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College and University Archives: 

Three Decades of Development. 

This article considers the role of college and university archives from the 
perspective of their research function. The re,search role is seen as emerging 
somewhat erratically from a background of confusion and misconceptions 
regarding archives and their contents. When archives have a stated purpose 
and administrative support and when they are properly organized under di
rection from trained personnel, their research role can expand. The results 
have implications beyond the institution and reflect the larger society out
side its walls. 

THE SOCIETY OF AMERICAN ARCHIVISTS de
fines archives as "the noncurrent records of 
an organization or institution preserved be
cause of their continuing value . " 1 These 
records represent the activity of the institu
tion; they. are created with a purpose in a 
certain orderly fashion. "An archive is the 
shadow of an organization and owes its 
being to it. "2 In college and university ar
chives, one would thus expect to find ad
ministrative records of various kinds: stu
dent , faculty , and departmental records , 
records of campus societies and clubs, etc. 
The activity of a college or a university, 
however, is not only reflected in the official 
records but also in material generated by 
individuals in their interaction with and 
work for the institution: the president's cor
respondence , research manuscripts and 
lecture notes of faculty, student notebooks 
and reports , campus publications , and 
memorabilia. It is in the combination of 
these two broad types of material that many 
institutions today see the true college and 
university archives. 3 

In some institutions, space and staffing 
problems prevent the two parts from being 
housed together. In others , the archives 
also contain regional history collections or 
special collections, which tend to obscure 
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the direct relationship that the institution 
should have with its archive. Special and 
regional history collections are outside the 
scope of this paper. It must also be noted 
that, although this paper addresses itself to 
institutions with archives of some sort, the 
figures cited further on clearly point to the 
large number of institutions that lack 
archival programs altogether. 

Most authors who write in this field agree 
that the main reason for the existence of col
lege and university archives is to provide 
opportunities for research . However, the 
archival movement on behalf of institutions 
of higher education in this country began 
less than three decades ago and is still con
sidered to be in the developmental stage. 
Consequently, much of the literature is 
concerned with the practical aspects of ar
chives: how to establish archives, how to get 
administrative and financial support, and 
how to manage and staff them. These con
cerns tend to overshadow, if not completely 
to obliterate, the research role. Although 
this role has been kept alive in scattered in
stitutions from the beginning of higher edu
cation, the role has been a very limited one. 

In recent decades, two factors have indi
rectly had a revitalizing effect on that · role 
and even made it possible to expand on it. 
One factor has been the defining and ·dis
semination of archival theory with its em
phasis on provenance and original order of 
materials. 4 The other has been the introduc-



tion of records management with its 
planned schedules of disposal, retention, 
and destruction of records. 5 Together, ar
chival practice and records management 
have brought about a thorough houseclean
ing in archives and a need to rethink the 
purpose for archives. 

In the case of college and university ar
chives, the Society of American Archivists 
Committee on College and University Ar
chives (hereafter referred to as the SAA 
Committee), individual institutions, the ar
chivists themselves, and even the research
ers, have contributed to their development. 
What has begun to emerge from the litera-

. ture in regard to research is that the prop
erly organized and efficiently run archive 
can be a source of much more than the in
stitutional history or the biography of the 
founder. 

A~ college and university archives have 
been changing and developing, so have its 
keepers. In the past, the keeper was usually 
a librarian with many other duties, or a his
tory buff faculty member, or a combination 
of the two. In any case, these individuals 
were in general able to give only sporadic 
or part-time attention to the archives. The 
archive was located in the library building 
and part of the library organization. Today' s 
college and university archives are still 
more often than not associated with the li
brary both physically and organizationally, 
but the keeper is now an archivist with dif
ferent training and separate duties from 
those of the librarian. In some institutions 
the university archivist has faculty status 
and is a member of the committee on uni
versity archives. 6 

SURVEYS OF THE FIELD 

In order to acquire a perspective on the 
development suggested in the title of this 
paper, it is helpful to consider what college 
and university archives were like when the 
SAA decided to look into the matter. The 
Committee on College and University Ar
chives was established in 1949. It was felt 
that college archivists needed to establish a 
working relationship in view of the in
creased interest in records on the part of 
their institutions. The committee set to 
work in five areas: · 

1. The establishment of standards for the 
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proper handling and care of college and 
university archives. 

2. Securing the appointment of compe
tent archivists in colleges. 

3. Establishing a clearing ·house for the 
peculiar problems of such archivists. 

4. Developing in administrators a greater 
consciousness of archives as an integral part 
of college and university administration. 

5. Discovering the nature and extent of 
all college and university archives now ex
tant, as a basis for future study. 7 

Clearly, the, field of college and university 
archives was considered to be very much in 
its infancy. This was confirmed by the first 
survey the committee conducted. The sur
vey covered 150 randomly selected institu
tions of which 115 answered. Only 56 in
stitutions reported that they had archives 
and an archival program. 8 

The survey also revealed confused notions 
as to what constitutes a college or university 
archive. Reporting on the survey, Dwight 
H. Wilson, chairman of the committee, 
wrote: 

One university archivist, for example, stated that 
his work of coll.ecting business records was of 
more importance than collecting and preserving 
_the official records of his uhiversity! Yet Federal 
and State archivists have been preaching for years 
that it is the business of an archival agency first 
to serve the institution or organization that 
created it. Another school announced the estab
lishment of its archives department with the 
avowed purpose of collecting the records of the 
city in which the college is located. . . . 

Too many of the schools reporting apparently 
have not yet comprehended the modern objec
tives of archival agencies. 9 

Even when an archive existed at an institu
tion, it tended to be hidden away and little 
known. 

The head of a department at one of the larger 
universities questioned me at length about the 
raison cletre of archives, and ended the conversa
tion with: "Well, I am very interested because 
we don't have any such program at the University 
of. . . . " The very next week I learned that his 
school had had an archivist for the past 6 years!l0 

The bleakest picture of college and uni
versity archives was presented in the 1960s 
by a writer who . described their prevalent 
state as "a kind of American way of archival 
death." 
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In fact, what is most often denominated the ar
chives of many universities and colleges usually 
consists of a collection of unrelated historical 
manuscripts that may or may not have any basic 
unity or any reason for preservation other than 
relative antiquity. As an afterthought, there may 
or may not also be included in the "university ar
chives" a hodgepodge of institutional exotica such 
as class banners, club totems, banquet menus, 
and the like. Doubtlessly-and hopefully-the 
apex of such archival nonsense was reached sev
eral years ago in one university in the East. For 
some time, according to the archivist who ulti
mately brought order, system, and meaning to 
the institution, the archives of that university was 
the repository for the ashes of one of the univer
sity's founders.U 

Such burial chambers demonstrate what the 
result is when there are no stated purpose 
and no administrative support for the ar
chives, and no qualified or even interested 
personnel to care for them. 

In contrast, another article presents a 
more positive picture of an institution 
where a group of students long ago formed 
a "memorabilia society," which had as its 
purpose "the collection of college publica
tions, programs of college entertainments, 
newspaper accounts of college affairs and 
items concerning students, photographs of 
members of the graduating classes, and all 
other memorabilia" as they related to the 
college and its history .12 With this modest 
plan, support, energetic work, and luck in 
finding interested keepers along the way, 
this "memorabilia" collection survived and 
grew. Today it is a functioning archive with 
its own archivist. 

THE COLLEGIANA COLLECilON 

Ever since the beginning of higher educa
tion in America, many institutions have 
been and continue to be interested in pre
serving material that documents the history 
and development of the institution through 
the papers of founders, presidents, faculty, 
alumni, and descriptions or student life and 
curricula. 

Representative examples of this type of 
archives are described in a thesis by M. R. 
Powers in 1952. 13 Powers surveyed the "col
legiana collections" at four colleges in 
Pennsylvania, three private and one public, 
with enrollments of 500, 850, 11,500, and 
17,500 students, respectively. All were 

founded around the middle of the 
nineteenth century. The collegiana collec
tions of each were housed in the library. 
The two larger institutions provided sepa
rate rooms for the major part of their collec
tions that were in charge of curators, but 
the two smaller ones had no separate rooms 
nor was any staff member assigned full time 
to care for the collections. 

The materials in these collections were a 
mixture of the truly archival, for example, 
early financial records, minutes of faculty 
meetings and of the board of trustees, and 
other material that included "files of old let
ters, . . . documents concerning the found
ing of the College, and presidential papers, 
. . . also diaries, scrapbooks, notebooks. "14 

Official college publications were featured, 
as were those of faculty and alumni. In 
addition, there were pictures of trustees and 
faculty, presidential portraits, and photo
graphs of buildings and events. A typical 
memorabilia collection consisted of 
"candlesticks used in the 1860s, an old 
handbell, pins, canes, a peace pipe, and the 
College seals."15 Because of lack of space 
and for reasons of security and preservation, 
old manuscripts, the files of early records, 
and other material deemed particularly val
uable from a historical point of view, were 
housed in a vault in the library basement. 

Archival arrangement is not mentioned in 
the survey, but one of the small colleges did 
keep its noncurrent official records sepa
rated by categories, a feature of archival 
practice. At the other three institutions, 
more recent noncurrent administrative rec
ords were kept at the originating offices or 
in charge of the registrar's office. Records 
management is not mentioned. 

The services offered at these institutions 
centered on reference and research. The 
two curators were, of course, able to offer 
better and more knowledgeable service to 
their clientele than was the case at the two 
smaller colleges. 

The principal clientele at the time of this survey 
consisted of administrative officers, faculty mem
bers, publicity departments, and students in 
search of theme topics or feature stories for cam
pus newspapers. In addition, all four collegiana 
collections furnish materials for exhibits. 16 

The research use, then, of these col
legiana collections-cum-archives was almost 



exclusively internal, not counting requests 
by mail from distant alumni. The results 
from research done there generally stayed 
within the institution. 17 Nevertheless, pos
sibilities and opportunities for research 
existed and were explored to some extent, 
although no published results are speci
fically mentioned in the text of the thesis. 18 

Certainly, collegiana collections of this type 
have progressed beyond the early stages of 
the "memorabilia society," not to speak of 
the gulf between them and the "archival 
death" version. 

The more substantial results of research 
using such collegiana collections might take 
the form of a biography of the founder, a 
president, or a famous alumnus. But in 
terms of affecting the very birth-or 
death-of many college and university ar
chives, the plans for writing an institutional 
history have been of crucial importance. 
Sometimes an archive is begun because a 
professor on sabbatical leave decides to 
write that history. 19 Sometimes the pub
lished history spells the end of the archival 
effort. One institution stated that "because a 
comprehensive history of the institution had 
been published . . . there was no longer 
any need to retain the records-or have an 
archives. "20 

Usually the history of an institution gets 
written because the college or university is 
approaching an important anniversary. 

a centennial celebration stimulatd the use of the 
college's historical records and a search for the 
college's real past .... The trustees authorized a 
faculty member to write the institution's history; 
his research brought home the need for an 
archive.21 

Recognizing a need does not necessarily 
mean that action follows. "Nothing can be 
done until key faculty and administrators 
agree that the helter-skelter dispersion of 
records is fundamentally unsound and that 
something must be done about it. "22 Prog
ress can be very slow. One university 
waited forty-three years before a recom
mendation to establish an archive was acted 
on. 23 

Dozens of practical questions will be raised about 
archival techniques, policies, and procedures, and 
no one with the proper expertise will be avail
able. Men in the history department know ar
chives only as readers. The college librarian may 
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give general support, but he probably has no 
training in archive management. 24 

These problems, and variations on them, 
were encountered by institutions trying to 
set up archival programs whether for practi
cal or research-oriented reasons. 

THE ARCHIVAL SCENE IN THE 1960s 

During the 1960s there was increased ac
tivity on the archival front just as there was 
on the front of the whole educational field. 
The SAA Committee conducted two surveys 
in that decade: in 1962 and in 1966.25 The 
1962 survey added 200 colleges and univer
sities to the 150 surveyed in 1949. Of these 
350 institutions, 268 replied; of these 113 
reported they had archives and either a 
full-time or part-time archivist. Although 
the number of "haves" was now larger, the 
percentage was actually smaller. The overall 
picture was not too bright. To balance the 
negative aspect, it was pointed out that all 
of 133 institutions said they were seriously 
planning archival programs. 26 

The 1966 survey was the first comprehen
sive one of archives in accredited colleges 
and universities. It covered 1,156 institu
tions in the United States and a number in 
Canada. This ti.me, 558 schools here, or 
48.3 percent, claimed to have archives, but 
only fifty-three, or 9 percent, employed 
full-time professional archivists. 

From the 1966 survey, it is apparent that college 
and university archives are still in the develop
mental stage. For most institutions, the man!lge
ment of archives is a side function of the library. 
Full-time college archivists are rare. Holdings ex
cept for two or three dozen large institutions are 
relatively small. These negative conclusions 
should not obscure the most important fact that 
there is general acceptance by higher educational 
institutions in the United States and Canada of 
the idea of preserving their archives-a statement 
which could not have been made two decades 
ago.27 

As indicated earlier, it was the introduc
tion of records management techniques that 
really helped promote the idea of preserva
tion of college and university archives. 
Since World War II, the growth in enroll
ment and curricula had increased the ac
cumulation of records to an alarming extent. 

Records management provided practical 
solutions to a very real problem, namely 
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that of running an institution in a more 
efficient and businesslike fashion. 28 A rec
ords disposal schedule stipulates that non
current records of permanent value are to 
be placed in the archives. It is not just the 
enduring administrative value of the records 
that is taken into consideration, but also the 
historical value, thus suggesting their future 
use for research. The real and obvious util
ity of a records management program 
served in numerous cases to speed up the 
establishment of archives, or to justifY exist
ing ones. "Several university archives have 
justified their existence and budgetary allo
cations by assuming full responsibility for 
the management, appraisal , preservation, 
and destruction of institutional operational 
records. "29 

There is today, then, a merging of the 
older collegiana-type collection with the 
true archive of noncurrent records. 
Whether housed together or apart, these 
double-faceted archives, which have firm 
administrative support, clearly stated archi
val programs, and trained archivists in 
charge are "increasingly able to expand their 
research horizons beyond the student 
paper, the biography of the founder, and 
the institutional history. Some college and 
university archives have, of course, always 
been aware of that expanding horizon. The 
archival movement on behalf of these in
stitutions has brought additional archives 
into being, and, in so doing, it has in
creased the potential for research too. 

ARCHIVES AND RESEARCH 

The literature of the three recent decades 
yields only a few scattered articles covering 
the research aspect of college and university 
archives. There is certainly room for more 
contributions to the field. A number of au
thors have expressed wishes in this regard. 
In his article "Arcana Siwash: The Function 
and Needs of a College Archives," Thomas 
Le Due wrote: 

. . . if the archives are to be a part of the intel
lectual enterprise of the college, and of society, if 
they are to serve as more than a resort for senti
mental antiquarians, they must prepare to meet 
the needs of professional scholars . .. . 

. . . the function of a college is to communicate 
ideas . .. colleges are faithful mirrors of com
munities . . . they reflect the values, the whole 

faith of the body that lends support and nourish
ment. ... 

It is not only the local scholars that will be at
tracted, but serious scholars in all fields of learn
ing from other institutions. They will come in 
search of materials for the histories of art, sci
ence, educational practice, and the historical de
velopment of thought. Students of social history 
will discover the rewarding richness of family let
ters. Biographers will come in search of informa
tion on the college days of their subjects. 30 

Today this writer would probably agree 
that some of his ideas have come true and 
that some are in the making. 

It is quite a jump in time to an article 
with concrete examples of how broad the 
spectrum of research can be at a college or 
university archive. In 1964 Clifford K. Ship
ton, archivist of Harvard University, wrote 
such an article, "College Archives and 
Academic Research." At Harvard, they had 
also had to realize "that the way to justify 
the existence of the Harvard University Ar
chives (and to obtain a good appropriation) 
was to furnish records management ser
vice. "31 The archivist acknowledges that 
there are problems when you try to create a 
research center out of an archive; yet he 
finds that "college archives are mines of his
torical treasure that can be exploited with
out interfering with the bread-and-butter 
functions of records management. "32 

Shipton examined applications for use 
covering eighteen months. Not surprisingly, 
the list of his findings is headed by people 
doing biographical research, approximately 
30 percent. History of education draws an 
equally large group of researchers . Science 
accounts for 10 percent, and literature, 
medicine, philosophy, and religion draw 
about 5 percent each. Geography, bibli
ography, and political science are at the bot
tom of the list, with 2 percent each. The 
smallest identifiable group is concerned 
with political history. The bulk of the re
sources used consisted of collegiana-type 
materials, but the official records also 
played a noticeable part. 33 

Now, it is true that Harvard as the cradle 
of all higher education in this country, and 
as a longtime leader in the field, is in a class 
by itself. Very few other colleges or univer
sities can hope to provide the resources and 
services that the Harvard University Ar-



chives provides. (The 1966 survey discov
ered, for instance, that Harvard had 30,000 
feet of records, whereas the second largest 
institution had only 12,000, and the third 
8,000.)34 

The quality, size, and prestige of an in
stitution often determine the scope of the 
archival program (if one exists), and the 
scope of the research function. As an exam
ple, Harvard may serve to point the way to 
a broader archival research base, a base that 
can be adapted to reflect the particular 
capacities of the college or university ar
chive in question. 

When the college archivist goes beyond his duty 
to preserve the history of his own institution, he 
becomes the custodian of source materials cover
ing the entire spectrum of human knowledge. He 
is faced with the exciting problem of deciding 
which materials should be preserved for the use 
of historians yet unborn, working in fields strange 
to him and perhaps still uncultivated. It may not 
be the duty of the college archivist to assume this 
responsibility toward the future, but it is a lot of 
fun, and I recommend it. 35 

Picking up where Shipton left off, Edith 
James Blendon in her 1975 article "Univer
sity Archives: A Reason for Existence ," 
gives a number of examples of the pub
lished results of research conducted at col
lege and university archives. She identifies 
five broad areas in which university archives 
can serve as resources: "(1) institutional his
tory, (2) intellectual history, (3) social his
tory, (4) political history, and (5) documen
tary editing. "36 In each area, the writer 
mentions two or three publications. In the 
first category Blendon cites what she calls 
" traditional , administrative , college his
tories ," one of Dickinson College and one of 
Yale College. Both are based on research in 
official records . 

As an example of a nontraditional history 
of an institution, Blendon describes Martin 
Duberman's Black Mountain. For his re
search on that college Duberman used both 
state and college archives in North Carolina 
and supplemented them with tape-recorded 
interviews. 

In the field of intellectual history, Bien
don cites Thomas S. Harding's College 
Literary Societies: Their Contribution to 
Higher Education in the United States, 
1815-76. For his work Harding studied the 
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records of forty-four college literary 
societies. 

Social historians who have an interest in 
quantitative analysis have also used univer
sity archival records . Blendon notes David 
F. Allmendinger's Paupers and Scholars: 
The Transformation of Student Life in 
Nineteenth-Century New England, 1760-
1860. This writer found his data "in matricu
lation records, biographical directories, and 
beneficiary account books." The records 
there showed the social and economic status 
of students, how they lived, what they 
studied, and where they went after college. 

According to Blendon, researchers in 
political history have tended to avoid using 
university archives because of their seem
ingly narrow, local bias. Perhaps this was 
also the reason why this area saw the least 
use at Harvard. She feels , however, that 
with resourceful use university archives can 
help "to illuminate aspects of our national 
experience. " As an example, she cites The 
Separation of College and State: Columbia , 
Dartmouth, Hprvard, and Yale , 1776-1876 
by John Whitehead. He used corporation 
minutes of the four schools to provide a new 
perspective on the legal , political, and edu
cational history of the nation. 

Since university archives often contain 
personal papers, diaries, unpublished writ
ings and journals , thus documenting a wide 
range of campus thinking, historical editing 
can find sources there. Blendon' s example is 
"What Is the Good of History?" Selected Let
ters of Carl L. Becker, 1900-1945, by 
Michael Kammen. This work reveals "much 
of the rich , wide-ranging mind of a great 
American historian, much about the 
student-teacher relationship , and much 
about the nature of the historical profes
sion. "37 

Blendon' s article not only underlines the 
range and variety of research possibilities at 
college and university archives but also in
dicates the importance of using official rec
ords in conjunction with other material. The 
records serve as the foundation upon which 
the rest of the work is constructed. 

A WINDOW ON AMERICAN SOCIETI 

Having come this far , it is now easier to 
see the potential for "college archives as a 
window on American society." This is the 



438 I College & Research Libraries • September 1979 

perspective presented by David B. Potts in 
his 1977 article. 38 Elaborating further on 
several areas already mentioned by previous 
writers, he asks on behalf of that hardy pe
rennial, the institutional history, for more 
"broadly conceived" works. In addition, he 
suggests studies that focus on groups of in
stitutions. Such comparative studies would 
be a far cry from the history written to cel
ebrate one particular institution's centen
nial. Potts brings out one additional area of 
research, namely the study of sports within 
the frame of American collegiate athletics, 
and the relationship such studies might 
have to various social and cultural develop-
ments in America. _ 

In his footnotes, Potts lists several works, 
which presumably were researched at col
lege and university archives. Combining 
Potts' list of works with Blendon' s, one finds 
that a majority of them were published in 
the 1970s. This fact indicates both the 
recency and state of the expanding role of 
college and university archives. Several 
questions serve to exemplify what Potts' 
"window on American society" may disclose 
in the future: 

Why did Americans "get hooked" on higher edu
capon? ... Did the colleges themselves play a 
major role in stimulating the demand for higher 
education? . . . · 

To what extent were local institutions viewed 
as denominational or sectarian agencies? . . . 

How much revenue was brought into a town 
by a local educational enterprise, and how was 
that revenue distributed? . . . 

At what point did higher education begin to 
function in substantial measure as a means for 
upward social and economic mobility?39 

Expanding the research function of col
lege and university as shown here makes 
the role of the archivist much more than 
that of a keeper, a manager, and a preserver 
of archives. The archivist needs to be both a 
historian and a researcher, or at least to 
know and appreciate how these delvers into 
the past think and work. Yet the archivist 
must not only look back. 

The archivist's art at its highest level of develop
ment would, I assume, base both day-to-day de
cisions and long-range plans on skillful anticipa
tion of the answers various data might yield to as 
yet unasked questions. Archivists, in this sense, 
operate at much closer proximity to the future 
than to the past. They must have much better 
foresight than those of us who are historians. 40 

Their greatest challenge is to convey to the 
· academic researcher the vast potential for profita
ble research in university archives, and university 
archivists are uniquely equipped to perform this 
task. 41 

Looking back now to the list of tasks the 
SAA Committee set out to complete almost 
three decades ago, it is clear from the litera
ture that there has been progress, not only 
in the practical sphere of the mere existence 
of archives, but also in the intellectual 
sphere of the research role of college and 
university archives. The SAA may still de
plore the slow and halting development of 
these archives; the purist archivist may still 
shudder at the mixture of materials they 
contain; nevertheless, today many college 
and university archives have found their 
spot on the campus map. And some of them 
are providing the resources for a variety of 
"maps" of that larger society that these 
archives reflect. 
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