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ABSTRACT 

The literature on archival education contains few empirical studies about how future 
professionals are educated in practice. Practical components in archival education 
can provide students not only with training opportunities for entry-level qualification 
but also (and more importantly) with different types of learning experiences that may 
last throughout their professional lives. This article looks at the practical component 
in the archival curriculum based upon a case study of the Archival Representation 
course at the University at Albany (State University of New York). This course uses 
actual collections from nearby archives in semester-long projects. The collaboration 
between classroom and workplace was initiated to enhance the students’ learning 
experience. This study explores how professional knowledge is materialized and 
applied through practical archival processing projects. Specifically, it investigates (1) 
the major effects of project-based learning and how students and archivists perceive 
them; (2) the requirements necessary to make the collaboration a planned learning 
experience for students; and (3) the factors that can promote sustainable professional 
education through project-based learning. To address these areas, the study analyzed 
course evaluations, an online survey of students, and interviews with archivists. This 
article reports the benefits and challenges of project-based learning and suggests 
some elements important for creating a successful collaboration.

© Donghee Sinn. 
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Since the archival profession was established in North America, many gradu-
ate schools have provided formalized archival education. While research-

ers have studied archival education from various perspectives, no substantial 
research exists on how a practical perspective can be incorporated into the 
curriculum.1 I believe that hands-on practices can enhance the quality of the 
learning experience. In its “Guidelines for a Graduate Program,” the Society of 
American Archivists articulates that “teaching methods and technology applica-
tions should link theory to practice” to convey the core knowledge of arrange-
ment and description.2 Practical learning is considered an important element 
for professional education in general since a large number of schools include 
fieldwork in their programs. 

However, many educators maintain that a “workshop” mentality or appren-
ticeships for professional education is less desirable because this approach may 
hinder a proper education based on professional knowledge and theoretical 
foundations of the discipline.3 For this reason, educators argue that careful coor-
dination is necessary when combining practical components within academic 
curricula to create a sustainable professional learning experience for students.4 
In the field of education, practical training has been identified as a way not only 
to qualify students for entry-level positions but also to provide different types 
of learning experiences that may not be easily acquired in an academic setting. 
Some researchers emphasize that learning happens in different forms in every 
setting, and practical experience offers its own advantages for an effective pro-
fessional education.5 Archival researchers have called for more research on how 
to structure fieldwork as an educational experience within the archival curricu-
lum. It is important to note that how practical projects are used in academic 
courses has not been studied systematically. 

In this study, I looked at practical components for arrangement and 
description based upon a case study of the Archival Representation course at the 
University at Albany (State University of New York). This particular course uses 
actual archival collections for students’ projects. I examined the collaboration 
between classroom and workplace for project-based learning to understand how 
practical learning can be incorporated into the academic curriculum, address-
ing the following aspects: (1) the major effects of project-based learning and 
how students and archivists perceive them; (2) the requirements necessary to 
make the collaboration a planned learning experience for students; and (3) the 
factors that can promote sustainable professional education through project-
based learning. To address these areas, the study analyzed course evaluations, 
an online survey of students, and interviews with archivists.
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Literature Review

Archival Knowledge and Apprenticeship

In the archival literature, researchers generally acknowledge the impor-
tance of fieldwork or practica as part of an archival education program. 
However, the practical components in the professional pedagogy have not been 
a major topic for serious research, especially archival processing, which is a key 
aspect of professional practice. Academic journals such as The American Archivist, 
Archival Science, and Journal of Education for Library and Information Science have 
dedicated special issues to archival education, but few articles in those issues 
deal with learning from practice. Most studies focus on the general characteris-
tics and curricula of archival programs.

Archival curricula have expanded since the 1970s and 1980s when only a 
few graduate-level courses were taught. Today, a specialized track and sequen-
tial courses are based on clearly identified core knowledge.6 The core archi-
val knowledge in graduate programs includes introductory courses, appraisal, 
arrangement and description, electronic records, legal issues, preservation, 
records management, and reference.7 Educators generally mention the need 
for field training for professional education.8 However, an archival practicum or 
field experience is not considered core knowledge, but rather an opportunity for 
the application of knowledge.9 Previous studies have not made an in-depth anal-
ysis of syllabi, course activities, and assignments to examine how core knowl-
edge is being taught. Thus, little information exists about pedagogical methods 
in archival courses for connecting theory and practice. 

Before the current form of archival education was established, archival 
knowledge and professional practice were often learned through apprentice-
ship. The education of archivists was believed to be best performed by those 
with appropriate academic qualifications and substantial practical experience. 
Ruth Helmuth maintained that students would be able to learn professional 
“attitudes of dedication, concern, and obligation”10 when they are taught by 
professional archivists who possess those same qualities; theoretical knowl-
edge alone might be an insecure basis for professional qualification.11 Without 
a standard format for professional education and common curriculum, how-
ever, it is difficult to control the quality of archival education, especially when 
conducted in individual courses by individual practitioners.12 The Society of 
American Archivists has articulated requirements for professional education 
over the history of the profession. However, it has been frequently criticized for 
failing to take the lead in educating archivists of the future, focusing only on 
the demands of the contemporary workplace.13 
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O’Toole stated that the workshop mentality has caused archival education 
to make little progress despite the growth of the profession in the past. The work-
shop mentality makes archivists think about their profession and discipline in 
an overview fashion. In the workshop model, readings might be sacrificed under 
the constraints of limited time.14 Cox further maintained that effective archival 
fieldwork should be expanded to encompass many archival tasks beyond the 
traditional emphasis on archival processing.15 Perhaps the emphasis on prac-
tice early in the profession’s history led to a reaction. Consequently, in later 
years, there is much more emphasis on building a critical knowledge base for 
professionalism and on establishing archives as an academic discipline.16 Now, 
the archival profession has matured with a body of specialized knowledge. Cox 
maintained that the archival profession is not “just a service occupation and a 
subset of other disciplines,” but instead that archival science has a theoretical 
basis for practices.17  

Connecting Theory to Practice

Many archival educators believe that graduate-level programs should focus 
on the theoretical foundations of the discipline. Anderson distinguished the 
terms “education” and “training.” Education implies “the whole course of scho-
lastic instruction” that provides a learner with the theories and principles that 
underpin professional practices. Training is limited to teaching sets of skills and 
procedures, often in a short period of time.18 Archival theories and principles 
provide critical foundation knowledge to help professionals deal with everyday 
practical situations,19 and learning formalized research skills helps students to 
perform better as professionals.20 This theoretical approach to education pro-
motes problem-solving capabilities and learning. Such capabilities and habits 
are especially important in our fast-changing world. The role of professional 
educators, therefore, should be to help students become lifelong learners with 
a facility for learning to work with new tools.21 Anderson argued that students 
who grasp the firm ground of theory and principles are “prepared to meet the 
possibilities and challenges of the real world more creatively in the longer term 
than those whose training is confined to meeting the needs and procedures of 
their employing institution.”22 Indeed, a research attitude may be an impor-
tant qualification for a good professional, and the profession itself should be 
research oriented.23

While educators emphasize theories in graduate courses, they also teach 
the importance of practical experiences. Anderson articulated that structuring 
a work experience program into professional education courses is important 
because students can learn how to apply their knowledge in a real organiza-
tion while gaining professional confidence. Work experience programs should 
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include hypothetical as well as real-life involvement on various levels (manage-
rial roles, ethical dilemmas, processing projects, standards and systems, advo-
cacy and outreach programs, etc.) to achieve authentic learning.24 

Practical learning can occur through archival internships at the end of the 
graduate program, after all courses are taken and students are equipped with 
theory.25 Graduate program internships can introduce students to a workplace 
experience under the supervision of a professional archivist.26 The most recent 
SAA guidelines articulate practical components as pedagogical elements for pro-
fessional education.27 Many schools require internship or practica credits for a 
master’s degree; Bastian and Yakel reported that in the 76 schools/departments 
they surveyed, 52 offer internship/practica courses.28 Many archival internship 
and fieldwork programs find arrangement and description the most legitimate 
for students’ training.29 However, what should constitute an internship for 
course credits is not consistently articulated nor professionally defined. What 
students practice in fieldwork, ranging from acquiring a general overview of 
archival operation to undertaking specific projects such as metadata input or 
transcribing oral histories, depends largely on individual sites.

Still, little information exists about the pedagogical connection between 
archival theory and practice. Some practitioners assert that graduate programs 
should reflect the needs of the current job market, such as EAD skills, in their 
curricula.30 Some established archival programs still seem to focus on teaching 
and professional mentoring, rather than on archival knowledge and research.31 
Even with a practical focus in curricula, Bastian and Webber argued that theory 
should be emphasized as much as practice.32 Cox stated that fieldwork not 
closely linked with theories and principles will hardly differ from apprentice-
ship operations of the past, “focusing on practicing not reflecting, experiencing 
not learning.”33 The specific requirements for a successful internship should be 
well structured based on articulated educational goals and students’ learning 
outcomes. Evaluation methods should be considered.34 Just working in archives 
does not qualify as academic learning. 

Graduate programs with adequate pedagogical methods in practice require 
effective collaboration with practitioners. Creating constructive collaboration is 
not easy. Academic programs usually set the goals and expectations for field-
work, but the profession and academia together need to discuss the standards 
for structure, content, and evaluation.35 Anderson stated that the collaboration 
should aim to make the students’ experiences most constructive by providing 
a well-grounded view of the organizational environment that introduces stu-
dents to the real world of the profession.36 Recently, Cox, Alcalá, and Bowler 
published a case study about a graduate school partnership with area archi-
vists. The authors used an actual archival collection to provide a unique archival 
advocacy learning experience. They found that students began “to learn how to 
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communicate about archives and their value to individuals who have little idea 
about what goes on within archival repositories. The archival students them-
selves also [began] to test their own assumptions and knowledge about archives, 
which will assist them in becoming better advocates.”37

Specific curriculum models will be necessary for multiperspective educa-
tion that carefully incorporates theory and practice and balances the objectives 
from educational programs and fieldwork. Some research projects for education 
models have been conducted with practitioner partners.38 Bastian et al. suggested 
that collaboration can be used particularly effectively for archival arrangement 
and description practices, especially for digital content and electronic records 
management. They envisage that practitioner partners will provide expertise in 
digital practices in support of a well-developed and tested syllabus.39 In addition 
to well-structured internships, individual advisement and nurturing by both 
instructors and practitioners are also important in the process of collabora-
tion. Among many factors that contribute to a successful internship, Bastian 
found that students consider the repository supervisor the most influential.40 
Interestingly, she also found that among survey participants, graduates who are 
in the field value class preparation and an instructor’s guidance as the next two 
most influential factors, while current students assess the nature of a project 
as the next most influential factor. It seems that those who are already in the 
field feel that concepts learned in class are more useful for their career than the 
practical skills acquired from participating in particular projects.41

Archival Arrangement and Description Courses 

Archival arrangement and description has been regarded as core knowl-
edge for the archival profession since the 1980s. However, Ericson reported 
that the 1990–1991 SAA Directory of Archival Education listed only one full-length 
course on this subject.42 It seems that archival arrangement and description 
had been taught more on-the-job or in workshops and only later began to be 
taught as a specialized course. Little information exists about how schools 
now teach this subject.

In contrast, some archivists have shared their experiences in effectively 
training graduate student assistants to process collections. Dean discussed stu-
dents’ training in light of the paradigm shift triggered by Greene and Meissner’s 
“More Product, Less Process.”43 She used practical methods such as a well-devel-
oped processing manual and weekly processing meetings.44 Dean provided some 
good examples of archival processing training, but mainly focused on how 
archivists train their student workforce to process collections and not on how 
the training will contribute to the students’ learning. 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-07-01 via free access



243

The American Archivist    Vol. 76, No. 1    Spring/Summer 2013

To understand the general status of archival arrangement and description 
courses in North America, I reviewed course descriptions and course syllabi avail-
able from schools’ websites, identifying a total of 55 courses with the subject of 
archival arrangement and description at 46 schools.45 The courses range from 
basic to advanced with prerequisites. Course titles vary from school to school, 
including Archival Arrangement and Description, Archival Representation, 
Archival Description and Access, Principles and Practices of Archival Description, 
Archival Organization, Archival Access and Use, and Archival Access Systems. As 
the course titles show, the focus of courses varies from general principles and 
practices of arrangement and description to more systematic approaches to 
representation surrogates for descriptions and use. 

As of May 2012, 18 syllabi and 50 course descriptions for the 55 courses 
are available on the Web. Sixteen syllabi (88.89%) include hands-on practices as 
part of the course grade. The proportion of hands-on practice varies from 10% 
to 90% of the total grade. These courses utilize many different types of practical 
assignments, from individual segments of archival description such as finding 
aids, MARC, and EAD, to a whole processing project. Some courses convert exist-
ing archival finding aids into different surrogates. Others use actual archival 
collections. In some cases, virtual collections or personal collections are used 
for assignments. Course descriptions also mention practical components. Of 50 
available course descriptions, 40 (80%) mention practical aspects as an impor-
tant component of the course. More than three-quarters of available syllabi and 
course descriptions clearly state that they use practical exercises, which may 
show a consensus on the pedagogical necessity of practice.

Educational Benefits of Practical Components

Hands-on practices within a curriculum can increase the quality of learn-
ing when they are well designed for student learning objectives and outcomes. 
Marty and Twidale discussed the value of project-based learning in museum 
informatics courses in two library and information science programs. Students 
not only learned to use specific software or information systems, but also had 
broader opportunities to apply practices and methods learned in class to actual 
problems in cultural organizations.46

In the field of education, learning through practice has been widely 
researched. Practice provides different kinds of activities and interactions for 
learning, which can create significant value for a sustainable professional edu-
cation. Billett maintained that learning is a cognitive and ongoing process that 
is a part of everyday conscious thinking and acting. In educational programs or 
practice settings, learning occurs whether it was intended or not. He argued that 
individuals construe and construct ideas or knowledge from their experiences, 
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which shape what they learn. Thus, the quality of activities and interactions has 
a greater influence on learning than settings do. Experiences in practical set-
tings are likely to make important contributions to students’ learning because 
they offer different kinds of activities and interactions than classrooms.47 Billett 
pointed out, however, that learning through practice may not afford a planned 
learning experience because of unforeseen real-world circumstances. Also the 
qualities, processes, and outcomes of learning through practice are usually eval-
uated by the norms and practices of educational institutions. Learning through 
practice requires its own terms for evaluation; curriculum models and pedago-
gies must be developed for practice settings.48

Learning in the classroom is often grounded in abstract knowledge and 
motivated by an emphasis on process, while learning at work is motivated by 
actual process and outcomes of work experiences that are highly applied and 
contextual.49 The distinction between these two types of learning can pose a 
difficulty for students trying to integrate different modes and experiences.50 
Often this integration of knowledge occurs in an ad hoc manner, but it can be 
achieved by establishing it as an explicit learning objective for the collaborative 
education.51 Educators and practitioners should work together to develop clear, 
workplace-based pedagogies for the integration of knowledge.52 

Field experiences are often undertaken to prepare students for entry-level 
positions or to ease the transition into vocation. Criticisms usually focus on 
the fact that out-of-class learning is short on academic qualifications, that is, it 
lacks educational learning objectives and outcomes.53 Implementing successful 
collaborative education based on carefully planned curricula and pedagogical 
processes brings various advantages to students’ learning: students show more 
positive attitudes toward study, greater motivation, active engagement in class, 
enhanced self-confidence, and increased initiative, and, consequently, they 
learn better. Employers enjoy the benefits of collaboration, including enthusias-
tic student workers, productive interactions with educational institutions, and 
opportunities to screen potential new employees.54 

Through the integration of theoretical and practical learning, future archi-
vists not only learn to cope with technical, practical, and procedural challenges, 
they also develop the inquisitive and speculative mindset to deal with various 
aspects of archival reality in the fast-changing environment.55 As many archi-
val scholars maintain, the archival profession of the future will need the right 
balance of what archivists know and how archivists think.56 Eastwood stated, 
“The role of education is to form the mind to the ways of thinking and aware-
ness that will allow the learner to adapt to new circumstances and to consider 
what is being done in ways that are productive for the self-growth of the skill at 
doing the work.”57 Cook also insisted that archival education should ensure that 
theory and practice harmonize in the curriculum and that archival educators 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-07-01 via free access



245

The American Archivist    Vol. 76, No. 1    Spring/Summer 2013

discuss various possibilities and potentials for their wide and diversified archi-
val education programs.58

Research Methodology  

I examined one course at the University at Albany (SUNY), IST 666—Current 
Problems in the Information Science: Archival Representation. I explored 
whether the practical project offered as part of this archival arrangement and 
description course contributed to students’ learning and whether the collabora-
tion between educators and archivists promotes planned learning as well as the 
interests of the archival institution. 

IST 666—Archival Representation has been offered since spring 2009. It 
is a trial course using a generic course number (IST 666) which was added to 
the curriculum by a new faculty member in the department. As such, it is not 
required for archives track students. The course is designed to introduce the his-
tory, theory, and practice of the representation of archival collections. Students 
review theories and principles for archival arrangement and description, and 
examine different types of surrogates for archival collections, including vari-
ous descriptions and descriptive standards as well as Web representations of 
archival metadata. In seeking effective methods to connect principles and prac-
tices, this course takes a project-based learning approach with a semester-long 
project to process an archival collection. This approach is not intended to fulfill 
the internship requirements of the university’s archival program, but simply to 
provide another learning experiences around the topic of archival arrangement 
and description. Two nearby archives supply collections. Completing the project 
entails developing a processing plan for one of the collections, arranging and 
describing the collection, writing a finding aid for the collection, creating a 
MARC and an EAD record using the DACS descriptive standard, presenting the 
collection on the Web, and, finally, writing a brief assessment paper (3–5 pages) 
describing the nature of records in the collection, the problems and challenges 
faced during processing, how these problems are addressed, and other issues 
encountered during the project. To make certain that theories and principles 
for archival arrangement and description connect with the processing practices 
in the project, assignments are aligned with each week’s classroom topic. Thus, 
students read existing literature on theories and principles, and discuss the 
implications of recent research studies in class before they work on a specific 
assignment. In addition to the processing project, the course requires a final 
term paper. Students write literature review papers on any topic that interests 
them regarding archival arrangement and description. 

I collected three sets of data from students and archivists. First, the course 
evaluation comments were collected for three years (2009–2011). This evaluation 
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was designed to assess the course contents, quality of instructor’s teaching, 
teaching resources and techniques, and so on. Thus, the student comments do 
not only pertain to the specific purpose of this study (the hands-on practices) 
but rather evaluate the overall course. Also, course evaluations are done at the 
end of the semester, which may not provide enough time or opportunity for 
students to think about the usefulness of this specific aspect of the course. 
Thus, I sent an additional survey to students asking about their perceptions 
and specific experiences with the project. During the three-year period, a total 
of 27 students took this course, and 15 students participated in the survey. 
Since I surveyed the same pool of students, survey responses may overlap to a 
certain extent with the comments on the course evaluations. In addition to the 
students’ responses, I interviewed three archivists from the two collaborating 
archives. To both archivists and students, I posed questions regarding initial 
expectations and intent, experiences during the project, examples of successful 
and unsuccessful aspects of the project, benefits, and areas needing improve-
ment (see the appendix for the questions).

Findings and Discussion

Benefits of Practical Experience: Students’ Views

University at Albany’s archival curriculum includes a for-credit internship 
that is required for a master’s degree. In addition to that requirement, students 
appreciated the opportunity this course gave them to process a collection. The 
majority of students said they took this course to gain practical experience; 
the hands-on project was the most attractive aspect. Some students specifically 
mentioned benefits of particular segments of the project, such as the creation 
of archival metadata: “I wanted to take a course that applied to a real world 
setting, i.e. processing a collection, making a MARC and EAD record, and finally 
displaying my work in a website.” 

Students identified several specific benefits of hands-on projects, including 
the opportunity to experience how theoretical knowledge can be applied in han-
dling a collection. They also mentioned how aligning their theoretical reading 
assignments with the tasks of practical processing on-site helped them recog-
nize how to connect theory to practice. The course schedule correlates topics 
and required assignments so that students read about a certain topic in class 
and then submit an assignment that is closely related to that topic the follow-
ing week. One student mentioned that “completing the assignments so closely 
to the theoretical reading helped to meld the processes together.” This method 
seems to work well with students because they know where to look for further 
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information and become more engaged in the class because of an assignment’s 
impending deadline. 

Some students mentioned as a benefit getting to know the professional 
world and testing the water before actually entering: “Assignments were chal-
lenging and let me realize how the whole process of describing and arranging 
a collection works”; “If you don’t enjoy this, you will not enjoy archival work.” 
They also noted how the course made them feel prepared for employment: “I’ve 
also found the skills I learned in this class have been very helpful to me in my 
search for employment.” Students also appreciated the opportunity to create a 
professional relationship through the collaboration. 

Benefits of Practical Experience: Archivists’ Views

In the same vein, the archivists mentioned practical motivations for the 
collaboration, especially the opportunity to process more collections in whole or 
in part. Not only do students help to process their backlogs, but as graduate stu-
dents, they have more advanced knowledge than typical work-study students. 

However, while students mentioned the chance to gain “practical experi-
ence” foremost among other motivations, archivists noted broader and more 
conceptual motivations first. Archivists mentioned that they viewed the collabo-
ration as a way to give back to the profession as well as to serve the university’s 
general educational mission. Archivists took this opportunity to perform profes-
sional duties beyond the pragmatics of reducing backlogs: 

It’s a way to grow our profession. (Interview 1)

I know that having experience as graduate students ourselves, and in practical 
environments you know the benefits it [has] for future archivists. (Interview 2)

Just the general belief that I have that if you work at a university, you’re 
always educating students in some general fashion. (Interview 3)

More specifically, they recalled their own experiences as graduate students and 
the value of hands-on projects to them and wanted to offer those opportunities 
to students. The archivists talked about how they supervised students sympa-
thetically during the actual processing tasks knowing the challenges the stu-
dents faced.

Archivists believed all students gained something from the experience, big 
or small, practical or theoretical. One archivist mentioned that 

They all get some level of learning and understanding about what it’s like to 
work day to day. And the practical side, because it is a profession, and you 
learn a lot about processing when you’re actually processing. It’s hard to read 
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about processing. So in that end, even the students who weren’t as interested 
as others, I think they all got something out of it. (Interview 3)

Even when a student did not complete processing a collection, the archi-
val institution benefited from the project. Any quality student work is useful, 
especially in the age of MPLP. One archivist mentioned that student work on a 
collection helps with the first crucial step—getting started: 

A lot of the material just takes a dedicated person for some time. . . . They 
really had to poke in and do some research. That wasn’t just something you 
could look into on an afternoon. It took a lot of inquiry, and talking with the 
donors, you know the initial steps that you would do. That was really benefi-
cial to us. (Interview 3)

Archivists agreed that the collaboration is a good way to build professional 
relationships with future archivists or to audition students for future employ-
ment. Students often return to the archives for summer internships or are actu-
ally hired as processing staff. Archivists also said they can offer to serve as 
references for students’ job applications. 

Archivists said they found the collaboration with students provided an 
opportunity to evaluate their own work procedures, a benefit I did not antici-
pate as I designed the study. Working with students helped the archivists deter-
mine how to adapt new processes and standards more easily, more logically, and 
more efficiently. One of the archives wished to streamline its new procedures 
for creating MARC and EAD records. The collaboration provided a way to test 
the process: 

I thought . . . we would have students hand us a file just like they would hand 
us an html file. We might add some descriptive elements, but the format-
ting would stay the same. What we learned through the process of working 
with your students is that we weren’t going to be able to do that with EAD. 
And working with students was going to be easier through what we now do. 
The end . . . product [is] in Excel spreadsheets, and they create the finding 
aid through that, and that’s something that we just finalized a draft on last 
summer. So whatever the students create will then be input into this Excel 
spreadsheet, then that spits out the EAD finding aid. (Interview 3)

Challenges of the Practical Experience: Students’ Views

Although the collaboration offered benefits to students and archivists, 
both parties faced challenges as well. The foremost challenges for students were 
the workload and increased time commitment. Many students said the work-
load was greater than they expected. Some could not complete all the process-
ing within the semester, perhaps because some collections were larger than 
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others and/or some students did not work as fast as other students. In some 
cases, students returned to the archives to complete the processing after the 
semester ended.

Some students mentioned that the amount of work, such as rehousing 
folders and physically processing papers, overwhelmed them at first, but that 
they found the job less challenging once they learned how things were done. 
In any case, most students appreciated the practical opportunity, noting that 
the extra time and effort were worthwhile. Students mentioned some specific 
assignments, such as creating an EAD record or a MARC record, as particularly 
challenging—not surprising since they had never created actual hand-coded 
descriptive metadata from scratch. The course presents adequate levels of intel-
lectual challenge to encourage students to learn more actively and complete the 
process with a greater sense of achievement. 

Challenges of the Practical Experience: Archivists’ Views

Archivists encountered the same challenges, mentioning that the large 
amount of time spent with students intensifies their workloads, especially in 
the early weeks of the project: 

I think it actually took more time than we had thought, so that’s definitely a 
major concern that you’re going to have to spend, especially at peaks and val-
ley points when there’s assignments due, or when there’s a break, we’ve found 
that students were coming in and doing a lot of work then. So I think that’s 
one of the things [to make] apparent to students that time management is 
really a critical skill to either learn or implement with this class. (Interview 3)

I think that we kn[e]w coming in that it is time consuming, especially at the 
beginning, so you have to prepare blocks of time that the students especially 
getting started need extra handholding in some cases. . . . That’s always, I 
guess, a minor frustration that you wish everyone would be able to be inde-
pendent at the beginning. (Interview 2)

Both parties stated that more planning should be done in terms of the size 
of collections, the number of students in each archives, and scheduling of stu-
dents’ work time within the archives. One archivist suggested that structuring 
time for the project, such as specific office hours when archivists are available to 
students, would make the process much more efficient. Archivists agreed that 
about five students per semester in each archives would be optimal, an arrange-
ment that would ensure adequate supervision of each student. Archivists sug-
gested that the instructor assign more time for some specific topics with which 
students struggled. Students also wanted assignment due dates to be more 
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dispersed throughout the semester. Both archivists and students mentioned 
that additional time should be spent on the topic of EAD. 

Students’ efforts and struggles seem to pay off well at the archives. 
Archivists said they utilized students’ work as much as possible, even given the 
range of quality in the final products (arranged collections, rehoused materials, 
descriptions, etc.). They expected from the beginning that some students would 
do great work, while others would do the minimum required. Some excel-
lent work the archivists used in its entirety; from other work, such as student 
research on collections and finding aids, they took only parts. One archivist 
noted that physical processing usually requires less modification; however, the 
EAD files needed the most tweaks and fixes. Another archivist commented that 
she accepted all the students’ work, including EAD and MARC, for future use 
even though her institution does not yet use such systems.

Not surprisingly, archivists tried to help students create products that met 
institutional standards. The most efficient method was working closely with the 
students and collections. When they gave students more feedback, they found 
the end products of better quality. The benefits of working closely took some 
time to learn. The year after the first collaboration, archivists prepared more 
adequate collections and scheduled blocks of time for students. Also, supplying 
students a sample of the institution’s finding aids helped to ensure a constant 
level of work quality. 

We’ve started that in the second and third years, looking at the collections 
more closely, so instead of the students’ finding things and me not knowing 
about them, I would go through a collection more, in more detail. Just to look 
for things that they would find to see if they found things that I found. And 
if they didn’t, I said, “Well we need to handle this issue or we need to not 
separate these files because their provenance put them in a specific series.” 
So that’s something that I changed also. (Interview 3)

All in all, the archivists considered collaboration a positive experience, and 
the time they spent productive.

Learning for Sustainable Professional Knowledge

The collaboration provided students with a valuable opportunity to learn 
professional practices and sample actual work in preparation for their first jobs. 
This was the students’ first processing project and their first chance to put into 
practice what they learned in class. In addition, students acquired specific skills 
and techniques through the hands-on projects, thus improving their compe-
tency. One student commented that “I knew this course would enable me to 
become more familiar with XML and EAD, important skills to know for success 
in the profession.”
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The final products students produced, such as finding aids of various for-
mats and a Web presentation of the whole project, clearly presented their skills 
and what they learned. Archivists believed that students could include their 
course project work in their CVs or portfolios for potential employers to review. 
When a student-created finding aid becomes available on the Web, it represents 
the student’s professional work. Associating students’ names with online find-
ing aids enables them to take professional responsibility and receive credit for 
their accomplishments: 

I do try to speak to them to say “look, you know, if you don’t put your effort 
into this, you’re the one who loses out because everyone else is going to come 
in and have a finished product that they can put on their resume. Because 
the finding aid will bear their name. If you don’t finish, you’re not going to 
have a professional experience, so you lose out. I mean we lose out too in the 
archives.” (Interview 2)

The feeling of achievement students get from the project can be one of 
the most important elements of learning and an emotional motivator. Students 
enthusiastically shared their feelings, successes, and achievements. Completing 
required assignments or overcoming a challenge increased their emotional 
engagement with the project. They described specific successful moments: com-
pleting a step, such as finishing a difficult assignment; concluding a whole proj-
ect; or presenting a project to the class along with a Web page they created. This 
sense of achievement often remains with the students beyond the conclusion 
of the course. 

Definitely the day we presented our websites. A lot of time and effort went 
into the finding aid. The website was tangible proof of what I had accom-
plished and I enjoyed sharing my experience with the class. (Student survey)

Students also reported feeling personal satisfaction when they helped other 
students:

[It was satisfying] when I could help my fellow classmates understand the EAD 
finding aid by showing them [that] my code executed during my XML class. 
(Student survey)

Through practical experiences in an actual setting and exchanging different 
opinions on best methods and practices, students gained professional confi-
dence about archival processing. 

Archives were an important venue for student learning in this collabora-
tion. Accordingly, archivists were expected to serve as site instructors during 
the process. Archivists did not hesitate to act in teaching roles, attempting to 
implement more effective learning. Archivists tried to offer collections that 
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would be a good fit for students’ learning. Sometimes they tailored approaches 
to individual students and offered one-on-one training:

I don’t know what the students are going to ask me to milk my knowledge, 
so I have to be prepared. And it takes a lot of energy, but once they’re here, 
I’m fine. (Interview 1)

I like working with students, so I always find overall it’s a very pleasant expe-
rience for me. I know it’s also a time-consuming experience, realistically, but 
my feeling is if you come to our department, and you expect to be trained, 
you should be able to get one-on-one time with me and have a fully-fledged 
experience in a practical environment and learning how, as a department, we 
handle processing. (Interview 2)

The archival site instructors cared as much about student learning as they 
did about benefits for their archives. They did not force students to follow insti-
tutional procedures for certain processing tasks (using templates or established 
forms), even though they knew it would be an easier way to incorporate stu-
dents’ work into their institutional systems. They respected the learning pro-
cess of students. During a class assignment for creating an EAD record with 
hand-coding of XML, archivists followed the instructional goals and did not ask 
students to adhere to a tool that they already used for EAD. One archivist men-
tioned that

I have a template with an Excel spreadsheet that using a mail merge can be 
encoded very quickly [for an EAD file]. So even our undergraduate work study 
students just have to type in the spreadsheet, and if they have the columns 
correct and the dates correct, it’s perfect. But I know students in 666 really 
need to learn more about the encoding aspect of it. So frequently that’s where 
I think if only you could use the template it would be perfect, but you don’t 
learn as much in that respect. I do understand. (Interview 2)

Archivists expected the quality of students’ work to be evaluated based 
on the course standards, even though there was no clear agreement between 
archivists and the instructor in the initial phase of the collaboration. Thus the 
archivists planned on simply accepting students’ work, leaving the evaluation 
to the instructor. This general circumstance may have resulted in more empha-
sis on student learning and less focus on completing the archival processing to 
institutional standards. In a few cases, therefore, students could pass the course 
even though they did not finish the processing. 

Be realistic with students in terms of what they have to accomplish and what 
you need to accomplish for your processing goals. The students and the course 
is the most important. If they don’t do enough processing as you see fit, but 
it’s enough for the class and they get a B, then that’s fine too. (Interview 3)
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Archivists felt satisfaction as they watched students develop into profes-
sionals who understood the real process of archival arrangement and descrip-
tion, became more independent in their work, and achieved a true sense of the 
profession. One archivist said, “I feel really good when you’ve taught someone 
something that they suddenly, they can make their own decision about what 
works and what doesn’t” (Interview 2).

Archivists often expanded their teaching role beyond the immediate 
demands of students. They took advantage of this opportunity to share their 
professional knowledge and attitudes with future colleagues. Archivists treated 
the students as professionals, acknowledging that they came from a graduate 
program and had more advanced knowledge of the field than the usual work-
study students. Archivists shared their thoughts with students on various issues 
related to professional responsibility, accountability, and ethics: 

I want them to also behave ethically and morally in what they do. . . . If you see 
something that has privacy restrictions, you have to be ethical about it. You 
can’t reveal it because it might embarrass your institution. . . . And that’s the 
point of what we do, so sort of then ingraining that to students is definitely 
part of the process. (Interview 3)

I don’t know that it would necessarily fall under an archival description, but 
for the general program, [there should be] more emphasis on ethics. It’s a lost 
art, it’s you know so well how vitally important ethics are to our profession 
and it’s one of my passions. So I always bring that in when I’m talking to the 
students because I don’t know what they’ve gotten or where they’ve gotten it 
or if they’ve gotten it. And so I always want to bring that component in some-
where along the way to what they’re working on. (Interview 1)

The hands-on projects at the archives thus provided students with the opportu-
nity to ponder their profession and to think as professionals. 

It also is important to consider evaluation criteria for the students’ prac-
tical assignments. As noted by education researchers and archival educators, 
evaluating students’ fieldwork by only one set of criteria (either the university’s 
or the host institution’s) is less ideal. For a successful collaboration, instructor 
and archivists must work together to create the project’s own evaluation system 
that includes archivists’ input on students’ performance. In this way, the quality 
of students’ final products will be assessed academically as well as profession-
ally. This will be of greater benefit to students as this may be the first and per-
haps only chance for them to receive quality feedback from both experienced 
professionals and academic faculty. Two kinds of learning (academic as well as 
practical) can be meaningfully integrated when the entire experience is well 
designed from planning to evaluation. 

The collaboration provides students with a valuable opportunity to expe-
rience professional practices. As Eames and Coll argued, learning through 
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practice offers the opportunity to integrate two kinds of learning: theoretical 
foundational concepts and applied knowledge.59 Practical experience offers vari-
ous personal benefits, such as boosting self-confidence and increasing initiative, 
as well as career benefits, such as learning about the profession and gaining job 
experience. Each student faces unique challenges and situations because each 
processes his or her own collection. This translates into academic benefits and 
increased motivation for students to participate in class discussions because 
they want additional chances to discuss their collections and related problems. 
This offers students potential solutions to apply to their own collections. 

Many students mentioned their feelings of achievement, which can be a 
lifelong driving force for enjoying learning. Experiences like actually arranging 
the collection, seeing the neatly organized result, creating a variety of surro-
gate records, aggregating all of the output on a website, and troubleshooting 
and overcoming challenges promote self-confidence in professional work. Boud 
and Miller stated that “the affective experience of learners is probably the most 
powerful determinant of learning of all kinds. . . . Feelings and emotions pro-
vide the best guides we have as to where we need to devote our attention.”60 
Experiencing positive emotions during professional work may be the most 
important learning experience for students. 

Relationship of Practical Component to Other Class Activities

As important as the practical component was, it was not the entire course, 
which also included other components such as class readings, discussion partic-
ipation, and a final literature review paper. Students might be tempted to con-
sider the hands-on project the most important element of the course and might 
not accord the same weight to the other components. Consequently, some stu-
dents complained that the final literature review paper added unnecessarily to 
their workload. One student even suggested eliminating this assignment and 
instead expanding the short project assessment paper that they had to write at 
the end of the processing project. A few mentioned that the amount of reading 
was excessive given their project work. 

To create an effective learning process for professional education, we should 
begin with the premise that the practical component is used to promote better 
learning, not just to provide tangible evidence of students’ technical skills or to 
offer practical solutions for archives. The instructor should be careful not to let 
the practical components override the general objectives of the course. By pro-
viding empirical practice, the hands-on project is a valuable part of the course 
contents; however, it should remain within the boundaries of course objectives 
and expected learning outcomes. The course does not exist to do the project; 
rather, the project exists to fulfill the objectives of the course. Focusing solely on 
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practice will only promote the old workshop mentality that archival education 
is to train students for entry-level positions rather than to educate students in 
sustaining professional knowledge. Even though students complained about the 
work, the final literature review paper and reading assignments added, I have 
not changed the overall structure incorporating academic and practical compo-
nents into the course. However, I now spend more time at the beginning of the 
semester explaining the reasons for both components.

Suggestions for Improvement

There is always room to improve. The first and foremost piece of advice 
both students and archivists offered is the need for better planning. Planning 
ahead to use collections of roughly similar quality and quantity would make the 
hands-on project experiences easier and more efficient for archivists and stu-
dents. Students would not feel their workload was unfair, and archivists would 
feel less intense when advising and assisting students.

Respondents also mentioned close communication as important. Students 
said that responsive archivists and instructors were necessary for them to 
complete projects successfully. Most especially, students found the archivists’ 
practical advice extremely important in each step of processing. Student evalu-
ations of the archivists’ guidance varied by individual student: some mentioned 
that supervising archivists helped them greatly “beyond the call of duty,” while 
others working for the same archives said that they did not get enough guid-
ance. Establishing clear expectations regarding communication and advising 
would reduce inefficient scheduling and enhance useful guidance for students. 

As much as students wanted archivists to make themselves available con-
stantly and to communicate closely with them, archivists wanted to communi-
cate in a more efficient and predictable way. Archivists would like students to 
plan their schedules and availability better. Since archivists supervise multiple 
students at the same time, scheduling and time management are major chal-
lenges for them. Archivists would like to establish an efficient system for giving 
advice at the beginning of the project. They also noted that they wanted stu-
dents to commit at least minimal time and effort: 

We’re only open 9–5 because of our staffing situation, so I know that presents 
a challenge to some students who don’t necessarily have the luxury of time, 
and to spend a lot of time. But I myself was a graduate student who had a 
similar practical experience in Washington, D.C. I was working part time, tak-
ing classes full time, and I still managed to get to the archives to work on my 
projects, and that I know I was able to do it, so I do expect others to be able 
to do that as well. . . . A minimum commitment, you know, you’re still going 
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to come in at least once a week. I think that is at a minimum, which is great. 
(Interview 2)

Archivists and students discussed classroom factors that could be modi-
fied. Students appreciated that class readings were aligned with the stages of 
their projects; they could immediately connect what they learned and discussed 
in class to actual processing tasks in the archives. However, putting theory into 
practice does not occur seamlessly, and sometimes reading about theories may 
not easily provide practical solutions for students’ challenges. Students hoped 
to have more practical exercises in class. They said reviewing exercises or practi-
cal examples together in class would help them: 

It’s great that we were given lots of handouts of MARC and EAD records, but 
it would have been even better if we could have done a few examples as a 
group. For EAD, we could have gone to the computer lab and worked on a 
small example. (Student survey)

If EAD is going to remain part of the class, I would suggest that after having 
students read the background articles on EAD, instead of using class time 
to discuss the issues in depth, apply the readings to an in-class activity that 
shows how EAD is applied. (Student survey)

Students and archivists made some specific suggestions, including requir-
ing prerequisite courses to introduce archives and XML. Because this was a trial 
course, no prerequisites were required. Because some students lacked basic 
knowledge of archives and technology, it was challenging for them to complete 
assignments requiring very specific professional skills. By preparing students 
with fundamental knowledge prior to entering this course, class time could be 
more effectively used for teaching advanced knowledge and applications. 

I absolutely believe that intro to archives and manuscripts class needs to be a 
prerequisite for archival representation. It would eliminate the need for some 
of the more basic readings and would better ensure that students are prepared 
for the hands-on project. (Student survey)

With the requirement to produce an EAD finding aid, many were confused 
about how to create such an aid. Having the pre-requisite of the XML class 
would be an improvement to incoming students. (Student survey)

Students also mentioned that this course should be required for the 
archives track curriculum. One student even recommended that the course con-
tents could also be useful for general library track students who are interested 
in technical services. 

Archivists suggested asking more institutions to participate in this collabo-
ration, thinking that if more archives were involved, the number of students 
could be distributed evenly, with fewer in each archives. More participating 
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archives would benefit students, too, because they would be able to experience 
more varied collections and share diverse experiences in class. Archivists noted 
that they would recommend the collaboration to other archival institutions: 

That’s what I would just say, to reach out more, to publicize it more. If other 
archives that you’re reaching out to, that have not had students, want to speak 
to those of us who have, I think that’s another good way to say “yeah, this is 
what you do, this is how I handle my relationship with [the instructor], this is 
what we do ahead of time, this is what we do during, and this is what we do 
after.” I would be perfectly willing to do that as well. (Interview 1)

Conclusion

Learning through practice can be an effective pedagogical method for 
advancing professional education. This method can provide an opportunity for 
students to apply theory to practice in real-life experiences. A well-planned and 
-managed project in both venues can create the best synergy for professional 
education. We should aim to integrate two different kinds of learning (academic 
and practical) to enhance the quality of archival education.

This study identified several critical elements necessary for this integra-
tion. A collaboration needs to be carefully planned and designed before it is 
implemented. Carefully selected collections and effectively designed project pro-
cedures will lessen the workload for both archivists and students. Scheduling 
students’ visits and structuring an advising system in the archives will benefit 
both parties, as archivists will know when and how students will work, and 
students can plan their time and commit themselves to their projects. Close 
communication among students, archivists, and instructors is an essential ele-
ment for successful collaboration. When archivists and instructors closely check 
student progress, students will not feel lost. Archivists will know how students’ 
assignments are evaluated, and will see student development from draft to final 
versions. Instructors will learn how students perform in the archives and how 
much time and effort they put forth. 

From this research, I learned that students as well as archivists valued 
highly the projects provided by the collaboration during this course. The hands-
on archival processing is the major attraction for students. Even though many 
students felt challenged by the project (especially the workload, varying sizes 
of collections, and associated assignments), they appreciated the opportunity 
and felt it worthwhile. They said they would recommend this course to other 
students because of the project experience it offers. 
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Appendix

Student Survey Questions
	 1.	 Why did you take this course? (Concentration requirement, general 

interest, interesting topic, just need an elective, syllabus looks inter-
esting, schedule conflicts, etc.)

	 2.	 What were the important factors for you to decide to take this course, 
if not required for track requirement?

	 3.	 What did you expect to learn from this course? After taking the course, 
do you feel the course contents met your expectation? If so, what were 
the most useful aspects of this course? If not, what are the things you 
feel that should be covered or improved in the course?

	 4.	 How was the size and workload of the project collection assigned to 
you? How much effort did you have to put on the collection in addition 
to the class workload (reading and other assignments)?

	 5.	 When was the time you recall that you felt most successful and 
achieved while doing this project?

	 6.	 What were the major barriers of doing this archival processing proj-
ect (intellectually and physically)? When did you feel most frustrated 
doing this project?

	 7.	 How effectively were the course contents (readings, lecture, class dis-
cussions) utilized for the archival processing project?

	 8.	 What are the things about the hands-on project that can be improved 
from the archives’ part?

	 9.	 What are the things that can be improved from the instructional part 
(in class activities)?

	10.	 Additional Comments?

Archivist Interview Questions
	 1.	 Why did you decide on offering your collections for course projects? 

Major motivations?
	 2.	 How was the experience with students about your collections? How do 

you evaluate the experience about this collaboration in general?
	 3.	 How has the students’ work been utilized in your collections? How do 

you evaluate the quality of students’ products? 
	 4.	 When did you feel that your decision to offer collections for student’s 

course projects was paid off? When was the time you recall that you 
feel that working with students in order to process the collection (or 
any aspects of contribution to the archives) is worth your time and 
efforts?
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	 5.	 When did you suspect about your decision for collaboration? When 
was the time you recall that things are not going well?

	 6.	 What are the things that can be improved with the students while 
advising them for their work?

	 7.	 What are the things that can be improved with the instructor and the 
course activities?

	 8.	 Additional Comments?
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