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During the first week of Archival Theory and Practice, we were tasked with a field trip: 

visit and use one archives, and report back on the experience.  My past forays into archives were 

undertaken as a composer, seeking interesting people and events to write music about.  Or as an 

undergrad, wondering about some of the more notorious characters in my school’s past (it turns 

out the dorm room I lived in as a freshman and sophomore was also the room occupied by Jim 

Jones when he was a student at Butler University.  Strangely, no one wanted to drink our Kool-

aid during our weekend Euchre tournaments…).  I had previously not put much thought into how 

archives function within their host institutions, nor of how they are built and managed. 

I live in a small town.  There are two grocery stores, equally spaced in opposite directions 

from my home.  Each requires a 35 minute drive to reach.  However, there are two archives in 

little Culver, Indiana: the archives of the Culver Antiquarian and Historical Society and the 

Museum of Culver and Lake Maxinkuckee History, and the archives of my employer, the Culver 

Academies.  I chose to visit the Culver Academies Archives, and was fascinated by what I found.  

It is amazing what the archives holds, and also how much work needs to be done appraising, 

arranging, and describing the material that is there.  

The Culver Academies is a leadership-focused college-preparatory 9-12 boarding school, 

has a rich and vital history spanning 122 years as an internationally recognized military academy 

much lauded during the World Wars, transitioning to a college preparatory leadership school, 

which produces alumni who have become important politicians, inventors, military leaders, and 

entrepreneurs of world renown.  This heritage is deeply embedded within the culture of the 

school and its current faculty, staff, and students.  Ask anyone on campus to describe the heroic 
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actions of cadets during the Logansport Flood, or what The Great Fire1 was, or how important 

the Iron Gate or The Arch are, and you can’t miss this.   

But how nuanced is this history, at a place where “men become giants and giants become 

legends?”  After all, we proudly tell the story of H. H. Culver’s negotiation with Missouri 

Military Academy after its campus burned, while we were struggling for students in our second 

year of existence: “You have the boys, I have the buildings.  Let’s get together!”2 However, I 

recently learned that, as the story is told in Missouri, Culver not only took the students and their 

commandant, but also the insurance settlement money3 – a financial impact that leaves ripples at 

both schools to this day.  Culver is also at an interesting juncture with regard to institutional 

memory: our Head of Schools of 14 years, our Dean of Faculty and Principal (14 years in that 

position, 37 at the school), and Director of Instrumental Music (37 years) just retired, and most 

of the faculty and administration are baby boomers, about to do the same.   

A properly-functioning archives will be critical if Culver is to continue to evolve and 

innovate while remaining true to its historical identity and culture (and doing so is critical to 

maintaining the fiscally-critical alumni relationship - $380 million endowment or not).  

                                                 
1 Most of our great stories come from Leigh Gignilliat, Arms and the Boy: Military Training in Schools and 

Colleges, (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1916).  Gignilliat was a central figure at Culver, one of the 

first commandants and superintendents.  Though this would be considered heresy on campus, I find Gignilliat’s 

portrayals of events likely to be quite biased, since they were chosen and told specifically to support his positions 

and theories on military training’s role in adolescent development.  He also appears to have been quite adept at self-

promotion. 
2 Telegram, Henry Harrison Culver to Leigh Gignilliat, November 13, 1896, drawer 1, folder 1, General 

Gignilliat Correspondence, Culver Academies Archives, Culver Academies. 
3 Freddie Lomas, Bob McGrath, and William Browne, personal conversation with he author, February, 

2016.  It is interesting to discuss the perspectives of different institutions around shared events. 
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However, in my search for peer institutions with archives, I found no exemplars.  In my search, 

only one, the Hill School, even had an online presence for their Archives.4 

Secondary schools, particularly those that have a long history and unique culture, should 

develop their archives to document and ensure the continuation of that culture.  Because many of 

these schools, and boarding schools in particular, function very much like a small college, I 

expand the definition of academic archives to include secondary boarding schools, along with 

colleges and universities.  Additionally, we can look to developments in the archives of colleges 

and universities for guidance.  For secondary school archives to grow and thrive, they must 

prove themselves of value not only for historical and cultural reasons, but also financially.  

Therefore, archivists must embrace the role of the archives in providing services to internal users 

– administration, faculty, and students, rather than historians.  They also will need to effectively 

argue the value the archives provides to justify their existence and growth. 

Maynard Brichford finds academic archivists have a unique role in our society. 

“Academic archivist retain documentation on teaching, research, public service, and the 

acculturation of youth,” and in a society that depends on education to prepare its citizens for 

civic leadership, “Academic archivists have a major responsibility… for the handing down of 

culture or civilization.”5  While it is, no doubt, in the university setting that many people refine 

the ideas and philosophies that will define their relationship with society, developmentally, it is 

adolescence, the high school years, in which people seek to define who they are as individuals.  

                                                 
4 Admittedly, this was not an exhaustive search.  See http://www.thehill.org/archives  
5 Maynard Brichford, “Academic Archives: Überlieferungsbildung,” The American Archivist 43, no. 4 (Fall 

1980), 449, accessed 19 July 2016, http://americanarchivist.org/doi/pdf/10.17723/aarc.43.4.23436648670625. 
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Many boarding schools are very intentional in helping students define themselves in terms of 

service and citizenship6.  While postsecondary education “provide(s) not only a means for 

transmitting our cultural heritage, but places for criticism and research,”7 it is in high school 

where the foundation of our heritage is built.  Successfully capturing and preserving the cultural 

heritage of a school requires an archivist who is active, dynamic and visionary, not a passive 

program manager.  He must have a “broad vision for the archives” as the intellectual center of 

the school.8 

The core holdings of academic archives include trustees’ reports, financial records, 

course catalogs, student yearbooks and publications, alumni directories and files, student and 

staff directories, departmental reviews, accreditation review documents, published histories, and 

correspondence and subject files of the chief administrator.9  In schools such as Culver, which 

have a tradition of experimentation and pushing the boundaries of pedagogical practice, 

curriculum development group records and the personal papers of key pedagogues should also be 

retained as a record of innovation.  However, beyond this core, the modern technologic and 

information-centered world transforms the environment of institutions and their archives.  While 

it is unclear exactly how things will develop, “three characteristics will permeate institutions: 

                                                 
6 For example, the Culver Academies Mission Statement: ” Culver educates its students for leadership and 

responsible citizenship in society by developing and nurturing the whole individual - mind, spirit, and body - 

through integrated programs that emphasize the cultivation of character.” 
7 Brichford, ” Überlieferungsbildung,” 452. 
8 Aaron D. Purcell, Academic Archives: Managing the Next Generation of College and University Archives, 

Records, and Special Collections (Chicago: Neal-Schuman, 2012). 
9 Slightly modified/adapted list to reflect the structure of boarding schools, from Brichford, 

“Überlieferungsbildung,” 456. 
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more and increasing information, more and increasing turbulence, and more and increasing 

complexity.”10 Managing these developments will be key to a successful archivist. 

As the archival world deals with this increasing complexity and rate of change, many 

have come to look at institutional researchers, rather than archivists, “as the torch-bearers of 

historical information.”11 They often are aware of recent work related to issues under 

investigation by the administration, and frequently function as de facto historians.  This is cause 

for concern, as it favors the creation of biased and simplified history as seen in the anecdote 

above.  Institutional researchers make little effort to “use (the) sources and methodologies of 

professional historians to present a clearer picture of institutional concerns and policy 

considerations.”12  It is incumbent on the archivist to provide valuable services so that he remains 

in a position to provide thorough research when needed. 

Reference services are key to providing value to the administration.  While archivists and 

historians may be drawn to view the archives as the central hub of institutional memory, culture 

and history, it is their services to the administration that make the best argument for their 

continued existence.  Administrations have become more information dependent.  Archivists 

should pay attention both because “there is an information need (and) these administrators can 

influence… budgets.”13 

                                                 
10 William E. Brown, Jr. and Elizabeth Yakel, “Redefining the Role of College and University Archives in 

the Information Age,” The American Archivist 59, no. 3 (Summer, 1996): 274, accessed 20 July 2016, 

http://americanarchivist.org/doi/pdf/10.17723/aarc.59.3.kmu311ng42388018. 
11 Ibid., 276. 
12 Thomas Dyer, “Institutional Research and Institutional History,” Research in Higher Education 8 (1978): 

283-284, quoted in Brown and Yakel, “Redefining the Role of College and University Archives,” 276. 
13 Brown and Yakel, “Redefining the Role of College and University Archives,” 283. 
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To provide these services, it is important to understand how an institution’s 

administrators search for, find, and evaluate administrative information.  However, this is largely 

unexplored territory,14 and likely varies widely from institution to institution.  Working with the 

local administration to determine their needs and preferences would be wise.  In most schools, 

however, administrators rarely use (or are even familiar with) finding aids or visit libraries and 

archives.  Instead, they prefer to ask people specific questions, and have specific answers 

prepared for them.  This provides an imperative for the reference archivist to become a central 

person in the information universe of an institution.15 

In addition to creating a central role for archival reference, the academic archives needs 

to become the center of administrative records management.  Even though many other people 

throughout an institution are responsible for creating, storing, and retrieving information today, 

records management policy needs to be managed as part of the archival system. 

  “Interests in and activities related to the creation, dissemination, and preservation of 

digital materials mean that libraries and archives are repositioning themselves within the 

archival cycle, moving closer to the point of creation, where they are able to influence, 

guide, or control the management of digital materials to ensure better access to the 

scholarly and cultural record – both immediately, through distribution, and over the long 

term, through preservation.”16 

                                                 
14 Ibid., 282. 
15 See Brichford, ” Überlieferungsbildung,” 456, Brown and Yakel, “Redefining the Role of College and 

University Archives,” 282-283, and Frances O’Donnell, “Reference Service in an Academic Archives,” Journal of 

Academic Librarianship 26, no. 2 (March 2000): 112, 115, accessed 24 July 2016, EBSCOhost. 
16 Michael J. Paulus, Jr., “Reconceptualizing Academic Libraries and Archives in the Digital Age,” Portal: 

Libraries and the Academy 11, no. 4 (October, 2011), accessed 20 July 2016, 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/1013807447 
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Failure to do so risks stratification of information, with its inherent and unnecessary duplication 

of effort and information, ignorance of valuable resources, and failures to maintain adequate 

information.17  Success in doing so results in speed of research and ease of legal compliance.18 

In the world of doing more with less, the archives must justify any investment in it.  

Becoming a core part of the administrative team, recognizing that the core “client” of the 

archives is the administration, is clearly important.  As such, “you need concrete evidence of the 

impact that your repository has in order to ensure that administrators’ support continues,”19 

which requires keeping careful statistics of the use of the archives, reference services provided, 

and the growth and management of the collections themselves.20  

Increasing the use of the archives, particularly in a manner that is in keeping with the host 

institution’s mission, is powerful both as a means to justify continued investment in the archives, 

and to have a positive influence on the school.  This begins simply by making the faculty aware 

of the archives, its services, and its role as an integral part of administration and teaching.21 This 

should provide a convenient introduction into the colleting of faculty papers. 

Faculty papers provide key insights into the teaching and learning culture of a school.  

They also are key to tracking the development of curricula and the context in which they 

evolved. An appraisal policy is key to collecting faculty papers.  In many academic archives, 

                                                 
17 Brown and Yakel, “Redefining the Role of College and University Archives,” 274. 
18 Ibid., 275, 277. 
19 Erin Lawrimore, “Articulating the Value of Your Archives to Resource Allocators,” Archives 

Aware (blog),Society of American Archivists, February 23, 2016, accessed 20 July 2016, 

https://archivesaware.archivists.org/2016/02/23/articulating-the-value-of-your-archives-to-resource-allocators/. 
20 Brichford, ” Überlieferungsbildung,” 457, and O’Donnell, “Reference Service in an Academic 

Archives,” 111. 
21 Brown and Yakel, “Redefining he Role of College and University Archives,” 273. 
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“most of the collecting (of faculty papers has) been reactive, and the repository accepted almost 

everything that was offered.  Nevertheless… some valuable collections were not being 

acquired.”22  A key piece of the accession policy is to select the papers from faculty who have 

had a significant impact.  The challenge, however, is how to identify which faculty have had a 

truly significant impact, and to do so in a way sensitive to the emotional needs of the community.  

A list of criteria should be created that measure a faculty member’s impact on the school’s social 

and curricular life, as well as impact beyond campus – what Yale’s archivists called the “C. 

Vann Woodward Test.”23  Determining exactly what those criteria are will be a painstaking and 

unique process for each institution, however. 

A challenge to the collection of faculty papers, and the development of curricula in 

general, is that archives have tended to overlook even the most basic records as the world has 

transitioned from print to digital: items such as course descriptions and catalogs, for example, 

have always been archived in the past, but have been overlooked as they have moved online.24  

This is exacerbated as more curriculum is designed and delivered online through course 

management software such as Schoology, Moodle, or Sakai.  To date, there is no set of best 

practices for archiving his material.25  

                                                 
22 Tom Hyry, Diane Kapan, and Christine Weideman, “’Though This Be Madness, yet There is Method in 

‘t’: Assessing the Value of Faculty Papers and Defining a Collecting Policy,” The American Archivist 65, no. 1 

(Summer 2002), 57, accessed July 27, 2016, 

http://americanarchivist.org/doi/pdf/10.17723/aarc.65.1.c01107u676225hq3. 
23 Ibid., 66.  This is a little better description than “you know it when you see it,” and one anyone who has 

studied history will understand.  At Culver, we might call it the “Col. Payson test” or the “Rich Davies” test. 
24 Richard J. Cox, “The Academic Archives of the Future,” EDUCAUSE Review, 43 (2), 11, accessed 24 

July, 2016, http://er.educause.edu/~/media/files/article-downloads/erm0826.pdf 
25 Ibid. 

http://americanarchivist.org/doi/pdf/10.17723/aarc.65.1.c01107u676225hq3
http://er.educause.edu/~/media/files/article-downloads/erm0826.pdf
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Each course management platform offers an “archive” function for course work.  

However, this more closely resembles a backup.  There is no appraisal, no decision about what to 

keep or for how long.  There is also no preservation effort – information tends to be lost as 

software is upgraded or phased out, or as links to off-site materials change.  It also takes 

considerable effort on the part of software administrators to minimize degradation of content 

within the course management system as its tools change.26  As a greater portion of curriculum 

development and delivery occurs via course management software, the archival profession as a 

whole needs to develop effective practices for managing this material! 

A final, and perhaps most exciting, role for the archives, is interaction with students.  

Few high school students visit an archives, or have experience working with archival materials.  

Yet many are fascinated with artifacts and learning about history that is directly relevant to their 

lives.  Interdisciplinary projects between various academic departments and the archives could 

get students involved with their schools’ archives in meaningful ways.   Because both the 

students and many of the faculty will be novices in the use of archives, it becomes incumbent on 

the archivist to help guide student research in the archives.  A project for undergraduates at the 

University of North Carolina – Asheville provides a successful model: archivists pre-selected 

collections from the archives that would meet the students’ research needs and likely interest 

them, ensuring success and minimal frustration.  This also led to increased archives usage, as 

students worked on their projects in the archives, and elicited positive feedback from students.27  

                                                 
26 Jace Rosco (ClassroomSupport@apus.edu), email message to author, 29 July 2016.  Of note, AMU/APU 

do not archive course content as part of the university archives.  This was surprising to me for an online university 

with a strong history program, and amplifies the need for work in this space.  Laura Donahue (ldonahue@apus.edu), 

email message to author, 29 July 2016.  Also see Paulus, “Reconceptualizing Academic Libraries and Archives,” 

952 and Cox, “The Academic Archives of the Future,” 11.  
27 Gene Hyde, “Matching Undergrads with Archives: ‘Speed Dating’ in the UNC-Asheville Special 

Collections,” Archives Aware (blog),Society of American Archivists, May 16, 2016, accessed 20 July 2016, 
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Secondary schools, and boarding schools in particular, have a unique relationship with 

their past.  The students may define the school, but it is the culture and heritage of the institution, 

and how it interacts with that heritage, that shapes the students.  These schools should build 

and/or enhance their archival programs to ensure their unique culture continues to thrive, to 

document the building of the character of society’s leaders, to ensure legal and administrative 

accountability, and to enhance their core mission.  It is incumbent upon those in the role of 

academic archivist to justify the commitment of resources to the archives, and codify the benefits 

archives provide their communities.  

Currently, secondary school archivists are rare.  However, they may be in a unique 

position to tackle one challenge to the broader archival community: defining best practices for 

documenting and preserving the development of curricula in the digital age.  With determination 

and focus, Culver Academies can continue leading our peer schools with a new focus on our own 

archives. 

  

                                                 
https://archivesaware.archivists.org/2016/05/16/matching-undergrads-with-archives-speed-dating-in-the-unc-

asheville-special-collections/ . 

https://archivesaware.archivists.org/2016/05/16/matching-undergrads-with-archives-speed-dating-in-the-unc-asheville-special-collections/
https://archivesaware.archivists.org/2016/05/16/matching-undergrads-with-archives-speed-dating-in-the-unc-asheville-special-collections/
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