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Overview

Shaker Historical 
Society’s Institutional 
Archives Project

Records Management User-Centered Design

Legal Considerations Sustaining Special 
Projects 

Truth and 
Consequences in 
practice and in 
institutional 
collections

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This presentation is largely centered around The Shaker Historical Society & Museum’s 2023 OHRAB grant-funded institutional archives project, but this presentation has a little bit of something for everyone.



About the Shaker 
Historical Society
• Founded in 1947 to share and 
preserve the story of North Union 
Shakers

• Located in the 1910 Myers 
Mansion

• First employee with museum 
studies and collections training 
hired in 1992
• 3 full-time employees

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Learn more about SHS’ history on our website: https://www.shakerhistory.org/about/historyFounded in 1947 by a group of history enthusiastsCaroline Piercy initiated the process after recognizing many Shaker residents did not know the history of their communityOriginally founded to share and preserve the story of the North Union ShakersLocated in the 1910 Myers Mansion in a residential neighborhoodHouse was donated to the State of Ohio by Frank Myers, a longtime trustee, in 1969; opened as a museum c.1970Some renovations occurred in the 1970s, but the house is not “museum quality” or ideal for collections storageFirst employee with museum studies and collections training hired in 1992 Prior to that, personnel were enthusiastic volunteers or historians, not trained in collections management – well-intentioned but messy collections management practices over the years, often prioritizing historical collections/records, not institutionalCurrent staff is comprised of 3 full-time employeesExecutive Director is only employee with archives/collections education and experience



Project Background

• 75th anniversary in 2022

• Records found in basement

• Needed grant that would 
be manageable for a small 
museum with limited staff
o Ohio Historical Records 

Advisory Board (OHRAB)
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Presentation Notes
SHS celebrated its 75th anniversary in 2022 Initial goal was to have two exhibitions and related programming about the museum’s history throughout the year Initial research was messy due to scattered materialsRecords found in basement – NOT GOOD!Stacks of papers had to be destroyed due to water damage and moldImpossible for Director to locate all records scattered throughout the museum, impacting anniversary exhibits, programs, and goalsRecognized the need for institutional archives to protect organizational history – how can we demonstrate good stewardship if our own history is not cared for? Needed a grant that would be manageable for a small museum with limited staff Ohio Historical Records Advisory Board (OHRAB) grant was perfect for the size and scope of the projectOHRAB grant with a matching donation allowed us to hire a project intern and archival suppliesLearn more about OHRAB and their grants here: https://ohrab.org/



Phase I: Establish 
Institutional Archives

• 35 cubic feet of documents

• 200 Hours (summer 2023)

• Goals: 

• Gain an understanding

• Process:

• Arrangement

• Description

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The OHRAB and donor funds allowed SHS to pay an intern to process the institutional collection over the course of 200 hours. A volunteer helped bring the records into our reading room to be worked on.We had 35 cubic feet of completely un-inventoried and unprocessed documents (about double what you see in this picture).	I (Rachel) only had a rough idea of the types of records that were in these boxes.	I didn’t know who had created what	I needed to go into this project with a plan that made the most of my time!



Gain an Understanding
OF THE COLLECTION 

• Collection Review/Inventory
• Creators and their records

• Who, What, Where
• Preservation/Access Concerns
• Collection management needs

• Why
• Inform Arrangement, Description, and 

Access (Meissner, 2019)

OF THE USERS

• Interviewed staff

• Reviewed website

• Reviewed annual reports

• Why
• Facilitate access
• User-centered arrangement and description

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I (Rachel) wanted to take some time to gain an understanding of what I was facing.I wanted to know as much about the  unprocessed documents as possible. I also wanted to know as much about the organization and its creators (who also happened to be my users) as possible, so that the decisions I made would be meaningful and long-lasting. SHS doesn’t employ an archivist, and using traditional archives can be difficult and unfamiliar to many. I wanted this collection to be able to stand on its own and be useable to ensure it provided value and was sustained over time. So, I tried to use elements of the user-centered design process throughout. Understanding the documents/Collection: Inventory. I tried to streamline this process by only inventorying at the file level, only appraising at the broadest level (I only removed documents when it was very obvious that they weren’t suited for the collection. Understanding the creator/users: Staff interviews, review of annual reports, review of SHS’ website. In the user-centered design process, this would be considered our empathize phase where we are trying to understand the problem through the eyes of the user, so that we can define any underlying problems. Learn more about the design thinking process      Empathizing with users: https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/stage-1-in-the-design-thinking-process-empathise-with-your-users      Defining the underlying problem: https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/stage-2-in-the-design-thinking-process-define-the-problem-by-synthesising-information I was trying to figure out:What did the employees know about the records that were in this collection?What records were they already using?What were the pressing issues they were facing at their organization? Could this collection be a solution?What did they view as their biggest responsibility to their community? How were they interpreting their mission?
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Here is a partial photo of the inventory we used. If you’d like to learn more/want a template or any notes, please feel free to contact us (contact info is shared on the last slide). I’ve color coded some of the rows for easy viewing: red- records that didn’t fit into the collection were destroyed; yellow- records that weren’t suited to the collection but seemed to have value were transferred to other collections or to other historical societies in the region; green- records that would move on to formal archival appraisal.Columns provided consistent data elements informing arrangement, description, and priorities for future collection management.I wanted data that could tell me	Who created what: record sub-groups and series	What kinds of records were being created? What different types of records existed in each series?	When were the records created?	Where were these records within the boxes?I wanted to understand and document if there were preservation and access concerns (Mold or pests? Sensitive/personal information??) and how would I address these concerns if they were found (Did I need to invest our budget in more preservation materials? What about storage for specific formats? Did our finding aid need to address some things? Did we need some policies?)
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This is an example of a low fidelity prototype of arrangement (https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/stage-4-in-the-design-thinking-process-prototype). In the end I would identify over 20 separate series, but this is an example of a series that was adapted to meet identified needs.During conversations with staff, I learned some things about the organization:During the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, many board members retired leaving the relatively new staff to take on a lot of responsibilities that the board had historically handled.The staff had been trying to answer the question of how to address their outward-facing responsibilities: those activities that they used to meet their organization’s mission, and that the community had come to expect of the historical society over the years. We worked together to classify these activities as:FundraisersExhibitsEducational ProgramsSocial EventsI also learned that staff had been using an unlikely set of records to inform and reinvent these activities: SHS’ large collection of ephemera, namely their flyers and brochures. In archives, ephemera is not considered to have a lot of evidential or informational value and can often be ignored. But staff was using it; they had reinvented a well-loved fundraiser and brought back a fall social event because they had found flyers and brochures on those events.When it came time to arrange the records, I was able to arrange ephemera in a way that allowed it to serve as an approachable access point into the rest of the collection. Staff can start with the flyer or brochure, use the dates and information on these records to guide them to more informative series like reports, minutes, and correspondence.



Dual Approach

ARCHIVES 
(MEISSNER, 2018; GREENE, 1998)

RECORDS 
MANAGEMENT 

(ISO 15489-1)

USER-CENTERED DESIGN 
(CLARKE, 2018; BATTARBEE ET AL, 2014)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The value of understanding records AND users/processes:1. In Archives:In his book “Arranging and Describing Archives and Manuscripts”, Dennis Meissner covers both. He says it is necessary “to evaluate our approaches and methods based on their efficacy in serving the requirements of users” (p. 3); he says that user access is paramount. We must take time to think like the user and understand how they approach information. He also strongly encourages collection reviews before moving into arrangement, gaining a full understanding of the scope and content of the collection before moving into arrangement (p. 76). And user needs don’t just inform arrangement and description; Meissner also relates it to archival appraisal (what is and is not included in the actual collection); Greene (1998) likewise stated that appraisal lies at an intersection of use (think of our understanding the user), mission (consider the records that reflect our commitment to our mission), and resources (money and space come to mind). 2. In Records Management (RM):If an institutional archives project isn’t in your immediate future, I’d encourage you to consider managing the records you create in the course of your activities as an organization. RM ensures that records that have the potential to serve as legal evidence of transactions and activities are captured, preserved, retained, and disposed of in a way that ensures the authenticity, reliability, integrity and usability of those records. It also helps ensure that records that are suited for archives survive long enough to make it to those archives.   ISO 15489-1 lays out the steps for design and implementation of RM programs. Throughout their foundational steps, the ISO instructs records managers to gain information in 2 ways: through a review of records and documents AND through interviews of personnel and management.3. In User-centered design (UX):This approach isn’t just for records-based projects. We could all stand to take a bit longer to understand who the user is in our projects (hint: sometimes we are the user) and to dig a little deeper into what is the problem we are trying to solve in our projects.   Clarke (2018) argued for a design epistemology in the information professions to address the wicked problems we face. By taking a design approach, we acknowledge that the problems we face as museums, archives, and libraries have no one clear solution and can find solutions that balance professional standards and requirements with those specialized needs of our specific collections and users. 



Results: Phase I
• 200 hours

• 77% of institutional records processed

• Identified creating bodies and series
• 2 boxes of records to other local archives

• 1 box of records recovered and 
transferred to special collections

• 1 Collection-level DACS Finding aid
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Through a gained understanding of the records in this collection AND of the needs of the organization’s users, I was able to move into arrangement and description with confidence and in a meaningful way. 100 hours for collection review/interviews100 hours for arrangement and description 27 cubic feet processed, arranged and described to the file level (77% of records [we would get to 100% by the end, but this was where we were at the halfway point])25 series1 DACS finding aid (see link in slide)Also informed:Equipment/supplies neededHow I would approach phase II of this project

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Rw4NdX7pZ6y9TCpK8oKxdl4pzlf7fm0w/view


Phase II: Sustain Institutional Archives

Policies

Continuity Documentation

Improve Usability

Advocacy, Education, & Outreach

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Phase II100 more hours (I [Rachel] completed this on a volunteer basis to fulfill her MLIS capstone requirement through Drexel)Goals:Improve upon what we’d already doneAddress some issues uncovered during collection review in phase ISustain this collection through policy, documentation, improved usability, outreach, advocacy and educationWhy sustainability?We rely on grant-funded projects to make progress in our collections; we should try to sustain these hard-earned successes into the future!I wanted to give this collection the best chance at surviving and growing over time



Policies

• F. Gerald Ham (1993). Selecting and appraising 
archives and manuscripts.

• Collection Development Policy: External Acquisitions
• Target record gaps
• Guide donations : “we want”, “we may consider”, “we do not 

accept”

• Records Retention Schedule : Internal Acquisitions 
• Address legal considerations
• Allow consistent, systematic growth
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Ham (1993) discussed the “planned and active approaches” archivists take in acquisitions. He called these approaches the “solicitation approach” and the “systems approach”External Acquisitions (Solicitation Approach): Collection Development PolicyAddress record gaps notedGuide donations to address gaps if possibleGuide donations in a meaningful way (appraising and processing donations takes time; it would help if donors could evaluate their donations first)Reviewed collection development policies at similar organizationsInternal Acquisitions (Systems Approach): Records Retention ScheduleBolster management of created records from the point of creationGuide retention and disposition of records in a TIMELY manner Streamline future archival appraisal/avoid future gaps in the collectionAddress legal considerationsLegal Considerations in Archives and RMIn institutional records, records with sensitive information are everywhere (rosters, personnel records, tax filings, and more)! These records are important for a specific period of time (you don’t want to be audited without some of these records on hand), but eventually these same records become a liability; we don’t want records with social security numbers, home addresses, etc. lying around longer than necessary.A great resource in guiding this practice are records retention schedules; they identify the type of record, how long you should keep it, and what should be done with it afterwards. Look to established retention schedules to help guide youThe Ohio State University’s General Records Retention Schedule Ohio History Connection’s Retention Schedule TemplatesThe Society for Human Resource Management’s Federal Record Retention Requirements NARA’s General Records Schedules (GRS)Etc.There are also records that you will want to keep for your institutional archives but shouldn’t make publicly available immediately. At SHS, our biggest example were our board and member rosters which included personal addresses and phone numbers. We deferred to the Society of American Archivists’ Guidance on the Confidentiality of Private Information held in Public Records, which is informed by the Federal Government’s treatment of the decennial census. Records with census-like information should be closed to the public for 72 years from the date of record creation.1947-1952 SHS rosters: open for use1952- SHS rosters: restricted access (noted in finding aid)Not all records with sensitive information will need to be destroyed; some may be suited for archives…but you have to consider if these records are worth the effort and how you will address these legal considerations in your policies and finding aids.NOTE: Ideally a retention schedule would be part of a suite of elements in a records management program (policies, professionals, software systems, training, compliance measures, etc.). This is not a robust RM program! But a retention schedule can at least be something to point to when you’re asking, “do I still need to keep this around?” and “what should I do with this?”



Continuity Documentation 
• Inventory

• DACS finding aid

• Policies

• Future project ideas

• Cataloging conventions for sub-groups and series

• Guidance on measuring extent 

• Additional guidance on handling emails

Presenter
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This is a list of documentation that was turned over in analog and digital form at the end of the project.Documenting workflows and decisions allows future projects to begin seamlessly without having to retrace and repeat steps.



CMS for 
Usability
• Beyond the text finding aid 

(Daniels & Yakel, 2010)

• Beyond the hierarchy     
(Daines & Nimer, 2011; Zhang 2012)

• Avoid information silo

• Needs of the User         
(Walton, 2017)

• Catalog-It 
• Access by creating body
• Access by search function
• United search capabilities

Presenter
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Usability is an important aspect in sustaining collections. If a collection isn’t easily usable, it can lose its meaning and value quickly. What does the research say?Users don’t want to have to read an entire text document finding aid every time they go to use a collectionUsers struggle with navigating the hierarchical structure of archival description to understand all relevant context and to get to the specific records they needWhat about at SHS?SHS uses Catalog-It (https://www.catalogit.app/) to hold information about their other collections. As long as information about this collection was trapped in a text document, it remained siloed and would eventually be forgotten. We decided to make archive entries for the institutional collection in Catalog-ItPicturedI was able to map DACS’ elements for multi-level description to fields in Catalog-It’s archive function I worked with Brianna to add additional information that she felt would be valuable
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Pictured: A record sub-group archive entry (staff view).All described collections at SHS are now available on one platformUser access:By creating bodyBy searchable keywordBy individual nameUser testing (https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/stage-5-in-the-design-thinking-process-test)Very easy! Staff was already familiar with the software!
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At this point: everything had been processed; the collection was discoverable, usable…but did anyone other than staff really know it existed or its value or how to care for it?? No!! Outreach and EducationBoard OrientationIntroduce them to the collection, policies, and records management duties. Hoping to do more training in the future.For board members, this collection tells Shaker’s history, but it can also be a tool for marketing, planning, and relation-ship building, and can be relied upon to inform roles, activities and responsibilities of both staff and board members.Archives Open HouseInvited stewards of local history collections to hear about our experience and to ask questions about the collection and our processes.Institutional collections have the potential to build and strengthen relationships with other organizations. Institutional records provide evidence of how organizations address hurdles and changes, and thus offer an opportunity for small organizations to help other small organizations through similar hurdles and changes. Who better understands the struggles faced by a historical society than another historical society?Social Media PostsProvided periodic updates to the public and our followers throughout the project via social media posts This institutional collection is largely open to the public. As non-profit organizations, historical societies’ institutional records are a powerful tool for transparency and accountability. These records are evidence of stakeholder funds at work and serve to show how organizations take steps to achieve their missions and be accountable stewards of local history.



Collection Today
• Quick access to records documenting 
decisions and thought processes — Learn 
from the past!

• Good stewards of organization's history

• Access for staff, board, and public
• Recent uses:
oEndowment research
oInstitutional photographs
oCleveland Historical article research

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Quick access to records documenting decisions and thought processesMinutes demonstrate changing opinions, discussions, etc. about major museum concerns and projects, including budget issues and programmingMany issues faced today by SHS are not new – Learn from the past! Demonstrate accountability and good stewardship by properly maintaining records documenting our past in addition to historical collections from communityInstitutional archives-specific collections policy allows us to grow the collection in a sustainable mannerInstitutional archives are accessible to staff, board, and public and are user-friendly with a well-organized finding aidRecent uses: Endowment research – tasked by CPA to research a possible endowment mentioned in a document; Treasurer and ED used institutional archives to comb minutes and financial records, discovered an endowment established in the 1970s that had been transferred to an investment account c. 2000Institutional photographs – used to promote “revived” programs and connect with longtime audiences; nostalgia is a useful tool!Cleveland Historical article – records used by local graduate student for research, helping share our story with a wider audience



Truth and Consequences
• Uncovering history and evidence of activities, good and bad
o Lack of women in leadership
o Lack of diversity
o Romanticization of local history

• Grappling with decades-long organizational issues

• Moving forward in accountability, transparency, and good 
stewardship

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Establishing institutional archives can lead to confronting messy history and evidence of activities, good and bad Lack of women in SHS leadership even though the initial organizing was prompted by Caroline PiercyLack of diversity with an all-white board and staff throughout SHS’s history, not reflecting the diverse community the museum servesRomanticization of local history without a willingness to confront/acknowledge the exclusionary and negative aspects of the community’s pastInstitutional archives have revealed that many issues faced today are decades-long organizational issues We are not alone in facing these issues, but how do we stop the cycle?Institutional archives allow us to move forward in accountability, transparency, and good stewardship for the benefit of the organization and community



Conclusion

Consider the records we create

Consider what sustains a solution

Consider the user

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The records we create to serve our everyday business needs can have the potential to serve use well into the future in other ways. Institutional Archives offer value well beyond telling the history of an organization and can be valuable to other similar organizations and even to members of the community. These records are also an important and candid look in the mirror, reflecting truths about ourselves that are not always flattering but that can offer a reparative way forward. If you are not ready to consider an institutional archives project, start with redefining and considering your recordkeeping and management practices. The records you create today could be the archives of the future; it is up to you to make sure the records make it that far!We can’t afford to repeat processes and projects that we dedicate so many of our scarce resources to. We would do best to consider the elements that can help us sustain these hard-earned successes, even if it is as simple as documenting and sharing our processes.We should take time to understand who our users are and what their needs are, so that our projects have the greatest impact possible.



Resources
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•  ARMA International. (2013). ARMA International’ Information Governance Maturity Model.
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• Greene. (1998). “The Surest Proof:” A Utilitarian Approach to Appraisal. Archivaria, 45(45), 127–169.
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Resources (Continued)
• Ham, F. Gerald. (1993). Selecting and appraising archives and manuscripts. Chicago, Ill.: Society of 
American Archivists.

• ISO 15489-1: 2001 (E). Information and Documentation -- Records Management. Part 1: General. 
• Meissner, D. (2019). Arranging and describing archives and manuscripts. The Society of American 
Archivists.

• National Archives and Records Administration. (2023). Current GRS and Related FAQs. 
https://www.archives.gov/records-mgmt/grs.html

• Ohio History Connection. (n.d.). Email Management Decision Tree. https://das.ohio.gov/static/buying-
selling/state-printing-and-mail-services/records-
management/Email%20Management%20Flowchart.pdf

• Ohio History Connection (OHC). (2023).  Local Retention Schedules and Forms. 
https://www.ohiohistory.org/research/local-government-records-program/local-retention-schedules-
forms/#rc

• Ohio State University (OSU). (2022). General Records Retention Schedule. 
https://library.osu.edu/sites/default/files/2022-03/osu-general-schedule-20220322-compressed3.pdf

https://www.archives.gov/records-mgmt/grs.html
https://das.ohio.gov/static/buying-selling/state-printing-and-mail-services/records-management/Email%20Management%20Flowchart.pdf
https://das.ohio.gov/static/buying-selling/state-printing-and-mail-services/records-management/Email%20Management%20Flowchart.pdf
https://das.ohio.gov/static/buying-selling/state-printing-and-mail-services/records-management/Email%20Management%20Flowchart.pdf


Resources (Continued)
• Society of American Archivists (2015). Confidentiality of  Private Information Held in Public Records. 

https://www2.archivists.org/sites/all/files/Privacy%20Issue%20Brief%20June%2025%202015_2.pdf

•  Society of Human Resource Management. (n.d.) Federal Record Retention Requirements. 
https://rrhrpa.shrm.org/sites/rrhrpa.shrm.org/files/Federal%20Record%20Retention%20Requirements.pdf

•  Walton. (2017). Looking for Answers: A Usability Study of Online Finding Aid Navigation. The 
American Archivist, 80(1), 30–52. https://doi.org/10.17723/0360-9081.80.1.30

•  Zhang, J.  (2012) Archival Representation in the Digital Age, Journal of Archival Organization, 10:1, 45-68, DOI: 
10.1080/15332748.2012.677671

https://www2.archivists.org/sites/all/files/Privacy%20Issue%20Brief%20June%2025%202015_2.pdf
https://rrhrpa.shrm.org/sites/rrhrpa.shrm.org/files/Federal%20Record%20Retention%20Requirements.pdf
https://doi.org/10.17723/0360-9081.80.1.30


Thank You
Brianna Treleven: director@shakerhistory.org

Rachel Sykes: rys29@drexel.edu 

mailto:director@shakerhistory.org
mailto:rys29@drexel.edu
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