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“Much of the delight of historians’ work . . . lies in the detective work that must go into gathering the materials for their stories. Not a little of the frustration lies there, too” (Butchart, 1986, p. 33).

Introduction: Collections Hidden, and Collections Lost

Many of the stories collected by Ron Butchart in his introduction to the study of the “local history” of education focus on the fact that a vast amount of the primary source materials critical to historical inquiry are routinely lost. The records of the local school board destroyed because no-one thought that the history of “our little school” would ever be of interest to scholars; the records of local administrators gone home with them when they retired; and the instructional materials, conduct codes, yearbooks, and ephemera stored for decades in an attic or boiler room to be rendered illegible by less than optimal environmental conditions. This problem, however, is not limited to local schools. As Vinovskis (1999) has shown, it extends as far as the U.S. Department of Education, which has been “especially negligent in its development and use of an historical perspective on its operations,” and which has maintained archiving practices and principles that “leave much to be desired” (pp. 246-247). Moreover, even many of the historical materials that have been successfully collected by the Department of Education are stored in conditions that make their long-term survival questionable (Davis, 2003). Our first question for the day is: How can we save the primary source materials that are the stuff of historical inquiry so that future scholars might use them?

Even if we successfully save those materials, how will we assure that historians know about them as they craft their work? In a paper delivered at the annual meeting of the Special Libraries Association 2 years ago, historian Penny Richards asked, “What’s the favorite archival folder name of historians studying education?” Her answer, “Miscellaneous School Materials.” She continued:

	I must admit, I do feel a thrill at the sight of that line, in finding aids for 
	collections of family correspondence. What might that folder contain? I’ve 
	seen children’s essays, drawings, maps, report cards, scraps of sheet music, 
	lists of names, penmanship exercises where a single phrase is repeated perhaps 
a dozen times in a careful hand. In boxes marked “Miscellaneous Volumes,” 
I’ve seen financial ledgers, handwritten textbooks, rosters covering a decade of 
Enrollments, teachers diaries, amateur watercolors . . . the possibilities behind the 
magical word “Miscellaneous,” are, by definition, vast” (Richards, 2002).

Vast they may be, but they don’t speak well of our provision of refined subject access to our collections. Yes, a vast number of historical materials related to education (and to coordinate social institutions such as childhood and the family) have been collected by libraries, archives, and local historical societies, but how much do historians and historians-in-training know about finding them? Our second question for the day is: How can we help to assure that our historical collections are used, or, to borrow a phrase from the Association of Research Libraries, how do we keep them from remaining “hidden collections” (ARL, 2003)?

Tales from the Field

Like many of you here today, I am a librarian. My first full-time library position was actually in archives, though, so I can claim some familiarity with that side of our professional house, as well. Perhaps most importantly for today, though, I am an historian of education. For those keeping score, my focus in that field has been in the history of alternative education (Walter, 1996, 1997, 1998, 1999). Let me draw on two stories – one from my work as an historian, and one from my work as a librarian – to illustrate some of the challenges facing the users of historical and archival materials in education.

In July 1997, I began research on the Youth Liberation Front of Ann Arbor (YLF), a group of high-school-age radicals whose “Cooperative High School Independent Press Service” (CHIPS) served as a media resource for “underground” publications in high schools across the country in  the early 1970s (see, e.g., Birmingham, 1970). YLF was also behind a semi-regular periodical called FPS: A Magazine of Young People’s Liberation, which tied the countercultural movement in the high schools to the broader movement for “children’s rights” that was the subject of books such as Su Negrin’s Begin at Start (1972), John Holt’s Escape from Childhood (1974), and Richard Farson’s Birthrights (1974).

Having discovered Youth Liberation earlier that year, I naturally pointed my car north to the University of Michigan Libraries, whose famous archive of radical literature – the Labadie Collection – was sure to include the materials created by an Ann Arbor-based collective. My first day at Michigan was well spent as I perused a complete collection of FPS and copies of other YLF publications such as Youth Liberation (1972), Young People and the Law (1974), and  Growing Up Gay (1976). My second day in Ann Arbor was less successful, however, as I was unable to locate any of the primary source material that I felt sure had been generated over a decade by CHIPS and YLF. Then I saw the letter, dated sometime in the late 1970s, that told me that the owner of those materials had chosen to deposit them not in the Labadie Collection, but in the Contemporary Culture Collection. The Contemporary Culture Collection is housed in the  Paley Library at Temple University. I was 600 miles off course.

I would eventually visit the Paley Library and find that the unique primary source materials deposited there by the YLF in 1980 were still uncataloged almost 20 years later. Moreover, contrary to basic archival preservation principles, they still sat in their original folders, tightly crammed into boxes, and settling into rust-colored oblivion as metal paper clips nearly as old as I am continued to hold together the notes and memoranda of this radical group. I was used to this, though, having found a similar situation years earlier at Yale University when I went to examine the New Schools Exchange Network papers at the Sterling Memorial Library.

My experiences at Yale, Michigan, and Temple demonstrate a number of serious issues for those of us with a professional or scholarly interest in the history of education: 

(1) many of the most important resources for the study of the local history of education are rarely retained in a systematic fashion. Many states have records retention policies addressing state documents, but fewer have paid attention to records at the local, city, or county level. Even when such materials are retained, they may be left in the care of volunteers, who, as one archivist has noted, are often “well meaning, but with no training as to how to effectively secure these resources for the future” (S. Williams, personal communication, December 22, 2004);

(2) even when retained, materials related to the history of education may be found not only in “education archives,” but also as bits and pieces of the personal papers of teachers, administrators, and reformers, or as one aspect of archives and collections dedicated to broader social movements [Richards (2002) provides a number of relevant examples from her position as an historian of the family and of disability]; 

(3) many historians and historians-in-training remain largely unaware of the universe of historical and archival collections related to education found in places other than the most well known (e.g.,  the Gutman Library and the Milbank Memorial Library); and,

(4) materials related to education are among the many “hidden collections” of primary source materials and rare books that the Association of Research Libraries has made the focus of its Special Collections Task Force (ARL, 2003) [a fact noted in some detail in O’Brien (2002)].

Three years later, I was serving as Head of the George B. Brain Education Library at Washington State University, where I found that we had virtually no historical collection of K-12 textbook materials. Why? Because our library was crowded and my predecessor deemed the materials unworthy of shelf space. They were, in a word, “outdated.” A similar situation had occurred a year earlier while I was serving as Collection Manager for Education at The Ohio State University, but OSU’s historical textbook collections had been saved by the Head of the Education, Human Ecology, Psychology, and Social Work (EHS) Library, who found space for them in our off-site storage facility. We had no such facility at WSU and the materials were pulped. Luck of the draw, but not the best way to manage a disappearing scholarly resource.

My experiences at both OSU and WSU prove the point argued a decade ago by O’Brien (1993), who noted that many curriculum materials centers and libraries discard historical materials because of lack of funding and lack of space. Such decisions seem logical to library administrators who are dedicated to providing a teaching and research collection focused on the issues of greatest consequence to our colleagues in teacher education and to our pre-service teachers. McCulloch and Richardson (2000) argued that there has been decreasing interest of late in historical inquiry as a research method in the field of education, and historical materials seem less central in such an environment to the teaching and research of many of our faculty colleagues. Antiquated curriculum materials, in particular, are the bane of student teachers who care much more about finding textbooks that address their current lesson planning needs. But, who is working to assure the preservation of historical materials for those who do wish to consult them?

In many cases, as at WSU, they are not being preserved at all. In others, they are found in Curriculum Materials Centers, or as part of a broader research collection in education (either on site, or in off-site storage facilities). And, in others, including my own institution, they are being treated as a “special collection” in the Rare Books and Special Collections unit (Kenneth Spencer Research Library, 2004). In short, some of these materials have been lost, and others are hidden, but some of them are simply not where you “expect” them to be. 

My experiences at these libraries highlight additional concerns for historians, librarians, and archivists of education:

(1) how can libraries needing to clear precious shelf space make sure that unique materials are not being discarded; 

(2) how can librarians communicate effectively to their colleagues around the country either their need for historical materials, or their willingness to deposit materials in a collection dedicated to preserving them; and,

(3) how can information professionals working in different organizations (or even in different units of the same organization) build effective communication networks among themselves to make sure that everyone who might serve as “first contact” for an interested researcher knows of all the available local resources that might be consulted?

Opportunities for Communication

Many of these issues can be seen as failures in communication – communication between those who create the primary source material for the study of education (e.g., school boards, education associations, advocacy groups) and those who would collect and preserve it, and communication between the custodians of these materials (librarians and archivists) and those who would use it to construct scholarly inquiry in the history of education. Harvard’s Gladys Dratch (1998) argued that there was a need to improve communication among librarians and archivists managing historical collections in education, and, while this need remains, there is an equally important need to improve awareness of these unique collections among the students and scholars who would use them. 

David Ment (2000), then of Teachers College, referred to these scholarly networks as potential “constituencies for advocacy and support” that might help the library and archival communities focus attention on resources needed to uncover these “hidden collections” of materials relevant to the history of education. Moreover, they might collaborate with librarians and archivists to help direct resources to the sort of national programs of digital preservation and dissemination of information that we have seen in other fields of historical inquiry. What can be done to facilitate communication between the conservators and the users of historical materials in education? Or, as Stanley Katz (2004) has recently asked, how can librarians and archivists more effectively engage the assistance of the scholars and teachers who are now the “hidden partners” of hidden collections (p. 115).

First, we must continue the work of providing directories of collections of historical materials and  finding aids to relevant collections. The Education and Behavioral Sciences Section of the Association of College & Research Libraries has published guides to collections of historical curriculum materials (1988), and Dratch (1998) and O’Brien (2004) have provided brief guides to available resources, but considerable work remains to be done in terms of collecting references to collections of historical materials, large and small, and to bringing those guides together in a forum that would be regularly consulted by historians of education. We can find one approach to meeting this mandate in the work of the National Archives of the United Kingdom (Sources for the History of Education, 2004), but where is the comparable work for the United States? How could we develop a system for including not only the largest education archives (Monroe C. Gutman Library, 2004), but also the smaller gems housed in archives around the country (Dandridge & Thiel, n.d.; Kenneth Spencer Research Library, 2004)?

Second, we must collaborate with relevant scholarly societies to make sure that even these initial efforts are known and used. How often are historical collections described in publications such as the History of Education Quarterly or the History of Higher Education Annual? How often do the curators and conservators of significant historical collections attend the meetings of the History of Education Society or the Society for the Study of Curriculum History?

Finally, we must develop tools that will allow historians of education to integrate instruction in the location, access, and use of historical materials and archival collections more effectively into their teaching. Information literacy instruction for the historian – the ability to articulate a research question, to identify the information resources most suitable to answering that question, and to successfully access those resources (in print or online) – must include the ability to locate and navigate primary source materials and their repositories. Moreover, the increasing availability of digital representations of finding aids and primary source materials makes it even more important for students and scholars to consult directly with archivists, curators, and librarians to make sure that relevant resources are being consulted (W. Crowe, personal communication, December 21, 2004; Katz, 2004) – even those for which, as Richards (2002) wrote, the only available subject heading is “Miscellaneous.”

Several opportunities for such fostering effective and productive communication between the collectors and conservators and the scholars and teachers have arisen in recent years. For example, electronic discussion lists such as EBSS-L have provided an opportunity to effectively share information about historical materials desired for collection, and those ready to be de-accessioned from existing collections. Other lists such as H-Education have provided an opportunity to reach hundreds of scholars in the field from around the world to describe existing collections or to disseminate links to finding aids and other Web-based resources. Tools such as these should be more consistently used by information professionals seeking to disseminate information about their collections to the scholars most likely to use them. A “Materials Exchange” was one of the initiatives pursued in recent years by the National Library of Education through its National Education Network <http://www.nen.org/>. How might we support such a program through our own professional and scholarly networks?

Recent debates over the disposition of historical materials in high-profile collections at the National Library of Education (MacDonald, 2000) and at Milbank Memorial Library (Rousmaniere, 2003) have proven that the time is ripe for collaboration with scholarly societies. Over the past 4 years, both the History of Education Society and the Biographical and Archival Research Special Interest Group of the American Educational Research Association have sponsored discussions of issues related to the collection and preservation of historical materials in education. Annual meetings of these and similar associations might become a forum for discussion of historical collections, but also for dissemination of existing finding aids and directories to help assure that those materials currently available are used.

Opportunities for Collaboration

Several opportunities for collaboration between archivists, librarians and historians of education have already been mentioned, but there are others that we might imagine. 

At the local level, for example, scholars and information professionals might come together to help prevent the destruction of historical records. Archivists might consult with local educators and administrators to develop a process for retention of significant local materials in an academic or state library collection. They might collaborate with local historians of education to promote awareness and use of such materials, and might work to assure that finding aids to these collections were linked to an appropriate central forum. Finally, they might cross professional boundaries to work together with the special librarians and school librarians who also serve local districts to facilitate the preservation of historical and archival materials. This is already occurring in the State of Kansas through an ongoing partnership between the staff of the Kenneth Spencer Research Library at the University of Kansas and the Historical Records Advisory Board (S. Williams, personal communication, December 22, 2004), but are such collaborative efforts found in other states?

Libraries might work alongside oral historians to sponsor projects that capture the lived experience of groups less well represented in traditional histories, e.g., teachers and students. Those histories might be preserved through digital means, and housed and disseminated through  institutional repositories such as KU ScholarWorks <https://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/dspace/>, which is designed to preserve and provide access to digital information collected and used by scholars at the University of Kansas. 

Then, there are the vast resources of the “open” World Wide Web. While there have been no major initiatives to provide digital access to the stuff of educational history, there have been a number of smaller projects pursued by individual historians and librarians. Miami University of Ohio, for example, has provided digital access to a series of McGuffey Readers from the 19th century (Miami University Libraries, n.d.), while Patrick Dunae (2004) has developed an electronic collection of resources on the history of education in British Columbia. Unfortunately, there is no central Web portal directing students and scholars to these myriad projects (at least not since illness forced Henk von Setten to discontinue development of his comprehensive “History of Education and Childhood” Web site). Libraries, archives, and historians might come together to collect existing resources, to promote the development of new resources, and to foster the dissemination of information about those resources throughout the professional and scholarly communities.

Finally, there is the need to address the collection and preservation of “grey literature” in the history of education. With recent changes to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) – the original open access disciplinary repository (Suber, 2004) – there may be a need and an opportunity for librarians and historians to come together to develop a disciplinary repository for the field of educational history.

Each of these opportunities for collaboration is based on the complementary expertise of historians of education and information professionals. Some of these ideas address long-standing issues such as the lack of access to historical collections of materials that have remained uncataloged for years, or even decades. Others address issues that have come to the fore owing to the rapid development of end-user information technologies and changes to the prevailing models of scholarly communication. Addressing any of them would be an improvement over what we have today.

Conclusion

In January 2004, the President of the History of Education Society charged a Committee on Information Technology with examining issues related to the application of information technology to the work of the Society. Among the issues discussed by the members of this Committee (of which I was one) were several of those I have outlined today. At its 2004 annual meeting, the Society charged the Committee with developing a Request for Proposals for the development and maintenance of a Web portal for the History of Education. Likewise, it lent formal support to the H-Education electronic discussion list that counts hundreds of historians (and at least a handful of librarians and archivists) among its members. Historians have been aware of the problems related to the collection, preservation, and use of historical and archival materials in education for years. Now, they have expressed an interest in applying information technology to begin addressing those issues. 

Clearly, the time for collaboration is here.
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