students
The repository orientation session plays a critical role in the course and needs to be
retooled. As Wendy Duff and Joan Cherry explain in "Archival Orientation for Undergraduate Students: An Exploratory Study of Impact," developing archival literacy
in students is an essential role for university archivists because of the commitment of
their repositories to the larger institutional goals of education and learning. 3 Individual
meetings served to introduce the students to the repository's holdings, but the students
were never really taught how to do research in an archival repository with primary
source materials. The very first class session should be taught by repository staff and
serve less as a "greatest hits" approach to the repository, showcasing the more glamorous items in the collection, and more as a basic introduction to the research process.
Mary Jo Pugh rightly points out in Providing Reference Services for Archives and
Manuscripts that archival research is a multisensory experience, and that the sounds
and textures of the archives can attract users as much as the sights. Students enrolled
in a course centered on archival research, however, do not need to be lured into the
archives-they require a more practical introduction. 4 Unfortunately, while much of
the literature surrounding archival and historical education discusses the problems
of crafting a useful introduction, few provide concrete examples that address the
specific needs of such projects. For example, Marian Matyn of the Clarke Historical
Library at Central Michigan University correctly recognizes the "different and possibly
intimidating" procedures common to the archives, at least as viewed by a first-time
undergraduate user, but she offers no suggestions on how to overcome these obstacles. 5
Greg Johnson, of the University of Mississippi's Archives and Special Collections,
outlines several useful strategies for dispelling the "archival anxiety" that such new
users might face, including tailoring presentations to student research and providing
explanatory handouts. 6 However, our experience has shown that students require more
than a handout to understand how to locate relevant information in administrative
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records. In "Primary Source Research and the Undergraduate: A Transforming Landscape," Doris J. Malkmus places the onus on archivists to disabuse novice users of
"their expectation of topical arrangement," a notion fostered by both their familiarity
with systems of library organization and their approach to basic on-line research.
Novice undergraduate researchers require special emphasis on the different ways in
which information is structured and retrievable in archives and the singular nature of
the materials, both physically (in terms of their uniqueness and fragility) and contextually (in terms of the relationship of individual records to the greater collection).17 A
detailed explanation of the purpose and parts of a finding aid would also allow students
to explore more effectively on-line finding aids and other resources that the archives
provides before they meet with staff members regarding specific research projects. 18
It might have also been to our advantage to supply students in the digital history class
with a list of other area repositories and supplementary research resources, in addition to the short list we provided of potential project topics and records held in the
University Archives. 19
Handouts and explanations may not suffice, however. We suggest that for the
class session, the GAs enact a mock research request, explaining how staff members
translate a subject-oriented request for information into the provenance-based system
of knowledge organization employed by archives. Xiaomu Zhou describes such an
introduction to archival practice in a recent issue of American Archivist. To orient
undergraduate students in a course focusing on twentieth-century American history,
the reference archivist rejected a "formal" approach and "demonstrated by example,
presenting the students with real boxes of collections and her on-the-spot interpretation of them," showing them how to perform successful on-line searches for primary
sources, and getting them to participate in the "handling, reading, and interpreting of
original materials"-a demonstration structure designed to impart both "artifactual
literacy and archival intelligence." Zhou notes that both the students and instructors
20
found this orientation valuable.
In the New York University Archives, this introduction should include the process
of filling out a user form and articulating a research goal to the present staff member.
It should also include an introduction to the finding aids produced by repository staff,
with particular attention to those on the repository's Web site, and an introduction to
the concept of institutional archives. Students should also gain an understanding of the
manuscript collections held by the repository; preceded by some discussion concerning
the nature of a manuscript collection, how it differs from an archives-based record
group, and how a finding aid might describe such material. Additionally, students
should receive basic training in handling historical documents, particularly fragile
newspapers, photographs, and ephemera, which (because they are visually compelling)
often figure prominently in student Web projects.
It is also necessary to conduct this introductory training with the staff present because
the university archivist cannot be expected to involve her- or himself with the details
of the course. In fact, the introduction is more properly performed by staff, with whom
the students are more likely to interact throughout the course of the semester. Creating
a simple reference sheet that outlines the procedures, rules, and tips for working with
archival records, and giving it to students on the first course meeting, would also help
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ameliorate student confusion. Making sure the students understand and follow the
rules would also help staff to more clearly and consistently track the materials used by
each student-checking materials out to students both in the reading room and at the
scanning stations. By enforcing strict rules about scanning appointments and tracking what materials were scanned when and by whom, the archives would decrease the
number of misfiled documents.
Recommendation Three: Provide More Outreach Training for Staff
One simple way to improve the course is to hold a training session before the beginning of the semester for all repository staff who will be involved with the course. The
instructors can then disseminate a copy of the syllabus and objectives of the course,
thereby making clear to staff what is to be expected of them. Graduate assistants (or
whichever employees a repository designates) can be expected to bear the greatest
burden of meeting with the students and helping them to frame their research questions. All staff should be aware of basic procedures for the class, however, particularly
if policies and procedures diverge from standard practice.
Archives staff members primarily matriculate in the graduate program in archival
management, although the repository does employ graduate students in such related
disciplines as public history and museum studies. Archives personnel who are less
familiar with the structure and function of an institutional repository may be most
sensitive to the needs of first-time users, such as most undergraduate students. They
especially should understand and take into account the learning curve inherent in
archival research.
In addition, staff members should play a greater role in the Web design and technology
aspects of the course. At the very least, all University Archives staff members should
receive the same training as the undergraduate students in iWeb, the digitization of
archival photographs, and saving to the network server. By involving staff, particularly
the GAs, in the Web design aspects of the course, staff members could follow project
development more fully and gain a greater understanding of what materials might be
useful to the students.
Even if a course instructor implements all of the above recommendations, several
potential pitfalls still exist. Displaying student projects on the University Archives
Web site benefits the repository, by highlighting collection content. It also serves the
students by providing them with a valuable addition to their portfolios or resumes. By
publishing projects on an official Web site, however, the archives might guide students
away from controversial topics. Students who wish to research a topic that might be
critical of the university might self-edit their projects, knowing that they will effectively
be published under the auspices of the university. Graduate assistants could also find
themselves in the unenviable position of being asked to balance the competing obligations of working with a course professor who may also be serving as their academic
advisor or supervisor. Neglecting either their obligations as a student or as a graduate
assistant could potentially jeopardize grades or even job prospects.
We maintained a good relationship with Dr. Wosh throughout the duration of the
course, however, and ultimately found our roles in the course to be fulfilling. The final
student projects that we viewed uniformly impressed us, both with their polish and depth
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of research. Yet it was not only undergraduate skills that were honed through the course;
we became better archivists through it as well. Conducting student interviews helped
us to view our collections through a different lens, drawing unexpected connections
between sets of information. Juggling student projects among multiple staff members
reinforced the importance of record keeping and clear communication for reference
archivists. Finally, the work completed by the undergraduate students opened our eyes
to the research and presentation possibilities that too often lie dormant in our records.

A Student's Perspective: Chelsea Blacker
Starting My Project
Upon signing up for the "NYU: Creating a Digital History" course, I expected to
fulfill a history department academic requirement rather than to gain a personal passion for archives. 21 When socializing and discussing the topic with classmates, I found
that their prevailing attitude was that the archives appeared dusty and uninteresting,
and that creating our final project Web sites would be a daunting technical hassle.
Professor Wosh set us on the right track-assigning each student to share a historically focused Web site with the class. The class dialogue taught us elementary Web
design skills, including how to take into account the usability of a site, the best way
to share academic information without overwhelming viewers, and what size images
are appropriate to the Web.
Choosing a Topic
Potential projects were limited to the scope of NYU's history. This allowed students
some flexibility in selecting the subject matter of their project and proved to be a
great way for me as a student to become excited about the research process. I initially
planned on examining the broad topic of all post-World War II physical expansion at
the university. Upon analyzing other Web sites and attending my required meeting
with an NYU archival staff member, however, I realized that focusing on one building
would be more manageable.
I decided to research the construction of Vanderbilt Law Center, a key piece of
NYU's mid-twentieth-century expansion. When researching the building in the University Archives, I was surprised to find many documents and pamphlets protesting
against the construction project. I was particularly moved by a political cartoon that
displayed NYU as a monster, eating up local Greenwich Village real estate. This alternative perspective on university expansion confirmed that my project could present
perspectives from both sides of the story: from Greenwich Village residents as well
as university administrators.
That my Web site was sponsored as part of an official university course was not a
constraint as I selected my subject matter and told the story. I knew that the university tolerated alternative viewpoints, and I felt that sharing the villagers' side of the
debate would prove to be a welcome addition. Even today, NYU remains engaged in
debates with the local community concerning its ongoing efforts to expand. These
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controversies have been publicized by the university newspaper and in national media
outlets. I assumed that looking at a similar event from 50 years ago would provide
historical perspective on current affairs.
Exploring the Archives
Vanderbilt Hall was part of the university's postwar effort to expand and accommodate a growing student body, despite considerable community uproar. The building site consisted of one block on the southwest corner of Washington Square Park,
purchased from Columbia University in the fall of 1947. I discovered that NYU had
been so intent on building its own law center that it evicted many artists and families
living in the brownstones that once lined the block. Protesters fought the university,
and NYU eventually accommodated them by providing new housing.
As my research progressed, trips to the archives became more detail-oriented and
time-consuming. For example, once I had established a timeline for the construction
of Vanderbilt Hall, I spent hours combing through the student newspapers for local
updates. I also walked around the neighborhood a good deal, attempting to pinpoint
building locations through historical photographs in order to paint an accurate picture
of the neighborhood before NYU razed the block. I found the process of sifting through
old documents exciting, and I imagined I was a female Indiana Jones searching for
clues to a treasure. Combining visits to the archives with physical examinations of the
landscape enhanced my experience, helping me to relate older documents to the current neighborhood scene. My detective work proved rewarding; when I would uncover
a relevant article or photograph, I could envision how it would look on my Web site.
Creating the Web Site
Building a Web site that was both exciting and educational proved to be a struggle,
despite all the information we learned about the digitization process and its standards
and the uniformity provided by iWeb. Finding a balance between sharing interesting
archival content and inundating my Web site visitors with too much information was
still difficult. I found many relevant articles and could not believe that everyone would
not be as interested as me in every last word that the student newspaper had reported
about the building.
In an effort to organize all the information I had gathered, I created a site map a
hierarchical list of all Web pages within a site-of my Web site and an outline of my
content. By laying out howI expected visitors to use the site, I was able to anticipate the
alternative paths that they might use to explore the content and fix any layout problems.
My outline encompassed all content, including the events that I planned to describe
on the site, and a list of the sources that I planned to display on each page. My professor's critique helped me to realize that I could summarize much of my text through a
smaller selection of scanned archival documents and images. The key was to tell my
story through these resources, rather than using my words to narrate Vanderbilt Hall's
evolution and relegating the archival material to only a decorative or illustrative role.
Ultimately, the final Web site on the controversial Vanderbilt Hall Law School building
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(http://www.nyu.edu/library/bobst/research/arch/chelsea/Site/Welcome.html) became
a project that I am proud of, and I hope that others can learn from it.
Upon sharing our final Web sites, I noticed that other students in the course had
struggled with unwieldy subject matter, not manageable in one semester, and with
attempting to illustrate concepts using archival materials rather than their own narratives. As a result, some of the final products were missing theses, seemed disjointed,
or were lacking materials from the archives.
Challenges of the Course Structure
My attempts to conduct research in the University Archives proved challenging at
times. As discussed earlier, the limited hours of the archives required many short visits
between classes and during my internship lunch break. I am certain that weekend hours
would have been well received by many students, had they been a possibility. Perhaps
in the future, the course could function similarly to a science class, containing both
class and research lab time, where a particular staff member would be assigned to each
student and become responsible for shepherding a few individual projects.
This suggestion would have helped with my second problem, which was the variation in staff attentiveness during my visits to the archives. As with any institution,
some staff members are more apt to offer helpful suggestions on alternative sources
or better teach researching techniques. As a rule of thumb, I tried to interact with only
two particular staff members whom I found had the most thorough knowledge of the
archives and could easily point me to relevant sources. I was touched by the effort that
the two archival staffers put into finding boxes of documents for me, but looking back
I realize that this may have had more to do with archival security than with an innate
desire to do the grunt work of locating boxes for me. Either way, it proved helpful.
Despite this assistance, I struggled at times to keep the boxes containing important
documents for my project organized. This was in part due to my own carelessness
in recording which boxes and folders contained useful documents, but students were
also permitted to put documents "on hold," which became a problem when multiple
students attempted to use the same sources.
In general, I was surprised by how free I was to pursue my research unchecked.
After being approved for my topic, there was little required interaction between my
professor, the archives staff, and myself as I went about the process of plotting out my
final Web site. I would have benefited from a more structured system of administrative
checks, and perhaps a bit more technical advice from an experienced Web designer
when finishing my site.
Overall, the course helped me develop many skills that are continuing to further my
education and career. First and foremost, I learned how exciting it can be to sift through
archival materials like a detective, and I can now appreciate their connection to our past.
A highlight for me was locating the home address of a community opposition leader,
Harold M. Flemming, and then zooming in on a scanned image of a Greenwich Village
block in order to locate his front door before the university had destroyed his house. I
was also able to meet with staff members and explore the archives of the Greenwich
Village Society for Historical Preservation, a local activist group with a rich archival
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collection. This was an educational way for me to expose myself to other institutions
that exhibited a passion for historical preservation.
The combined skills of researching first-hand sources and building a Web site helped
to propel me into the on-line advertising industry. As I graduate, I am taking with me
the skills that I initially began to cultivate in "NYU: Creating A Digital History," and
am very grateful for the direction given me by the course.

Conclusion
Academic archivists and librarians increasingly recognize that educational outreach
remains a core component of their mission. Recent literature in the field reflects this
understanding, and professional associations regularly feature sessions on the topic.
The Society of American Archivists, for example, devoted an entire panel session at
its 2008 meeting to undergraduate use of archival resources. 22 The lively discussion at
that session illustrated archivists' and librarians' evolving confidence that collaboration
with faculty offers a useful way to "strengthen information literacy" by incorporating archival materials and searching techniques into the classroom. Shan Sutton and
Lorrie Knight explore a different model for this type of instruction in their article,
"Beyond the Classroom: Integrating Primary and Secondary Sources in the Classroom." Their approach involves voluntary instruction about research methods from
a variety of disciplines by drawing explicit connections between secondary sources
and the archival sources upon which they are based.23 New media further offers an
opportunity to introduce students to innovative methods for creating and enhancing
historical scholarship.
Our initial ambitious effort at New York University to create an archives-based digital
history course produced mixed results. Better communication and coordination, a more
detailed understanding of administrative issues at the University Archives and academic
computing facilities, and a more intensive introduction to archival methodology for
students clearly would have produced a smoother semester. Perhaps most critically, a
key learning objective of such courses should be to cultivate the skills that Elizabeth
Yakel and Deborah Torres have labeled "archival intelligence." 24 A revised syllabus for
this course will seek to prepare students better by cultivating a greater understanding
of archival theory and practice, helping them to develop more structured methods to
approach archival resources, and teaching effective ways to negotiate the world of archival finding aids. In an effort to be helpful, staff perhaps inadvertently undermined
students' archival experiences by enabling their projects rather than communicating
the complexity of serious research. In the future, more attention will be paid to following standard archival procedures, with less emphasis on bending the rules in the
interest of advancing student projects.
Clearly, however, the class should be repeated and integrated into the undergraduate history curriculum. The Web-based component proved particularly popular, and
students embraced the challenge of presenting their projects in a digital environment.
They exhibited remarkable ownership of their projects, clearly enjoying the notion
that their work could have a more permanent virtual life beyond the course, and

102

ARCHIVAL ISSUES

Vol. 31 , No. 1, 2007

enthusiastically experimented with new methods for communicating scholarship to
general audiences. Such classes enhance the educational mission of repositories, but
ultimately constitute an enormous opportunity for learners. As Mary Jo Pugh has
observed, "analyzing documents and evaluating them are important life skills for
most workers and all citizens."25 Students both enjoy and benefit from such courses;
educators and archivists need to provide them with the options.
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