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This research considers the role of collaboration in library instruction and 
archival pedagogy for first-year undergraduate students. To move beyond the 
archival orientation and one-shot instruction session, special collections 
librarians must work proactively with instructors to develop assignments, plan 
and deliver lessons, and measure student learning outcomes. They must also 
consider and counteract significant barriers to archival research, such as lack of 
representation and accessibility in the archives. Based on seven interviews with 
faculty and graduate student instructors in UNC’s First-Year Writing Program, 
this research considers the possibilities and challenges of curriculum co-
development and other instructional collaborations between special collections 
librarians and rhetoric and composition instructors. It also analyzes instructors’ 
responses to a set of digital learning modules that were created specifically to 
facilitate archival pedagogy within the curriculum and learning context of the 
First-Year Writing Program. 
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Introduction 

 This research explores how special collections librarians can collaborate 

with faculty and graduate student instructors to introduce undergraduate 

students to primary sources and build their archival literacy skills. The existing 

body of scholarship about primary source literacy suggests that undergraduate 

students must develop a range of different technical and critical thinking skills in 

order to become proficient in archival research (Gilliland-Swetland, Kafai, & 

Landis, 1999; Yakel and Torres, 2003). Furthermore, researchers across the field 

of library and information science agree that in order to successfully integrate 

this type of research into their academic work, undergraduate students must 

develop these skills gradually, with sustained support and feedback from 

archivists, librarians, and their course instructors (Yakel and Torres, 2003; 

Hensley, Swain, & Murphy, 2014).  

 The “archival orientation” session has long been the method of choice for 

instructing undergraduate students in how to conduct primary source research, 

while the “one-shot” instruction session has been the method of choice (or 

perhaps more often, the method of necessity) for developing students’ 

information literacy skills (Cherry & Duff, 2008; Byerly, Downey, & Ramin, 

2006). The former is a brief instruction session provided by the archivist for new 

researchers, which “[focuses] on the skills and, at times, the rules of the archive” 

(Yakel, 2002, p. 27). Similarly, the one-shot instruction refers to “any situation in 
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which [information literacy instruction] for a particular class or group of students 

is limited to a single block of time, however long that block of time may be” (Lei 

Hsieh & Holden, 2010, p. 459). One-shot information literacy sessions are 

typically taught by instruction librarians who visit undergraduate courses, often 

mandatory first-year courses, and the limitations of these sessions for developing 

students’ long-term research knowledge and skills have been well-documented in 

the literature (Byerly, Downey, & Ramin, 2006; Lei Hsieh & Holden, 2010). 

While some researchers have found statistically significant gains in 

undergraduate students’ learning outcomes after one-shot instruction sessions, 

others have found that these sessions have a modest — and in some cases, 

detrimental — effect on learning (Lei Hsieh & Holden, 2010, pp. 467-468). 

Practitioners have suggested alternative models, such as embedded librarianship, 

as a more sustained and impactful form of instruction (Calkins & Kvenild, 2011). 

 Many researchers who have studied primary source literacy and student 

engagement believe the archival orientation method also falls short, because it 

does not provide enough scaffolding and long-term engagement for 

undergraduate students to become literate — or even proficient — in archival 

research methods. As Yakel and Torres (2003) write, “archival intelligence is 

something that needs to be imparted over time and is a continuous process, even 

for longstanding and repeat users of primary sources” (p. 77). While archival 

orientation sessions can help welcome undergraduate students into the archives 

and make them more aware of the resources available there, they fall short in 

their ability to develop undergraduate students as skilled archival researchers 
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who understand the complex, nuanced process of finding and utilizing primary 

sources in their academic writing (Daniels & Yakel, 2013, p. 420). 

 This research study explores faculty and graduate student instructors’ 

interest in an alternative method that has been proposed in the literature — 

archivists developing primary source-based curricula alongside instructors — 

within the specific context of the First-Year Writing Program at the University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) (Hensley, Swain, & Murphy, 2014, p. 109; 

Barratt, Nielsen, Desmet, & Balthazor, 2009, p. 37). At UNC, all first-year 

students are required to take a course called English 105: Composition and 

Rhetoric. This is a writing-across-the-disciplines course with a goal of 

“[introducing] students to the specific disciplinary contexts for written work and 

oral presentations required in college courses” (University of North Carolina at 

Chapel Hill, 2017). The curriculum includes a specific sequence of assignments — 

two smaller “feeder” assignments building up to a culminating unit project — 

which instructors must assign in the context of three consecutive units: a natural 

sciences unit, social sciences unit, and humanities unit. (See Appendix 1 for a 

visualization of the English 105 curriculum model.) 

 This particular course was selected for the research study because it 

provides an opportunity to introduce undergraduate students to the archives in 

their first or second semester of college, which has been identified as a critical 

time for archivists to conduct outreach with the undergraduate student 

population (Viars & Pelerin, 2017, pp. 281-283). Because English 105 is 

mandatory for all undergraduate students, with very few exceptions, this course 



 

 

7 

also provides an opportunity to impact the greatest possible number of first-year 

students (Department of English & Comparative Literature, 2018).  

Additionally, because this course is primarily taught by graduate student 

instructors, it provides an opportunity for librarians to build relationships with 

young scholars and provide support for their development as future professors. 

Nationwide, university writing programs largely depend on graduate student 

labor for rhetoric and composition instruction; however, graduate student 

instructors report that these programs often present significant barriers, 

especially for those instructors who do not fit the mold of  “healthy, young, single 

student” (Writing Program Administration Graduate Organization, 2019, p. 4). 

By addressing and responding to the challenges faced by the graduate student 

instructors who sustain first-year writing programs, librarians can mentor and 

invest in the success of future faculty members. They can also lay the groundwork 

for meaningful instructional collaborations by equipping instructors with 

confidence and skills in archival research methods and pedagogies. 

 This study identifies ways in which UNC’s special collections and 

instruction librarians can move beyond the archival orientation session and one-

shot instruction session by collaboratively and proactively embedding archival 

and information literacies across the English 105 curriculum. The study 

accomplishes this goal by answering the following primary research question:  

▪ What are the special collections-related needs and experiences of 

instructors in UNC’s First-Year Writing Program? 

In order to identify patterns and make evidence-based recommendations that 

take instructors’ feedback and ideas into account, semi-structured interviews 
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were conducted with seven graduate students and faculty members who teach in 

the First-Year Writing Program. The interview responses were then transcribed 

and evaluated using qualitative coding. Throughout this research, the ultimate 

goal has been to understand first-year writing instructors’ barriers to archival 

engagement and to develop recommendations for how special collections 

librarians and instruction librarians at UNC can address those barriers by 

adapting their instructional service model.  

Additionally, this research study considers the possibilities of instructional co-

creation by evaluating a series of tools that were developed in partnership with 

special collections librarians and instructors in the First-Year Writing Program. 

In the spirit of the model suggested by Vetters (2014); Stanny, Gonzalez, and 

McGowan (2015); and many other scholars, four online curriculum modules were 

created in order to integrate digitized primary resources from UNC’s special 

collections into the highly structured English 105 curriculum. (See Appendix 2 for 

links to the four completed curriculum modules and Appendix 3 for examples of 

the assignments and other instructional materials included in each module.) To 

gain a better understanding of whether this collaborative approach to lesson 

planning and instruction meets the needs of first-year writing instructors — or if 

the modules should be adapted to better address instructors’ needs — this study 

considers the following sub-questions: 

▪ What are first-year writing instructors’ impressions of the curriculum 

modules as a way to integrate primary resources into their teaching? 

▪ How do first-year writing instructors think the modules could be adapted, 

expanded, or improved? 
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▪ What are first-year writing instructors’ ideas for marketing and promoting 

the modules? 

By answering these questions, this research study hopes to pave the way for 

future improvements and expansions to the English 105 curriculum modules, so 

that more first-year writing instructors will use them as a resource for their 

teaching — and future UNC graduate students, librarians, and archivists can 

collaborate with instructors to create more useful, effective, and sustainable 

digital learning objects that promote meaningful archival learning experiences 

and engagements for undergraduate students.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

10 

 

 

Literature Review 

Defining Archival Literacy and Its Impact on Teaching and Learning 

There is a significant body of literature in the fields of education and 

library and information science that supports the value of archival materials as 

conduits for teaching and learning. Much of this research — especially the earliest 

research on the subject — has been devoted to instruction provided in elementary 

and secondary educational settings, where the introduction of new educational 

technologies has encouraged teachers to engage in “pedagogical and curricular 

innovations that are leading to increased integration of primary sources” into the 

K-12 curriculum (Gilliland-Swetland, 1998, p. 136). As early as the 1990s, 

researchers observed that working with primary sources allowed students to 

develop both “information literacy” and “archival literacy” skills (Krause, 2010, p. 

402; Gilliland-Swetland, Kafai, & Landis, 1999, p. 92).  

Gilliland-Swetland, Kafai, and Landis (1999) defined archival literacy, 

first, as a macroscopic understanding of how primary sources could help students 

build their arguments, relate to history on a personal level, and contextualize 

classroom discussions of historical topics; second, they envisioned this type of 

literacy as a more granular set of skills including a range of different 

competencies:  

the ability to consider individual documents in the context of record 
aggregates, make sense out of unsynthesized or unredacted material, 
consider the circumstances of the document’s creation (i.e., asking who, 
what, when, why, where, and how), analyze the document’s form and 
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nature, determine whether it is an original and which version, and 
understand its chain of custody. (pp. 92-93) 
 

Gilliland-Swetland, Kafai, and Landis (1999) wrote that when students begin 

grappling with these core archival issues and functions in their primary and 

secondary school education, they are not only more likely to seek archival access 

as adults — they are more likely to be equipped with the skills to follow through 

on an initial desire for access to primary source materials (pp. 93-94).  

Elizabeth Yakel and Deborah Torres extended the conversation about the 

nature, development, and value of archival literacy with the publication of “AI: 

Archival Intelligence and User Expertise” in 2003. After conducting an extensive 

literature review and semi-structured interviews with twenty-eight “academic 

users of primary sources,” Yakel and Torres (2003) proposed a framework for 

understanding and evaluating a researcher’s primary source literacy in which 

“there are three distinct forms of knowledge required to work effectively with 

primary sources” (pp. 52, 62). According to Yakel and Torres (2003), the first 

requirement for primary source literacy is “domain knowledge,” or an 

understanding of the topic being researched (p. 52). The next requirement is 

“artifactual literacy,” which Yakel and Torres (2003) define as “the ability to 

interpret and analyze primary sources” (p. 52). These two forms of knowledge are 

more abstract and theoretical, relying on an individual’s ability to think critically, 

consider archival materials in their historical and cultural context, and synthesize 

different types of primary and secondary source evidence in service of a larger 

scholarly conversation or debate.  
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However, the final requirement for primary source literacy, “archival 

intelligence,” is more technical. Yakel and Torres (2003) define archival 

intelligence as “knowledge about the environment in which the search for 

primary sources is being conducted” (p. 52). This definition encompasses a 

multifaceted set of knowledge and skills, including an understanding of how to 

conduct archival research, troubleshooting abilities when problems or confusion 

arise, and “intellective skills” about how to conceptualize and navigate the entire 

archival research process (Yakel & Torres, 2003, p. 53). 

There are differences in the definitions and frameworks that have been 

proposed by Yakel and Torres (2003); Gilliland-Swetland, Kafai, and Landis 

(1999); and many other researchers to evaluate and describe archival literacy. 

What we can glean from comparing and contrasting these different approaches is 

that using primary sources requires researchers to think critically and act 

strategically in a variety of different ways. In order to effectively and efficiently 

conduct primary source research, an individual must not only engage in abstract 

and theoretical conversations, but also learn the details of how to access primary 

sources and operate successfully within an archival context. Mastering and then 

synthesizing these skills often comes with a steep learning curve, which makes 

user education for new archival researchers extremely important. As Yakel and 

Torres (2003) explain, we must reinvent traditional archival instruction methods 

to reflect what we know about the complex nature of primary source literacy: 

In many cases, archival user education is still referred to as archival 
orientation. Archivists need to think about the underlying significance of 
this terminology as they focus on archival user education programs. . . . 
Our findings in this study indicate that information literacy for primary 
sources would entail reconceptualizing the one-shot archival orientation 
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class into a broader and deeper curriculum. Expertise cannot be fostered 
through a single class. Archival intelligence is something that needs to be 
imparted over time and is a continuous process, even for longstanding and 
repeat users of primary sources. (p. 77) 
 

Expanding Earlier Definitions of Archival Literacy to Include Archival Rhetoric 

and Digital Archives 

 Sustained archival engagement and instruction are even more critical in 

today’s “moment of abundance, ease, and even obsession” with digital archives 

(Enoch and VanHaitsma, 2015, p. 217). Today, students and archival researchers 

have more access than ever before to a range of primary source documents that 

have been stored and made freely available via online repositories and archives, 

from the Library of Congress’s Digital Collections to the Internet Archive. 

Rhetoric and composition scholars Jessica Enoch and Pamela VanHaitsma 

(2015) write that “asking students to learn about the rhetorical characteristics of 

digital archives is integral to understanding the archive’s power, its promise, and, 

indeed, its problems” (p. 219). In order for students to conduct meaningful online 

archival research that allows them to engage with and contribute to 

contemporary scholarly conversations, they must first engage critically with the 

digital archives themselves; therefore, Enoch and VanHaitsma (2015) suggest 

that teachers “pause before asking students to leverage digital archival materials 

in their writing projects and prompt them first to read these archives carefully 

and critically” (p. 217).  

This “critical reading” of the archives is not limited to digital spaces; 

Enoch and VanHaitsma  situate their work in the context of many other 

composition scholars who have explored the “rhetoricity” of archives. Charles 
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Morris (2006), for instance, wrote that the archive “should rightly be understood 

not as a passive receptacle for historical documents and their ‘truths,’ or a benign 

research space, but rather as a dynamic site of rhetorical power” (p. 115). Morris 

(2006) considers the “archive as a rhetorical construction,” a contested space in 

which decisions have been made about what items to preserve, how to preserve 

them, and what to say about those items (p. 113). Scholars focus on the rhetorical 

possibilities that are created — and also, constrained — by the choices that 

archivists and archival institutions make about how to select, process, arrange, 

and describe archival materials: 

Archives are rhetorical …  because they are created in time and space by 
human beings who make decisions about the selection, preservation, and 
presentation of materials, and each of these decisions (and more) shapes 
in important ways the kinds of meanings that can emerge from the sites. 
(Enoch and VanHaitsma, 2015, p. 218) 
 
Encoh and VanHaitsma (2015) suggest that teachers should consider these 

concepts and conversations as part of their archival instruction, thereby 

expanding the definition of archival literacy to include rhetorical analysis and to 

acknowledge how archives can create, constrain, and contest power. Rather than 

presenting the archives to students as neutral repositories for primary sources, 

Enoch and VanHaitsma (2015) advocate for “[teaching] students to analyze 

digital archives for their rhetorical properties with the goal of assessing the ways 

these properties affect and inflect the research and knowledge-building process” 

(p. 218). For those who want to introduce this rhetorical version of archival 

literacy as a learning outcome for an instruction session, Enoch and VanHaitsma 

(2015) provide specific recommendations for activities and instruction scenarios 

in which students analyze archives using “the rhetorical lenses of selection, 



 

 

15 

exigence, narrative, collaboration, and constitution” (p. 233). However, in order 

to expand instructors’ notions of archival literacy and facilitate these rhetorical 

discussions with undergraduate students, archivists and librarians must first 

establish their pedagogical footing by building strong rapports and collaborative 

instructional relationships with classroom teachers.  

Introducing Primary Source Literacy in the K-12 Curriculum 

To demonstrate the importance of both broadly and narrowly defined 

archival literacy, Gilliland-Swetland, Kafai, and Landis (1999) wrote about the 

value of cultivating archivist-teacher relationships, so teachers could learn and 

impart these core archival functions and ideas to their students. Ultimately, 

Gilliland-Swetland, Kafai, and Landis (1999) also hoped that teachers would 

lobby alongside librarians for these skills to be included more explicitly in federal 

and state educational standards (pp. 93-94).  

More recently, changes in K-12 educational policy have in fact created 

pathways, and even mandates, for new partnerships between archivists and 

public school teachers. The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) have shifted 

federal education policy from a focus on what students learn to a focus on how 

they learn, with a new emphasis on inquiry-based learning techniques that 

develop students’ critical thinking skills; this includes a standard that requires 

teachers to replace textbook readings with assignments that ask students to 

practice their analytical abilities by reading and evaluating primary source 

documents (Garcia, 2017, p. 190). Writing for The American Archivist, Garcia 

(2017) reflects that if teachers are willing to embrace the change from a content-

based curriculum to a skills-based one, then CCSS will present an unprecedented 
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“opportunity for archivists to support teachers in using primary sources to teach 

students critical thinking skills” (p. 190).  

A few avenues of support that Garcia (2017) suggests archivists pursue 

include identifying appropriate primary source materials for teachers to use in 

their classroom instruction, digitizing and making these materials more easily 

accessible online, and training teachers in how to locate and access materials on 

their own when designing future lessons (pp. 191-192). While Garcia (2017) 

recognizes the need for “negotiating and refining professional responsibilities” as 

new working relationships between archivists and teachers are established and 

maintained, overall she is optimistic about the possibilities of this model for both 

the teaching and the archival professions (p. 192). In addition to reinventing the 

K-12 curriculum and instructors’ pedagogical approach, Garcia (2017) posits, 

CCSS could finally push the archival profession to “reconceptualize archival 

outreach from an orientation-based approach that focuses on familiarizing 

patrons with resources to a literacy-based approach that teaches patrons how to 

find, evaluate, and use information effectively to solve problems” (p. 193). 

Garcia’s concept of archival literacy in the K-12 classroom, therefore, aligns 

closely with the archival intelligence framework proposed by Yakel and Torres 

(2003). By embedding archival literacy across the K-12 curriculum, teachers can 

ensure that students are not only introduced to the possibility of archival 

research, but also have opportunities to practice and develop these skills over 

time.  
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Introducing Primary Source Literacy in the Undergraduate Curriculum: 

Moving Beyond the Archival Orientation Session 

In higher education, many researchers have made a similar case as Garcia; 

specifically, they have argued that establishing and strengthening relationships 

between archivists, librarians, and faculty does more than familiarize 

undergraduate students with archival resources — it enhances their archival and 

information literacy skills. For example, Hensley, Swain, and Murphy (2014) 

advocate for closer collaboration between archivists, instructional services 

librarians, and faculty at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign as a 

means of expanding undergraduate students’ archival literacy skills (pp. 97-98).  

Hensley, Swain, and Murphy (2014) distributed surveys to all of the 

undergraduate students enrolled in courses that visited the University Archives’ 

Student Life and Culture Archival Program (SLC Archives) for an instruction 

session in the fall semester of 2012 (p. 101). A total of 220 undergraduate 

students from eleven classes received the survey, and the response rate among 

recipients was just over eleven percent (Hensley, Swain, & Murphy, 2014, p. 101). 

The researchers followed up with four students who had completed the survey by 

conducting a set of post-instruction interviews, in which they asked questions like 

“Is there anything that you still find confusing about doing research in archives?” 

and “Could you see yourself returning to the archives for another course or 

assignment in the future?” (Hensley, Swain, & Murphy, 2014, p. 114). Based on 

their survey results and interview responses, Hensley, Swain, and Murphy (2014) 

speculated that “undergraduate research opportunities in the social sciences and 

the humanities may provide the structure for archivists to move beyond primary 
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source orientation to a comprehensive information literacy strategy for archival 

literacy” (pp. 112-114). This echoes the sentiments of Garcia (2017) and Yakel and 

Torres (2003), who both advocate for a shift from the one-shot archival 

orientation model to a more sustained and skills-based instructional “program of 

information literacy for primary sources that could help researchers to develop 

archival intelligence” (Yakel and Torres, 2003, p. 77). 

Based on the gaps in knowledge they identified from students’ survey 

responses and the limitations of the archival instruction that had been provided 

in the context of the study, Hensley, Swain, and Murphy (2014) hypothesized that 

“improving student learning outcomes will require a more intentional 

partnership between the archivist and the instructor” (p. 109). Most notably, this 

would include archivists and instructional services librarians working alongside 

faculty to develop curricula and learning objectives (Hensley, Swain, & Murphy, 

2014, p. 109). By strengthening their relationships with faculty, archivists could 

actually be “in the room to understand exactly how [primary sources were first 

introduced and] taught” to students (Hensley, Swain, & Murphy, 2014, p. 109). 

This would also allow archivists to “flip the classroom,” so they could spend less 

of their instructional time introducing archival rules and procedures and more 

time establishing a positive rapport and cultivating deeper relationships with 

students (Hensley, Swain, & Murphy, 2014, p. 111). Assessing the current state of 

SLC Archives instruction, the researchers found that “instruction in the SLC 

Archives goes one step beyond user orientation but not far enough to claim user 

education for archival intelligence skills” (Hensley, Swain, & Murphy, 2014, p. 

111). They concluded that improving archivists’ “working relationship” with 
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students, as well as with faculty, would help bridge the gap between one-shot 

archival orientations and the skills-based instruction that equips students with 

transferrable and long-lasting archival intelligence skills (Hensley, Swain, & 

Murphy, 2014, p. 111).  

This echoes a bibliometric case study conducted at the University of 

Georgia, where a team of librarians and instructors in the First-Year Composition 

Program found that collaboration throughout the instructional process — 

especially in the lesson planning phase — ultimately yielded stronger student 

research and writing assignments (Barratt, Nielsen, Desmet, & Balthazor, 2009, 

p. 37). The results of this study confirmed previous research showing that “a 

combination of library instruction and detailed written guidelines produces the 

best research in first-year composition essays” (Barratt, Nielsen, Desmet, & 

Balthazor, 2009, p. 53). Based on their own research findings, Barratt, Nielsen, 

Desmet, and Balthazor (2009) suggested that information literacy competencies 

and librarian-faculty partnerships should be extended beyond the First-Year 

Composition Program:  

Finally, this collaboration between two units deeply involved with issues of 
student research and writing suggests that the faculty, as a whole, need to 
engage in a dialogue not only about how best to introduce research in first-
year composition but also about how to extend and develop students’ 
understanding of research across the undergraduate curriculum. (p. 55)  

 
Barratt, Nielsen, Desmet, and Balthazor (2009) also emphasized that both 

information literacy and composition theory must be integrated into the prompt 

and rubric in order for students to produce assignments that score high in both 

research and writing quality (pp. 54-55). This led the researchers to conclude that 

“librarians and instructors need to focus as much on crafting an effective 
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assignment together as they do on teaching students information literacy and 

composition skills” (p. 55). While much research has set out to define what 

constitutes an effective archival instruction session, fewer studies have focused 

on how undergraduate instructors, archivists, and librarians can work together to 

create meaningful assignments that integrate rhetoric and composition theory 

with information literacy and archival literacy competencies. This study seeks to 

fill this gap in the literature by interrogating what makes an effective archival 

assignment for UNC’s first-year writing program, and also how librarians and 

archivists at UNC can better assist instructors as they develop learning outcomes 

and plan lessons and assignments for their first-year writing courses. 

Aligning Archival and Information Literacy with 21st-Century Learning 

Recent archival literature about outreach and instruction in every 

educational context — including primary, secondary, and higher education 

environments — emphasizes the natural symmetry between archival research and 

new theories about twenty-first-century learning. For instance, Georgia Institute 

of Technology (Georgia Tech) librarians Viars and Pellerin (2017) write about 

their experiences collaborating with archivists on campus to “re-imagine services, 

including instruction, in ways that benefit library and archive patrons who need 

twenty-first century research skills” (p. 291). A nebulous concept like “twenty-

first century research skills” could be defined and measured in different ways 

based on the educational context. However, despite differences among student 

needs, institutional priorities, and the cultures of various educational settings, 

many researchers in K-12 and higher education have agreed upon certain 

hallmarks of twenty-first century learning theory; these include hands-on and 
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active learning, co-creation and peer evaluation/sharing, and independent 

thinking as (Krause, 2010, pp. 406-407; Viars & Pellerin, 2017, p. 283).  

These values are embedded in the Association of College and Research 

Libraries’ (ACRL’s) current definition of information literacy: “the set of 

integrated abilities encompassing the reflective discovery of information, the 

understanding of how information is produced and valued, and the use of 

information in creating new knowledge and participating ethically in 

communities of learning” (Julien, Gross, & Latham, 2018). Like archival literacy, 

twenty-first century information literacy is not a single skill; rather, it is a 

network of interrelated competencies, which are often co-constructed and 

community-based, and it relies heavily on context. 

The Association of American Colleges and Universities established a set of 

twelve “guiding principles for liberal education in the twenty-first century,” which 

include commonly articulated educational goals like critical and creative 

thinking, information literacy, teamwork, and problem solving skills, as well as 

more unique goals like “integrative learning” and “outcomes aligned with 

personal and social responsibility” (Stanny, Gonzalez, and McGowan, 2015, p. 

901). In four content analyses of syllabi produced according to these standards 

over a five-year period by faculty at the University of West Florida, Stanny, 

Gonzalez, and McGowan (2015) found recurring language around developing 

students’ “twenty-first century skills,” but a lack of commitment to actualizing 

this goal: more than seventy percent of the syllabi under review specifically cited 

“twenty-first century and professional skills” as desired student learning 

outcomes, but less than forty percent of syllabi incorporated even one concrete 
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activity or assignment that would require students to explicitly draw upon and 

develop these skills (p. 909).  

To better align coursework with stated student learning outcomes, Stanny, 

Gonzalez, and McGowan (2015) identified information literacy and twenty-first 

century skills as key areas of opportunity (p. 909). Approaching the problem 

from the unique perspective of campus practitioners — Gonzalez and McGowan 

were reference librarians at the University of West Florida, and Stanny was the 

director of the campus Centre for Teaching and Learning — they suggested 

librarians could work alongside instructors to develop “specific activities that will 

create opportunities for students to practice and develop these skills” (Stanny, 

Gonzalez, & McGowan, 2015, p. 909).  

Partnerships between archivists, librarians, and faculty members — like 

the one proposed by Stanny, Gonzalez, and McGowan (2015) and the 

collaborative Georgia Tech projects described by Viars and Pellerin (2017) — 

allow students to work on research projects that develop both their information 

literacy and their twenty-first-century professional skills. By taking a more 

collaborative approach to teaching and learning with archival materials, Viars 

and Pellerin (2017) were able to help facilitate positive experiences for students 

undertaking “multimodal assignments [that challenged their] information 

literacy skills” (p. 287). For example, they led students in digital archiving and 

curation projects in hybrid courses like the “Literature of New Media” and “Agent 

of the Multiverse: Brief Encounters with Speculative and Science Fiction,” both 

taught by post-doctoral fellows in the humanities (Viars & Pellerin, 2017, p. 285). 

Post-course assessments suggest that students who participated in these projects 
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produced “compelling content organized with conceptual clarity,” and that they 

began to feel more welcome in the archives; for example, more than seventy 

percent of students surveyed in “Literature of New Media” reported that after the 

experience they would feel “comfortable contacting a librarian or archivist with 

research questions related to their current and future courses” (Viars & Pellerin, 

2017, pp. 285-286) 

Evaluating the Impact of Archival and Information Literacy Instruction on 

Undergraduate Learning 

While the most robust literature about archival learning outcomes exists 

around K-12 education, a significant number of researchers, archivists, and 

librarians have also considered the value of developing archival research skills 

and primary source literacy in a higher education context, particularly for 

undergraduate students. Duff and Cherry (2008) make the popular argument 

that "archivists should take an active role in teaching university students in 

formal classes that promote critical thinking" (p. 502). This link between primary 

source literacy and critical thinking is a common refrain in all of the literature 

about archival education, regardless of context, and many researchers have used 

it as a starting point for their inquiries into the role of the archives in an 

undergraduate education.  

Krause (2010) added nuance to Duff and Cherry’s findings by studying 

how archivists and special collections librarians help undergraduate students 

develop intellectual originality, independence, creativity, and empathy: 

Using primary sources, students take multiple perspectives into 
consideration, making discernments about the authenticity and accuracy 
of the information presented to them. [Archival materials] allow students 
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to form their own questions and develop a deeper understanding of the 
units they are studying. Original sources also help students relate to the 
past on a personal level, a benefit that goes beyond the classroom and has 
implications for lifelong learning. (p. 401) 
 

In 2013, Daniels and Yakel considered the results of a survey of 452 students at 

two universities who attended archival orientations and used archival materials 

in their coursework (p. 414). Their findings suggest that students not only 

“appreciated the archives as a resource, and thought that archival research was 

valuable to their goals,” but also recognized how their experiences in the archives 

had helped them develop basic competency in “more general and transferrable 

skills, such as study skills, time management, and skills related to the research 

project and preparation for it” (Daniels & Yakel, 2013, p. 420).  

In a case study conducted at Ohio University, composition instructor 

Matthew A. Vetter (2014) worked closely with the Head of Arts and Archives for 

Libraries to integrate special collections materials and digital pedagogy into an 

assignment for Writing and Rhetoric II, a junior-level composition course. Vetter 

(2014) and his librarian counterpart collaboratively designed an assignment in 

which students conducted research in the university’s archives and special 

collections and then contributed to a Wikipedia article based on their research 

findings (p. 37-38). Vetter set out to identify “[what] academic archivists and 

composition classes (both students and instructors) gain through collaborative, 

cross-disciplinary curriculum development” and “[how] students respond to this 

type of cross-disciplinary pedagogy” (Vetter, 2014, p. 39). Ultimately, Vetter 

(2014) found that librarian-faculty partnership helped create a “collaborative, 

cross-disciplinary” undergraduate classroom community, and the assignment 
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“allowed students to both participate in and observe the ways in which digital 

technologies are changing how information is produced, shared and accessed in 

the twenty-first century” (p. 50). 

In general, researchers have found that integrating archival and 

information literacy instruction into the undergraduate curriculum has a clear 

positive impact on students’ academic success. The challenge that librarians face 

is not demonstrating positive learning outcomes; instead, librarians struggle to 

convince new students that they could benefit from this type of learning (Viars & 

Pellerin, 2017, p. 282). In 2011, Shoeb surveyed freshman undergraduate 

business students at the Independent University, Bangladesh (IUB) and found 

that while they are aware of information literacy as a concept and tend to 

consider themselves highly skilled in this area, most of them score poorly on an 

information literacy competency assessment (p. 768). These findings were 

echoed by instructional librarians in the ACRL’s recent “Survey of Information 

Literacy Instructional Practices in U.S. Academic Libraries,” which reported a 

lack of motivation from undergraduate students who “don’t realize they don’t 

have researching skills” as a common challenge faced by instructional librarians 

(Julien, Gross, & Latham, 2018). It is important to recognize that this “lack of 

motivation” is not the undergraduate students’ fault. Rather, it indicates that 

librarians and educators have missed key opportunities to communicate the value 

of information literacy to their students.  

This also holds true in an archival context. In their surveys and interviews 

with undergraduate students at the University of Illinois at Chicago, Hensley, 

Swain, Murphy (2014) found that “students often assume they are proficient in 
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library research,” even when they are lacking the most basic information literacy 

skills (p. 111). One undergraduate student even shared that “library research is 

easy to do and can be done by one’s self” — simultaneously revealing 

overconfidence in his research skills and ignorance about the complex and 

collaborative nature of archival research, the success of which is often predicated 

upon the relationship between the researcher and the archivist (Hensley, Swain, 

Murphy, 2014, p. 111). From these examples, it is clear that many undergraduate 

students have preconceived notions and assumptions about the nature and 

difficulty of conducting library and archival research. Therefore, conveying the 

importance of archival and information literacy to new undergraduate students, 

as well as the nuances and challenges of these types of research, is an essential 

outreach strategy in order to more effectively reach this population. Additionally, 

to successfully foster student engagement, librarians must work to connect the 

spectrum of possible research skills and strategies to students’ personal interests 

and academic goals. 

Catalyzing Innovative Undergraduate Teaching through Archival Partnerships 

At the same time they are working to enhance undergraduate student 

literacy and learning, archival materials can also reinvent university teaching 

methods. Krause (2010) conducted a qualitative and exploratory study, 

interviewing twelve leaders in the special collections field about their experiences 

teaching undergraduates, and found that archival materials naturally push 

instructors beyond traditional lecture formats, encouraging pedagogical 

approaches designed to promote active learning, visual and hands on learning, 

and collaborative learning (p. 406). In the composition field, instructors have 
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increasingly embraced public and digital pedagogies — grounded in primary 

source research — as a way to expand the boundaries of teaching and learning 

(Vetter, 2014, p. 36). Moreover, while making this pedagogical boundary shift, 

they have recognized the role librarians can play as critical partners and allies: 

Academic librarians and archivists, the professionals we so often work 
with to integrate research into student writing processes, have not been 
immune to this shift either. These professionals are increasingly 
challenging the static roles of "information-keepers" in order to find new 
and effective methods of engaging with their academic communities. 
(Vetter, 2014, p. 36) 
 

This echoes the sentiments of Viars and Pellerin (2017), who proposed that 

faculty view librarians as “innovative partners in their teaching practice” (p. 281).  

In their efforts to cultivate this kind of positive working relationship, Viars 

and Pellerin (2017) underscore the importance of reaching both faculty and 

students early in their tenure at a university. Establishing contact with new 

faculty and graduate student instructors, they write, is “an essential part of 

creating and maintaining a relationship with them and their students” (Viars & 

Pellerin, 2017, p. 281). Similarly, reaching students in their first year at an 

institution “creates an opportunity to incorporate library and archival resources 

and services into students’ entire college careers” (Viars & Pelerin, 2017, p. 281). 

These skills prepare students for the complex, nuanced thinking required to 

successfully conduct archival research, and to pursue studies in a variety of 

different academic disciplines. As Viars and Pellerin (2017) observed in their 

work with first-year students, “exposing students to primary resources early in 

their college career teaches them to draw their own conclusions and 

interpretations about a subject and see the coexistence of multiple historical 
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narratives” (p. 283). These are twenty-first century archival and information 

literacy skills that will serve students throughout their future academic studies, 

research experiences, and professional positions. 

The question, then, is how to reach undergraduate students early and 

establish the archives as a friendly, dynamic space where they can pursue their 

academic and personal interests and goals. In their survey of undergraduate 

students using the archives, Daniels and Yakel (2013) found that students who 

“felt that their presence was welcome in the archives” when they attended an 

archival orientation session reported a more positive overall experience when 

conducting archival research and using archival materials in their coursework (p. 

420). This “halo effect” suggests that students’ initial introduction to the archives 

will have a long-term impact on how they feel about conducting archival research 

and scholarship throughout their undergraduate careers (Yakel & Daniels, 2013, 

p. 420). To reach undergraduate students early and ensure a welcoming 

experience, librarians and archivists have employed numerous strategies, from 

archival orientations and instruction sessions to collaborations with faculty 

members and special events highlighting library collections. 

Cultivating Faculty and Graduate Teaching Assistants as Archival 

Ambassadors for Undergraduate Students 

 To introduce undergraduate students to archival resources and provide a 

positive, welcoming first impression of the archives, librarians can recruit faculty 

to serve as archival ambassadors. In their work at the Georgia Tech libraries, 

Viars and Pellerin (2017) found that targeting new faculty members was an 

excellent way to create a strong pipeline of advocates for undergraduate students’ 
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presence in the archives. On Georgia Tech’s campus, new faculty members and 

first-year students are “some of the most active users of the library and archives,” 

so Viars and Pellerin (2017) observed that librarians primarily focus their 

outreach efforts on incoming faculty members who will be teaching courses for 

freshmen and sophomores (p. 281). This includes the Brittain Fellows, a group of 

recent Ph.D. graduates who are hired each year to teach introductory English 

courses for first-year Georgia Tech students (Viars & Pellerin, 2013, p. 284).  

Annual library outreach to the new group of Brittain Fellows takes the 

form of an orientation session, which is organized by the Humanities Librarians 

specifically to meet the needs of incoming fellows (Viars & Pellerin, 2013, p. 284). 

The session educates new fellows about Georgia Tech’s physical library and 

archival collections, technological resources, one-on-one research consultation 

services, and the information literacy instruction program (Viars & Pellerin, 

2013, p. 284). According to Viars and Pellerin (2013), the broader goal of the 

orientation is to develop new Georgia Tech instructors who can enthusiastically 

“transmit the knowledge and value of libraries as well as the expertise of 

information professionals to first year students” (p. 281). 

While an archival orientation may provide a meaningful opportunity to 

attract new faculty and graduate student instructors’ interest, the ultimate goal is 

to impart archival and information literacy skills to undergraduate students. 

Once new faculty have been made aware of archival resources on campus, the 

transmitting of knowledge to their undergraduate students is often best 

accomplished via instruction sessions in first-year courses. This method has long 

been employed by instruction librarians, who understand that “teaching faculty 
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are the critical link in an effective library instruction program that leads students 

to information resources” (Samson & Millet, 2003, p. 85). The instructors who 

constitute “teaching faculty” may vary by institution — at a large research 

university, this may be the teaching professors who are hired without research 

responsibilities, or the graduate student instructors who are assigned their own 

sections of rhetoric and composition; at a small liberal arts college or community 

college, this may be the tenure track professors. The uniting thread among all of 

these instructors in all of these different contexts is that they regularly teach, 

advise, and directly interface with undergraduate students, especially first-year 

students, and therefore have tremendous power to establish early, meaningful 

relationships between undergraduate students and the archives. 

Since UNC is a research university, the population of interest for the 

purposes of this study primarily consists of graduate student instructors who 

teach in the First-Year Writing Program, with a smaller number of teaching 

professors and tenure track faculty providing the same type of instruction for 

first-year students (Assistant Director of the First-Year Writing Program, 

personal communication, May 2018.). Graduate students as a population of 

instructors can be valuable to archivists, first, because they offer “a strong base of 

fresh new energy and ideas” (Samson & Millet, 2003, p. 85). While some 

graduate students begin their studies at UNC with prior teaching experience, 

others are completely new to instruction (Assistant Director of the First-Year 

Writing Program, personal communication, May 2018.). Regardless of their prior 

teaching backgrounds, all new graduate student instructors at UNC are going to 

be brand new to teaching at UNC, and therefore they may have fewer 
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preconceived notions about what and how to teach in this specific context. This 

presents an opportunity for archivists and librarians to become involved as co-

creators in the curriculum development and lesson planning processes, as 

recommended by Garcia (2017) and Hensley, Swain, and Murphy (2014).  

Whether serving as a teaching assistant or a course instructor, graduate 

students often have the most face-to-face contact, conversations, and credibility 

with the undergraduate students taking courses in their department. Therefore, it 

is important for archivists and librarians to recognize the value that graduate 

students can bring as archival advocates and to cultivate meaningful 

relationships with this group of instructors: 

In campuses across the United States, graduate students frequently 
provide instruction to first-year students in required core courses. 
Teaching assistants are a strategic target group for strengthening an 
information literacy program. As teaching assistants, graduate students 
join the teaching faculty primarily for introductory-level courses and as a 
result become members of the most important group for advancing the 
learning environment in academic libraries. (Samson & Millet, 2003, p. 
85) 

 
It is also important for librarians to understand the economic context of 

graduate student labor, and the challenges that this system creates for graduate 

student instructors. Recently, the Writing Program Administration Graduate 

Organization (WPA-GO) Labor Taskforce released a “Report on Graduate 

Student Instructor Labor Conditions in Writing Programs.” This report collected 

data from a total of 344 graduate student writing instructors working in 37 states 

as part of master’s (MA), master’s of fine arts (MFA), and doctoral (Ph.D.) 

programs at a variety of colleges and universities (WPA-GO, 2019, p. 1). When 

asked whether they worked more hours than contracted each week, almost sixty-
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three percent of survey respondents said yes (WPA-GO, 2019, p. 1). One 

respondent even shared that this labor model had led them to resign from a 

position coordinating the writing program: 

Our WPA expects writing program assistants to work ‘as many hours as 
needed to do the job’ (her words) without recognizing what is indicated in 
our contract (that are to work no more than 20 hours/week). Her 
reasoning is that WPAs should expect to work additional hours and that 
experiencing this as grad students professionalizes us and will help us get 
jobs. These expectations and logics are and perpetuate abusive labor 
practices. For these reasons, I resigned from my position as a writing 
program coordinator. (WPA-GO, 2019, p. 1) 
 
These expectations are even more troubling in the broader context of the 

survey, which revealed the compensation and benefits provided by most 

programs as inadequate to cover instructors’ financial and healthcare needs 

(WPA-GO, 2019, pp. 2-6). More than seventy percent of those surveyed 

responded negatively when asked,  “Is your stipend adequate for covering your 

living needs?” (WPA-GO, 2019, p. 2). Many of these respondents also described 

their student health insurance options and support for mental healthcare and 

childcare costs as insufficient (WPA-GO, 2019, p. 3). Considering the economy of 

graduate student labor, one survey respondent reflected, “These assistantship 

programs are designed for healthy, young, single students. They are not 

appropriate for students with non-normative households, health issues or a lack 

of familial support” (WPA-GO, 2019, p. 4). In working with graduate student 

instructors, librarians should be respectful of graduate students’ time, and avoid 

requiring them to work additional hours beyond the ones they are compensated 

for. Librarians should also be sensitive to the fact that many graduate student 

instructors have additional personal responsibilities, healthcare needs, and/or 
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financial stresses that will impact their ability to invest additional time in 

collaborating and learning new methods of research and instruction.  

Introducing Archival and Information Literacy in the First-Year Writing 

Classroom 

Many researchers have also identified the first-year writing classroom as 

an ideal setting where librarians can impact both first-year students and new 

instructors. Traditional instruction librarians, who teach information literacy 

concepts to undergraduate students and use the ACRL Framework for 

Information Literacy in Higher Education (ACRL Framework) as a standard, 

have long understood that “those involved in the teaching and administering of 

English composition programs are the natural allies of librarians seeking to 

develop robust and effective information literacy programs at their institutions” 

(Sult & Mills, 2006, p. 370). This belief has taken root among instruction 

librarians, first, because the majority of incoming students in college settings are 

required to take a first-year rhetoric and composition course or a first-year 

seminar; therefore, these courses provide an opportunity for librarians to reach 

the greatest number of students possible at many institutions.  

There are also many similarities between the projects students undertake 

and the skills they develop in a library classroom and in a composition one: “Both 

writing and researching are viewed as non‐linear processes and both require 

individuals to work back and forth through a number of stages of discovery, 

development, and critical thinking” (Sult & Mills, 2006, p. 369). These 

similarities are evident when we compare the ACRL Framework with the Council 

of Writing Program Administrators (WPA) Outcomes for First‐Year Composition 
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(ALA, 2018; Harrington, Malencyzk, Peckham, Rhodes, & Yancey, 2001, pp. 321-

325; Sult & Mills, 2006, p. 370). The WPA Outcomes related to “Critical 

Thinking, Reading, and Writing,” in particular, reflect many of the same values as 

the ACRL Framework, as well as the measures of archival literacy proposed by 

Yakel and Torres (2003) and Gilliland-Swetland, Kafai, and Landis (1999). 

According to the WPA Outcomes, students in first-year composition courses 

should learn to “understand a writing assignment as a series of tasks, including 

finding, evaluating, analyzing, and synthesizing appropriate primary and 

secondary sources”; to “integrate their own ideas with those of others”; and to 

“understand the relationships among language, knowledge, and power” 

(Harrington, Malencyzk, Peckham, Rhodes, & Yancey, 2001, pp. 324).   

The first outcome relates to all three components of primary source 

literacy as defined by Yakel and Torres (2003), as well as the “Information 

Creation as a Process” and “Research as Inquiry” components of the ACRL 

Framework (ALA, 2018). Additionally, the “Processes” section of the WPA 

Outcomes states that composition students should begin to “understand the 

collaborative and social aspects of writing processes” and to “understand writing 

as an open process that permits writers to use later invention and re-thinking to 

revise their work” (Harrington, Malencyzk, Peckham, Rhodes, & Yancey, 2001, 

pp. 324). Like writing, archival research is a “collaborative” and “social” process, 

mediated by the archivist, and it requires many iterations and reinventions in 

order for researchers to become literate in using primary sources and to find the 

materials or information they are seeking.  
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 However, despite these similarities, researchers have also noted a few key 

differences in the priorities of rhetoric and composition theory and information 

literacy standards that can affect the quality of first-year student work — 

especially if assignments are designed without these differences in mind. In their 

bibliometric study at the University of Georgia, Barratt, Nielsen, Desmet, and 

Balthazor (2009) noticed that “for the composition teachers, the rhetorical 

effectiveness of a citation’s deployment, rather than the reputation of the source 

from which it is derived, is the hallmark of good argumentative writing” (p. 54). 

Some instructors in that study emphasized composition principles like writing a 

strong thesis, providing a significant amount of evidence to support the thesis, 

considering alternate viewpoints, and fluidly integrating quotes and examples 

into the narrative (Barratt, Nielsen, Desmet, & Balthazor, 2009, p. 54). When 

these instructors focused their teaching, assignment prompts, and grading on 

core composition skills, they overlooked information literacy competencies like 

the ability to evaluate sources for trustworthiness and accuracy. According to 

Barratt, Nielsen, Desmet, & Balthazor (2009), this sometimes resulted in a 

“disparity between research and writing quality” in students’ work (p. 53). 

Scaling Archival and Information Literacy Instruction in the First-Year Writing 

Program 

 A high demand for information literacy instruction in first-year writing 

courses and a shortage of institutional funding for instruction librarian positions 

have motivated librarians to develop a number of creative solutions to embed 

information literacy across the curriculum. In many institutions, librarians’ 

instructional focus has shifted from first-year writing students to first-year 
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writing instructors: “Many within the library profession are exploring the idea 

that it is the course instructors who should play a central role in assisting 

students in achieving information literacy outcomes” (Sult & Mills, 2006, p. 370). 

Asking composition instructors to teach information literacy standards is often 

the most effective way to ensure undergraduate students will gain these skills, 

first, because their instructors provide them with grades (Sult & Mills, 2006, p. 

370). This model also works because “the students, usually freshmen, develop a 

sense of community within a given class and are [therefore] more responsive to 

their classroom instructors” (Sult & Mills, 2006, p. 370). 

While this scholarship refers to information literacy instruction, a similar 

situation exists at UNC in regards to archival instruction. According to the 

director of Research and Instructional Services (R&IS) at Wilson Special 

Collections Library (Wison), a four-person instructional team handles about 150 

instruction requests per academic year from faculty, school, and community 

groups (personal communication, April 2018). The goal of my proposal is to 

support UNC Library’s mission to be a “place where all students, scholars, and 

visitors are welcome to pursue their research and interests” by inviting first-year 

students to engage in archival research — without creating an influx of new 

instruction requests that places an unreasonable demand on the relatively small 

team of research and instruction librarians (UNC University Libraries, 2018).  

The online curriculum modules were conceived as a way to initiate 

curriculum co-creation between librarians and first-year writing instructors, 

while also providing a model of what archival collaboration could look like in the 

context of a highly structured first-year rhetoric and composition course. By 
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providing clear models and training first-year writing instructors in both 

information and primary source literacy standards, librarians across the UNC 

University Libraries can have an impact on undergraduate student learning and 

cultivate long-lasting relationships between undergraduate students and the 

university’s rich archival collections.  
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Methods 

Laying the Groundwork: Library Instruction and the First-Year Writing 

Program 

The English 105 course is required for all UNC first-year students and 

most transfer students, and it is intended to teach the fundamentals of “oral 

argumentation, composition, research, information literacy, and rhetorical 

analysis” (UNC, 2017; Department of English & Comparative Literature, 2018). 

Each section of English 105 is organized into three units — humanities, social 

sciences, and natural sciences — and introduces students to the fundamentals of 

research, writing, and citation for each of those disciplines. The course is 

primarily taught by Ph.D. students in the Department of English and 

Comparative Literature, though some faculty members (including non-tenure 

track lecturers and teaching professors) and Ph.D. students from other 

humanities programs (such as art history) also teach sections of the course 

(Assistant Director of the First-Year Writing Program, personal communication, 

May 2018). 

 In addition to English 105, the First-Year Writing Program provides  one 

alternative course — English 105i — in which students can enroll to pursue an in-

depth study of writing and research in “one specific disciplinary context” (UNC, 

2017). Whereas approximately 100 sections of English 105 are offered every 

semester, fewer than twenty English 105i sections are offered each semester 
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(Assistant Director of the First-Year Writing Program, personal communication, 

May 2018). English 105i sections include Writing in the Humanities, Writing in 

the Digital Humanities, Writing in Business, Writing in the Law, Writing in 

Health and Medicine, Writing in the Natural Sciences, and Writing in the Social 

Sciences (Department of English and Comparative Literature, 2018). These 

sections tend to be taught by the instructors who have seniority when teaching 

assignments are made, such as teaching professors and upper-level Ph.D. 

students. Some instructors consider English 105i a more desirable course to 

teach, since students have enrolled in the course based on their interest in the 

subject area (Assistant Director of the First-Year Writing Program, personal 

communication, May 2018). Additionally, because they are typically graduate 

students and teaching professors in the Department of English and Comparative 

Literature, instructors tend to be especially eager to teach the English 105i 

sections that align with their research interests, such as the humanities, digital 

humanities, or social sciences sections (Assistant Director of the First-Year 

Writing Program, personal communication, May 2018). 

 Currently, the Robert B. House Undergraduate Library (UL) manages 

instruction requests for one-shot information literacy instruction sessions in 

UNC’s First-Year Writing Program. Librarians and graduate students from the 

UL and Davis Library teach these sessions, signing up via the Trello scheduling 

platform and then communicating with the instructor via email to tailor the 

lesson plan to the appropriate unit, assignment, and learning objectives. 

Suggested information literacy competencies that librarians can cover in these 

sessions include: Topic Selection, Exploring Concepts through Keywords, 
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Navigating Subject Specific Databases, Using Sources to Accomplish a Specific 

Task, and Citing Sources (UNC University Libraries, n.d.).  

Working with the Carolina Digital Literacy Initiative, the First-Year 

Writing Program has also implemented a digital literacy requirement — at least 

one unit project assigned over the course of the semester must have a digital 

component. Popular English 105 digital unit projects include designing the layout 

for a popular science article in InDesign and using a video editor to record an e-

poem, but instructors have introduced a wide range of digital projects and tools 

(Carolina Digital Literacy, n.d.). To support these diverse projects, the UL also 

provides design-focused instruction sessions on topics including: Basic Design 

Aesthetics, Print Document Creation (Posters, brochures, newsletters, etc.), Web 

Editing (Wordpress sites, Basic HTML), Video Editing (iMovie, Final Cut Pro, 

etc.), Photo Editing (Photoshop), Presentation Software (Powerpoint, Prezi, etc.), 

and Infographics (UNC University Libraries, 2018).  

Building Collaborative Instructional Networks Between Wilson Special 

Collections Library, the Undergraduate Library, and the First-Year Writing 

Program 

One other type of instruction request that English 105 instructors can 

make when filling out the English 105 instruction request form is “Working with 

Special Collections materials at Wilson Library (Rare Books, North Carolina 

Collection, Southern Folklife Collection, Southern Historical Collection, 

University Archives)” (UNC University Libraries, n.d.). In the past, Wilson staff 

corresponded directly via email with English 105 instructors to schedule these 

sessions, and in some semesters only a handful of English 105 instructors used 
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special collections materials in their teaching (personal communication, April 

2018). Recently, in collaboration with librarians at the UL, the Wilson instruction 

team created a unique Trello special collections instruction request form. This 

form must be filled out by instructors in any campus program or department, 

including the First-Year Writing Program, in order to schedule a class visit to the 

special collections.  

Wilson is the special collections library on UNC’s campus, which houses 

five unique collections of archival materials: the North Carolina Collection, Rare 

Book Collection, Southern Folklife Collection, Southern Historical Collection, 

and University Archives and Records Management Services. Each of these 

collections has its own archivists, curators, and other associated staff, but the 

Research and Instructional Services (R&IS) Team works across the five 

collections to respond to special collections instruction requests from campus 

and community members. There are seven members of the R&IS staff, as well as 

several graduate students who teach, but only four full-time librarians currently 

lead instruction sessions. Due to the small, busy nature of the R&IS department, 

this research hopes to develop solutions which, over time, will streamline the 

relationship between first-year writing instructors and librarians. By showing 

instructors what is manageable for first-year students to accomplish in the scope 

of a single English 105 unit, the online curriculum modules can save R&IS 

librarians time in the long-run and make their interactions with instructors more 

efficient.  

 

 

http://library.unc.edu/wilson/ncc/
http://library.unc.edu/wilson/rbc/
http://library.unc.edu/wilson/rbc/
http://library.unc.edu/wilson/sfc/
http://library.unc.edu/wilson/shc/
http://library.unc.edu/wilson/uarms/
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Receiving IRB Approval 

This study, #8-3012, was submitted to the IRB on November 5, 2018, and 

declared exempt on November 30, 2018. In January, the study was approved to 

receive a Carnegie Research Grant and Edward G. Holley Research Grant from 

UNC’s School of Information and Library Science. These grants covered the costs 

of providing interviewees with $25 VISA gift cards as incentives for their 

participation. After the study received approval for these grants, a modification 

was submitted to the IRB on January 3, 2019, and approved on January 22, 2019.  

Conducting ‘Long Interviews’ 

Seven “long interviews” were conducted with graduate students and 

faculty members who have significant experience teaching English 105 and 

English 105i courses. Before each interview, the subjects received the interview 

guide (see Appendix 4) and a consent form detailing their rights (see Appendix 

5). They were asked to sign the form, indicating that they understand their rights 

to confidentiality and control over what they said in the interview. They were also 

informed that the interview would be recorded, and then they verbally consented 

to being recorded. After each interview, the recording was saved with a generic 

file name like “Interviewee One,” which included no identifying information 

about the participants. Next, online software was used to transcribe the 

recording. Then, a second phase of transcription occurred in which the 

researcher listened to the recording and edited the transcription for clarity and 

accuracy. Finally, the researcher read through the transcriptions multiple times 

in order to complete a more thorough qualitative coding process.  
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Throughout the interviews, the goal was to “set up a situation in which the 

individual being interviewed [would] reveal to [the researcher] his or her feelings, 

intentions, meanings, subcontexts, or thoughts on a topic, situation, or idea” and 

also where the researcher could uncover and “explore the shared meanings of 

people who … work together” in an undergraduate learning environment 

grounded in information and archival literacies (Lichtman, 2014, p. 246). In a 

one-on-one interview context, it is critical to develop a trusting relationship with 

the interviewees (Lichtman, 2014, p.). As the interviewer, it is equally important 

for me to “accept that there is no single objective reality that [I] strive for” 

(Lichtman, 2014, p. 247). Instead, as the researcher, one must embrace the 

responsibility to “serve as the filter through which information is gathered, 

processed, and organized” (Lichtman, 2014, p. 247). The researcher should not 

try to achieve objectivity or neutrality, but rather to understand and critically 

reflect on their own biases and context as the interviewer, and how those differ 

from the biases and contexts of the interviewees.  

As a current UL and Wilson employee who has four semesters of 

experience teaching one-shot and embedded information and primary source 

literacy instruction sessions for UNC’s First-Year Writing Program, I cannot 

approach my research on this topic from a neutral perspective — nor should I 

pretend that I am capable of this. Rather, throughout the interview process, I 

acknowledged my own experiences with the challenges and rewards of serving as 

a library instructor, and I attempted to be as upfront as possible with my 

interviewees about my own background and biases. 
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The interviews in this research study were grounded in the theory 

described by Grant McCracken (1988) in The Long Interview, which advocates 

for a methodological approach to interviewing that “gives us the opportunity to 

step into the mind of another person, to see and experience the world as they do 

themselves” (p. 9). McCracken (1988) argues that this approach is especially 

relevant and useful for research in the applied social sciences, where “social 

scientists now apply their skills to a wide range of urgent issues” (p. 10). One of 

the goals for this study was to identify takeaways librarians could apply when 

collaborating with first-year writing instructors to provide more effective primary 

source instruction for undergraduate students. In order to identify relevant 

applications for the first-year writing classroom, the interviews followed the 

“four-step method of inquiry” that McCracken (1988) has “deliberately designed 

to take advantage of the opportunity for insight and minimize the dangers of 

familiarity” (p. 12).  

The four steps include a “review of analytic categories,” which is essentially 

a literature review; a “review of cultural categories,” where the researcher begins 

to use “the self as an instrument of inquiry”; a “discovery of cultural categories,” 

where the researcher develops the interview questions; and finally, a “discovery 

of analytical categories” (McCracken, 1988, p. 29-33). The most unique step is the 

second stage of the process, where the researcher works to “inventory and 

examine the associations, incidents, and assumptions that surround the topic in 

his or her mind” (McCracken, 1988, p. 32). As McCracken (1988) writes, “the 

object is to draw out of one's own experience the systematic properties of the 

topic, separating the structural from the episodic, and the cultural from the 
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idiosyncratic” (p. 32). In this way, McCracken (1988) posits, the interviewer can 

establish the “distance” necessary to recognize her own cultural assumptions and 

categorizations, and how those affect everything from how she formulates 

questions to how she analyzes the data (p. 33).  

As McCracken (1988) describes this phase, it entails a process of ongoing 

“familiarization” and “defamiliarization”: “Without the first, the listening skills 

needed for data collection and analysis are impoverished. Without the second, 

the investigator is not in a position to establish any distance from her own deeply 

embedded cultural assumptions” (p. 33-34). By situating myself within the 

framework of special collections instruction for first-year writing classes, I could 

better empathize with the interview subjects included in my study; this allowed 

me to guide them more effectively through the narrative-based “long interview.” 

In keeping with McCracken’s recommendations for questionnaire design, the 

interviews began with a series of “opening, nondirective questions.” These 

questions paved the way for more specific queries seeking feedback on the online 

curriculum modules and ideas about how to improve curriculum development 

with archives and special collections materials (1988, p. 34). All of these 

questions are outlined in the Interview Guide (see Appendix 4). 

Recruiting Participants 

To start the recruitment process, this research study used quota sampling 

to “deliberately [create] a contrast in the respondent pool” (McCracken, 1988, p. 

37). The quotas represented in the sample included instructors who had engaged 

deeply with the archives in their own personal research and scholarship, 

instructors who had collaborated with special collections librarians to teach 
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undergraduate students about primary sources, and instructors who had limited 

past engagement with archival research and pedagogy. Additionally, in recruiting 

participants, the researcher was conscientious about selecting instructors who 

represented different research interests, including research specialties in which 

archival research is a primary methodology and those that rarely engage with 

archival research.  

To begin, the researcher reached out via email to a few graduate student 

instructors who represented different research areas and levels of past archival 

engagement; these included Interviewee One, Interviewee Three, and Interviewee 

Five. After participating in the interviews, both Interviewee One and Interviewee 

Three offered to make introductions to additional first-year writing instructors 

who could participate in the research. This snowball sampling technique resulted 

in the recruitment of two additional participants, Interviewee Four and 

Interviewee Seven. The sample for this study was limited to instructors who 

already had several years of experience teaching in the First-Year Writing 

Program. All of the participants had four years or more of experience as graduate 

student instructors for a variety of undergraduate courses, including English 105 

and English 105i, as well as literature and special topics courses. Because of the 

time constraints of this study, the perspectives of instructors with fewer years of 

experience teaching in the First-Year Writing Program were not included.  

In addition to graduate student instructors, another quota included in the 

sample was faculty members who teach first-year writing. To recruit faculty to 

participate in the study, the researcher relied on the Undergraduate Teaching and 

Learning Librarian to make email introductions to Interviewee Two and 
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Interviewee Six, rhetoric and composition professors who ultimately agreed to 

participate. Both Interviewee Two and Interviewee Six are tenure track faculty 

members, so the perspectives on non-tenure track lecturers and teaching 

professors were not included in this research study. 

Finally, McCracken (1988) advocates that “respondents should be perfect 

strangers (i.e., unknown to the interviewer and other respondents) and few in 

number (i.e., no more than eight),” but the former stipulation was not realistic for 

this research study given the size of the English department and the researcher’s 

involvement as an information literacy and design instructor for the First-Year 

Writing Program (p. 37). Because of these factors, as well as time constraints for 

recruiting participants, the researcher had at least some level of prior 

engagement with the majority of interview subjects. Nonetheless, interview 

participants were selected with McCracken’s philosophy in mind: “most 

important, the selection of respondents is an opportunity to manufacture 

distance. This is done by deliberately creating a contrast in the respondent pool. 

These contrasts can be of age, gender, status, education, or occupation” (p. 37). 

There is variety in the sample according to factors including age, gender identity, 

race and ethnicity, disability, socioeconomic background, area(s) of research 

interest, academic affiliation (graduate student versus faculty member), and prior 

teaching experience.  

Qualitative Coding 

 After each interview was complete, the audio was transcribed and then 

evaluated through a qualitative coding process. The researcher read through the 

interview transcripts several times, making preliminary notes in a separate 
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document and identifying patterns. After this initial review process was complete, 

the researcher developed a number of categories, which included broad areas of 

focus such as interviewees’ past research experiences; their experiences teaching 

with primary sources; barriers to researching or teaching with primary sources; 

their feedback on the curriculum modules; and their ideas for future outreach 

and instructional partnerships. Relevant sections of the interview transcripts 

were highlighted with colors corresponding to these different categories. The last 

phase of coding consisted of reviewing the passages associated with the broad 

categories to make a list of more specific sub-categories; for example, 

representation and accessibility were identified as two specific barriers that 

prevented instructors and their students from conducting archival research. 

Finally, the broad categories were condensed into three sections — interviewees’ 

first experiences in the archives, barriers they have perceived or experienced in 

the archives, and their ideas for instructional collaborations. The findings chapter 

of this paper consists of those three sections, with each section divided into many 

shorter sub-sections. 
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Findings 

 The interviews with instructors in UNC’s First-Year Writing Program 

ranged from 45 minutes to two hours, and they covered a wide variety of topics, 

from instructors’ earliest memories of archival research to the obstacles that have 

discouraged them from conducting their own archival research and introducing 

their students to primary sources. This chapter will provide a summary of 

interviews related to three key areas. First, it will recount instructors’ initial 

experiences in the archives, including the context in which they were introduced 

to archival research, the guidance they received from librarians and professors, 

and the other factors that made their first archival research endeavors successful 

or unsuccessful. Next, the chapter will discuss some of the barriers that have 

made it more challenging for certain instructors — and their students — to 

conduct archival research and use primary sources in the classroom. Finally, it 

will present interviewees’ ideas for encouraging and facilitating curricular 

collaborations between instructors and librarians.   

Instructors’ First Research Experiences in the Archives 

 Because the sample population represented diverse research areas and 

methods within the English and Comparative Literature discipline — with 

interviewees’ specialties ranging from linguistics and writing center pedagogy to  

multiethnic American literature and feminist theory — their comfort and prior 

experience with archival research varied significantly. Three of my interview 
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subjects had conducted extensive archival research as undergraduate students, 

whereas other interviewees discovered and became proficient in archival research 

later in their academic careers, either through their graduate coursework or their 

own scholarly research activities. Additionally, two of my interviewees had very 

limited experience and comfort conducting archival research, and both of these 

interviewees expressed a concern that their own lack of knowledge about archival 

research methodologies would prevent them from effectively collaborating with 

archivists and using primary sources in their teaching.   

1. Discovering the Archives as an Undergraduate 

For those interviewees who had engaged in significant undergraduate 

archival research, the experience was not without its challenges. Interviewee 

Three had an opportunity to travel abroad with her professor to conduct archival 

research, and she later incorporated this research into her undergraduate thesis. 

However, reflecting on the experience, she noted that she did not gain true 

archival literacy at this point in her academic career: 

That experience was really cool but also not very fruitful at the same time. 
Like I just I had no preparation for what archival research would be like, 
so I just kind of went with [my professor] and looked at random stuff. 
Like, “Oh, I'm here, looking at these letters. That's interesting. But I have 
no idea what to do with this stuff!”  
 

Interviewee Three went on to conduct more extensive archival research in her 

graduate coursework and to develop a first-year writing unit in collaboration with 

a special collections librarian at Wilson. These experiences equipped her with the 

“artifactual literacy” and “intellective skills” that Yakel and Torres (2003) 

describe as fundamental to archival literacy (pp. 52-53); she learned to connect 

her research practice with a larger purpose, and to adapt her searching to identify 
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the most useful and relevant sources. However, she was plunged into her initial 

undergraduate archival research experience without training or preparation, and 

therefore struggled to contextualize her archival research. This resulted in 

feelings of confusion and an early experience of “floundering” in the archives.  

Interviewee Five, who also conducted archival research as an  

undergraduate, shared a similarly frustrating initial archival research experience. 

For an independent study, she visited the Library of Congress to view a collection 

of birth control pamphlets. Despite her diligence in seeking out an archival 

collection relevant to her research topic, Interviewee Five encountered numerous 

roadblocks on her path to viewing the materials:  

It had all those sort of barriers that those big kinds of libraries have. So the 
first time I went they wouldn't let me see the collection because they were 
like, “You're an undergraduate student. Why are you allowed to do this?” 
So I had to get a letter from the professor. I must have looked very young, 
and they must have sort of been like, “We don't want this little 
unsupervised person in the archive!” I also had to get a Library of 
Congress card, which was kind of awesome, but yet another barrier to 
doing the research. 

 
However, Interviewee Five later went on to take an undergraduate course 

that included a research component working in the special collections library on 

her college campus, where she had a much more welcoming experience. This 

time, her archival research experience was presented within the context of a final 

project assignment about the history and rhetoric of women’s education on her 

own college campus. She and her peers were introduced to primary sources like 

college yearbooks and letters, which tied directly into the topic of their 

assignment. Students also received instruction from the special collections 

librarian, which provided them with some of the “archival intelligence” necessary 
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to successfully navigate the research process (Yakel and Torres, 2003, p. 52). 

Reflecting on the impact of in-class special collections instruction, Interviewee 

Five recalls gaining a better sense of how the archives operated, as well as a 

renewed excitement for the archival research process: 

[The librarian] talked a lot about what research looked like in the archives. 
So, for example, you requested a box of stuff and some of them were 
organized and some weren’t. And for me, I was really intrigued, because 
the only experience I had had so far was requesting this collection of birth 
control pamphlets, which was just a very small box, at the Library of 
Congress. And we got to go see where all the boxes were stored, and it was 
kind of like pulling back the curtain. It was so cool.  

 
Interviewee Five went on to publish her final paper for this class in an 

undergraduate research journal. Then, for her undergraduate thesis, she applied 

her research skills by creating her own archive using photographs, 

correspondences, and other materials she found in the storage unit of the 

women’s studies department on her college campus. Throughout all of this 

archival research, she was closely mentored by a librarian, whom she described 

as a “champion” and “integral to her success.” Interviewee Five credits her 

undergraduate archival research experiences with directing her academic path: 

“It was the most formative experience of my undergraduate life, and certainly is 

what sent me to graduate school. I wanted to do more of this [type of research].”  

 Interviewee Seven had a similarly transformative undergraduate archival 

experience, which ultimately set her on the path to attend graduate school and 

prepared her to conduct graduate-level archival research. As a student at a 

private university in the Washington D.C. area, she applied for and was accepted 

to take part in a competitive undergraduate seminar, “Books and Early Modern 

Culture,” at the Folger Shakespeare Library. The seminar was a consortium 
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course in which students from universities across D.C. learned together about 

conducting archival research with early modern texts. Over the course of the 

semester, each student completed an “independent, guided research project,” in 

which they selected a single text from the Folger’s collection to explore in greater 

depth through archival research and scholarly writing. In addition to gaining 

practical, hands-on research experience in the archives, students met weekly with 

the course instructor and guest lecturers to discuss readings on theoretical topics 

including book history, the significance of genre, and the role of printing 

networks in England in the early modern period.  

Since her initial undergraduate archival experience, Interviewee Seven has 

applied for and received archival research grants. She has conducted research in 

the Rare Book Division of the New York Public Library and also made extensive 

use of digital archival collections for both teaching and research purposes. She 

credits the Folger seminar with preparing her in numerous ways to attend 

graduate school and study early modern literature. Perhaps just as important as 

learning the methods and mechanics of archival research, Interviewee Seven 

reflected that the research experience at the Folger gave her a feeling of 

“legitimacy” as a scholar: 

I felt more confident coming into grad school that I had some experience 
[in the archives]. I felt like I knew the lingo, knew the cultural expectations 
[of archival research]. And the fact that [my research] had been at the 
Folger really was a confidence boost and kind of helped me feel like, “Oh, I 
have some legitimacy.” 
 

By instilling Interviewee Seven with confidence and a sense of legitimacy, the 

course at the Folger removed some of the most significant barriers — cultural and 
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psychological ones — that were described by other first-year writing instructors 

who had not used Wilson’s collections or engaged in archival research.  

At her undergraduate institution, Interviewee Seven described a culture of 

“possibility” regarding archives and cultural heritage institutions; students knew 

about the resources held in places like the Folger and the Library of Congress, 

and they felt free to seek out and take advantage of these resources. Obtaining a 

reader’s card to study at the Library of Congress, for example, was an item on the 

“bucket list” for many students at Interviewee Seven’s college; it was “a cool thing 

to do” not just for literature majors, but for all undergraduate students. This 

unique undergraduate experience speaks to the institutional and cultural 

differences that inform new graduate students’ comfort and confidence pursuing 

the possibilities of archival research. Ultimately, without outreach and 

instruction from special collections librarians, these differences can persist and 

ultimately manifest by restricting certain graduate student instructors’ 

opportunities to apply for archival research fellowships and grants, as well as to 

collaborate with librarians at Wilson and introduce their undergraduate students 

to primary sources. To reach a broader segment of first-year writing instructors, 

archivists and librarians must find ways to extend this type of invitation into the 

archival experience — and confer the sense of “legitimacy” that Interviewee Seven 

describes — for a greater number of graduate student instructors who come from 

different educational and cultural backgrounds and have various levels of comfort 

and familiarity with archival spaces and procedures.  

 

 



 

 

55 

2. Discovering the Archives as a Graduate Student 

Of the seven interviewees, only two who reported significant engagement 

with archival research and pedagogy had discovered the archives in graduate 

school. It is important to note that these two interviewees — Interviewee Two and 

Interviewee Six — are not graduate student instructors, but full-time faculty 

members who teach in the First-Year Writing Program and completed their 

graduate studies at other institutions. Only one instructor, Interviewee One, 

encountered archival research for the first time as a graduate student at UNC, 

and he ultimately did not pursue additional archival research or teaching 

opportunities.  

Interviewee One, Interviewee Two, and Interviewee Six all shared the 

common experience of discovering archival research in the context of a graduate 

seminar. However, while Interviewee One attended a one-off archival orientation 

session as part of his coursework, Interviewee Two and Interviewee Six attended 

archival instruction sessions that were tailored to meet the needs of a graded 

course assignment. They were also expected to follow up on this initial archival 

instruction by conducting independent archival research related to their 

assignments. Interviewee Two and Interviewee Six both reported that this 

scaffolding equipped them to better understand the purpose and process of 

conducting archival research. Interviewee Six, for example, recalled the archivist 

walking students “through step-by-step how-to use the archive” in the 

introductory archival instruction session.  Topics covered included how to 

request materials, use a finding aid, and handle delicate archival materials. After 

gaining this procedural knowledge, students were “thrown into the experience” of 
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archival research; they each chose a topic relevant to the course readings that 

they could explore with archival materials, and then they visited the archives 

independently throughout the semester to conduct additional research.  

Interviewee Six ultimately had a productive experience completing this 

archival assignment. She published her final paper, and she was even able to use 

some of her additional research to publish a second paper. After this introduction 

to archival research, Interviewee Six went on to make extensive use of both 

physical and digital archives for her dissertation research. Since graduate school, 

she has continued to conduct archival research related to her area of scholarship. 

She has also engaged deeply with archival pedagogy by incorporating primary 

sources and visits to Wilson into multiple undergraduate English courses at UNC.  

When Interviewee Two reflected on her own graduate research experience 

in the archives, she said she could not remember many of the details of the 

assignment she was completing or the archival instruction she received; however, 

what she does remember vividly is a feeling of excitement about the possibilities 

of archival research: “I just remember the experience of being in the archives and 

using the archival materials. It was great. I loved reading rooms and the whole 

atmosphere.” After this introduction to the archives, Interviewee Two said she 

did not pursue significant archival research for her own scholarship, because it 

did not fit within the scope of her research focus.  

However, in her time as a UNC faculty member, Interviewee Two has 

worked closely with librarians at Wilson to incorporate archival materials into 

her first-year writing instruction and to create opportunities for undergraduate 

students to experience the same sense of archival “wonder” as she did in graduate 
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school. For example, as part of the World War One Centennial on UNC’s campus, 

she designed an assignment in which students researched and wrote Wikiversity 

entries about different people they found represented in World War One primary 

source documents at Wilson. Reflecting on students’ experiences working 

through challenges in their research and writing over the course of the unit 

project, she described this archival teaching experience as embodying the goals of 

the First-Year Writing Program: 

For me, it's just that everything is so remote for students, and coming to 
this university, it just seems huge. And the work that they're doing [as 
students], they think of it as practice. It's not real work. It's not really what 
we do [as professors or professionals]. And the whole point of our writing 
program is to put students into writerly roles. You take them out of the 
role of student and put them into other roles. That's one of the main 
components of our program. So it's like you are a historian working with 
archival materials to create a Wikipedia page on this person. You're not a 
student taking a 105 class. So if students are doing real work, they have to 
go through the experience of what an archivist does. What a historian 
using archives would do. So it just makes it real. 
   

3. Missing Out on the Archival Experience 

Interviewee One and Interviewee Four both described limited engagement 

with archival resources and research, though Interviewee One had been briefly 

introduced to the possibilities of archival research in the context of his graduate 

coursework. Interviewee One learned about archival research opportunities 

through an archival orientation session for one of his graduate courses, but this 

one-shot instruction session was not enough to open the door for sustained 

personal or pedagogical engagement with the archives.  

[My archival experience] was for a graduate class. It’s interesting because 
… it was more of an introduction to the resources, but we weren’t asked or 
required to carry out any projects in there. We were doing just regular 
kinds of seminar papers in that course, but [the professor] wanted us to 
know about it. Which is kind of a theme, I think, at UNC. They want us to 
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know about it. They tell us about it, they mention it as a possibility. We are 
grad students, and we are in theory researchers, so we should be motivated 
to do it ourselves. But it’s interesting how that doesn’t quite work out. I 
feel like maybe there’s a need to do more than kind of introduce us to it for 
people to actually buy into it.  
 

Interviewee One, while interested in the possibilities of archival research, did not 

pursue this interest in his own research or teaching because of a number of 

barriers, which will be addressed in the next section. Notably, Interviewee One’s 

archival experience took the form of a one-shot archival orientation. The session 

was not connected to a larger paper, project, or learning outcome. Whereas other 

interviewees described explicit connections between their graduate coursework 

and archival experiences, there was no expectation for this instructor to practice 

and apply new archival skills within the context of his course. Ultimately, a one-

shot archival orientation session was not enough to overcome numerous barriers 

and welcome this instructor into the archives.  

Similarly, Interviewee Four first learned about Wilson before he even 

enrolled in classes at UNC, but he never received a compelling invitation into the 

archives throughout his years as a graduate student and instructor in the First-

Year Writing Program. Interviewee Four vaguely remembers visiting the reading 

room as part of his campus visit after being accepted to the Ph.D. program at 

UNC. However, because of the nature of his specialty within rhetoric and 

composition, he did not have a reason to visit the archives for his own personal 

research. As a result, since his initial reading room visit, Interviewee Four has 

only returned to visit Wilson to attend events at the Center for Faculty Excellence 

(CFE), which is housed within the library.  
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Reflecting on whether or not he has conducted archival research, 

Interviewee Four expressed some hesitation and uncertainty about what archival 

research actually entails: 

Honestly, if I've done it, I don't know that I’ve done it. It's one of those 
terms, archival research, that I’ve heard quite a bit as a graduate student. 
I've been aware that other instructors are doing this and integrating it into 
their classes. I know people are doing stuff with the special collections and 
Wilson Library, so I'm like tangentially aware of it. But I have never really 
followed through or done much work with it … I think I've only been in 
Wilson Library — is that the building where CFE [the Center for Faculty 
Excellence] is? Yeah, I think I’ve only been there for events. 

 
This instructor has engaged dynamically with the Libraries in many ways 

throughout his time teaching first-year writing. However, barriers that will be 

discussed in the next session prevented him from learning more about archival 

research and engaging pedagogically with special collections librarians.  

Barriers to Using the Archives 

1. Economic Barriers and the Broken System of Graduate Student Labor 

Just as undergraduate students face barriers to archival engagement, 

graduate-student instructors in the First-Year Writing Program articulated a 

number of barriers that have prevented them from trying new pedagogies and 

engaging more deeply with the archives, whether in their teaching or in their own 

research pursuits. Time and money were both common barriers cited by graduate 

student instructors. The testimonies of participants in this research study 

corroborate the findings of the recent “Report on Graduate Student Instructor 

Labor Conditions in Writing Programs” conducted by the Graduate 

Organization of the Writing Program Administrators. The findings of that report 

suggest “assistantship programs are designed for healthy, young, single students” 



 

 

60 

and also provide context for the barriers that have prevented participants in this 

research study from learning new archival research skills and reinventing their 

teaching practice (WPA-GO, 2019, p. 4).  

Interviewee One expressed an interest in trying new pedagogical 

approaches and learning more about primary source research. However, because 

of his family and work responsibilities, he reflected that archival research 

“seemed so far away from something [he] could do.” According to the instructor’s 

testimony, this feeling was rooted in his financial, personal, and cultural context: 

I wonder to what degree to it has to do with the fact that I do have a family 
and also that for the last few years I've had extra jobs. …  I kind of am 
always hustling, so I wondered to what degree that has kind of kept me 
away from being able to explore [archival research]. Because I feel like I'm 
always running from one place to the other. I do know that some 
colleagues have done it, but I've never sat down and done it. Because it 
always seemed so far away from something that I could do.  
 

Instructors who have family members relying on them for financial support often 

work additional jobs to supplement their teaching fellow stipends, and this 

significantly limits their time for lesson planning and pedagogical innovation. 

From the perspective of instructors like Interviewee One, a rare hour of free time 

is better spent earning extra money, drafting a dissertation chapter, working 

toward a publication, or being with family members than learning and teaching a 

brand new and intimidating skill like archival research.  

Moreover, since Wilson is only open from 9 am until 5 pm on most week 

days, it has limited hours compared to other campus libraries. Instructors who 

have used special collections in their teaching acknowledge that these limited 

hours impact undergraduate students’ ability to visit the archives outside of class 

time. For example, when Interviewee Three designed an archival unit project, she 



 

 

61 

intentionally selected digitized primary sources so her students would have more 

flexibility when conducting independent archival research: 

From tutoring in the athletic department, I knew about the scheduling 
constraints of some students. They maybe can’t go to the archive because 
they’re in class, or they’re in practice, or whatever. So I was trying to make 
it accessible to everyone. … I encouraged my students to go back and 
actually work in the archive, but if they couldn’t the digital [archival] was 
there for them. 
 

Just as undergraduate student face scheduling constraints that have the potential 

to limit their engagement with Wilson, many graduate student instructors teach 

classes and work additional jobs during the hours Wilson is open; this restricts 

their ability to both learn about and conduct special collections research. Without 

additional financial resources and more flexible research hours offered to 

graduate student instructors, it will be challenging for this population to fully 

explore the possibilities of archival research. This is especially true for instructors 

who have not already been introduced to these skills through undergraduate 

research opportunities or as a required, in-class component of graduate 

coursework. While many instructors report an interest in developing additional 

archival research skills and collaborating more closely with archivists and special 

collections librarians, the reality of the current graduate labor system is that 

many lack the bandwidth to do so without receiving additional outside support.  

2. Representation in the Archives 

Both Interviewee One and Interviewee Four, the instructors who reported 

having limited exposure to primary sources and archival research, described a 

number of cultural barriers that prevented them from developing new archival 

research skills over the course of their graduate education. For example, because 
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of his cultural and socioeconomic background, Interviewee Four described 

feeling uncomfortable in “high art” spaces like archives, special collections 

libraries, and art museums:  

Before I came to UNC I taught middle school English in a rural district [in 
another state] … so [when I got to UNC] anything that was reading as 
cultural literacy or high art, or like anything with that feel, I kind of had a 
natural resistance to. Like the Ackland Art Museum, I have the same 
reaction. Like, “This is just so above me and like my practical interests that 
I can't even like begin to make connections.” I know that’s not true, and 
that the people who work in those spaces don't have those attitudes about 
students and want to actively engage a bunch of different communities. 
But all the layers of literacy that are associated with things like special 
collections or an art museum make it hard to just like get in and find an 
entry point. 
 
In addition to cultural and socioeconomic factors, Interviewee One 

described the whiteness of the archives and the history of archival institutions as 

exclusive “Anglo-American” spaces as significant barriers. Because archives have 

historically preserved the status quo and over-represented voices that are 

overwhelmingly white, privileged, and male, first-year writing instructors who 

research and write about diverse authors may assume the archives do not have 

any materials to support their interests. As Interviewee One reflected, these 

assumptions about what the archives contain and who they represent often have 

real ramifications for graduate students’ research, as well as their comfort visiting 

the archives: 

I think that our particular research interests or specialties, as well as our 
cultural backgrounds, inform [our engagement with the archives]. When I 
think of archival work, I automatically assume, subconsciously, that it's 
Anglo-American writing and literary cultural productions. I assume that's 
what the archive is. For historical reasons. So for someone like me who's 
doing multi-ethnic literature, if they if they have the assumption that the 
archive is Ango-American, then there's maybe less motivation for them to 
actually search or do archival work. Because they don't think necessarily 
it's an option, or if there is that the materials would be so incredibly scarce. 
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So I think it’s just a matter of maybe educating people about the fact that, 
yes, the archive is more than Anglo-American. We've got these materials. 
 

This instructor expressed an interest in finding archival resources that would 

allow him to expand his instruction for Native American, African American, and 

Latinx literatures. He also reflected that it is not enough for the archives to 

increase representation for these voices and simply expect that people will find 

and use the materials; archivists must also reach out to instructors, students, and 

other patrons to let them know these resources exist. By spreading the word 

about these collections, Interviewee One suggested, librarians and archivists can 

change instructors’ perceptions about who the archives represent and how 

instructors could use archival materials in their own teaching and research. 

A related barrier that emerged from my discussion with Interviewee One 

was a narrow view of what constitutes an archive. Through our conversations, we 

discovered that Interviewee One had, in fact, used digitized primary sources in 

his first-year writing instruction. However, he had not realized that this 

“counted” as using primary sources, because he “[conceived] of archives as very 

material in a tangible kind of way.” Despite thinking he had never engaged with 

primary source research, Interviewee One had actually started using primary 

sources in the first-year writing classroom relatively early in his teaching career, 

after being inspired by a graduate course on slave narratives. That course 

introduced him to the “North American Slave Narratives” collection found online 

in Documenting the American South, which is “a digital publishing initiative 

[sponsored by UNC Libraries] that provides Internet access to texts, images, and 

audio files related to southern history, literature, and culture” (Documenting the 
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American South). Interviewee One said he decided to use these sources as the 

basis for a podcast assignment in his first-year writing class because he wanted to 

expand students’ exposure to slave narratives beyond the two canonical texts that 

students are typically required to read in high school: A Narrative of the Life of 

Frederick Douglass, an American Slave by Frederick Douglass and Incidents in 

the Life of a Slave Girl by Harriet Jacobs. 

While Interviewee One described those texts as “beautifully written” and 

“novelistic,” he also believes there is a power in the “episodic” nature of some of 

the lesser known slave narratives, which provide “glimpses [into the authors’ 

experiences] instead of narrative arcs.” Because Douglass’s and Jacobs’s 

narratives are so popular, their stories have often been misinterpreted and even 

coopted by groups that want to make a certain meaning from them or send a 

particular message: 

Jacobs and Douglass, as amazing as their stories are, they've also been 
appropriated to some degree. To me, it almost seems kind of like how 
MLK has been appropriated by some conservative people as a model for 
how African Americans should be responding to systematic oppression. 
When in fact, that’s not how he felt at all, he was so radical. He's talking 
about marching and moving forward and it's basically, “Get the hell out of 
the way, or we're going to march you to the very edge.” I love that moment, 
and it just shows the fact that he's a human being. I think when you try to 
turn him into a saint, that's when people want to abstract him and you lose 
the power and the radical nature of what he was saying. You can’t abstract 
that. I feel like, to some degree, the way [Douglas and Jacobs] have been 
used [by certain groups] has become that.  
 

By introducing lesser known slave narratives in his first-year writing classroom 

and facilitating “organic” conversations about them, Interviewee One found that 

students were “generally very sympathetic, and they were surprised by some of 
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these stories. And they were definitely surprised to learn that there were stories 

like this, outside of what they’ve been introduced to.”  

Throughout his conversations with students, Interviewee One was also 

conscious about the assumptions that students could make about him as an 

instructor of color asking them to read texts outside the traditional canon. “I am a 

man of color, and I know that there are these stereotypes,” he reflected. “People 

will assume, ‘this … guy just wants me to think I’m racist, or he wants me to 

evaluate my racism, or he’s already assuming that I’m racist.’” Despite his 

awareness that students may come into the classroom with preconceived and 

socially constructed assumptions about him and his values, Interviewee One 

recalls being caught off guard in the classroom when one student asked why they 

were reading the slave narratives. “She said her grandfather was writing a history 

of the Confederacy,” he remembered, “so she had certain values and she 

preferred to hear that side of the story.”  

In class, he responded to this student by discussing the importance of 

researching and writing about histories that have historically been excluded from 

the canon, so as to produce a “more expanded version of history”:  

Historically speaking, African-American voices have been silenced and 
erased from history. So I thought was really important to have these 
students read not just about these people, but from these people. For them 
to have a voice, and for students to hear about the details of their lives and 
the ways that they processed their lives. 
 

He also followed up with an email to the student. “You asked why [we are reading 

slave narratives],” he wrote, “and I’d like to recast your question by asking why 

not?” Interviewee One felt the student’s question suggested that the stories of 

enslaved people were not worthy of being read and discussed in a scholarly 
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context — and he thinks this is precisely why it is so important for enslaved 

people’s voices to be represented in archival collections, as well as in the 

curriculum.  

3. Accessibility and Archival Research 
 
Physical barriers can also prevent students and instructors from engaging 

with the archives. Archival institutions should continually strive to improve the 

accessibility of both their online and physical collections, as these can present 

challenges for patrons with disabilities seeking to conduct archival research. 

Interviewee Five first experienced this type of barrier while conducting 

undergraduate archival research at the Library of Congress. As someone with a 

chronic illness, she found that travel was difficult, and therefore all of the initial 

barriers she experienced in gaining access to the Library of Congress were 

amplified: 

My challenge was that I was having issues with sort of physical barriers 
and disabilities. So that was really hard. I was very sick, and by the time I 
hauled myself to the Library of Congress, it was a very physical act for me. 
And so at first I was turned away, and then finally [once I had permission 
to do the research] I would get there and I would sit in these horrible 
wooden chairs at these long tables, and I would be hunched over in the 
chair and it was so horrible. It felt very inaccessible. 

 
In addition to experiencing physical pain because of the seating accommodations 

provided by the library, Interviewee Five also reflected on how reading room 

policies often present challenges for patrons with chronic illnesses and other 

physical disabilities. The requirement to lock away personal belongings before 

entering the reading room may seem inconsequential to some patrons, but it can 

be onerous for a researcher who carries medication, food, or drink out of 
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necessity, or who needs to pack up all of their belongings frequently in order to go 

to the bathroom: 

I had to keep all of my stuff in a locker, and you couldn’t even have your 
cell phone with you at that point. And I'm someone who carries a lot of 
medications with me. And you couldn't have water. And then, you know, 
it's a big city so I’m not just going to leave my laptop [in the reading room] 
every time I have to go to the bathroom. So every time I have to go to the 
bathroom, I would pack up all my stuff, put it back in the locker outside of 
the reading room, go to the bathroom, and then take my stuff out of the 
locker again. So I found it very inaccessible. 
 

 While the special collections library at her undergraduate institution had 

similar reading room policies and procedures, she found that they were much 

more receptive to working with her. She described the employees there as “really 

generous with their time” and open to answering all of her questions. 

Additionally, that particular undergraduate research assignment offered choice 

and flexibility in terms of which primary source materials could be used. Given 

her health at the time, Interviewee Five found that digital archival research was a 

more accessible way for her to engage with the course material: 

I was really ill at the time. So I basically did all the research from my bed, 
which was unfortunate because there were these great resources [at the 
special collections library]. But I did go to the archive a bunch of times, 
and they kept the collection out for us [after the instruction session].  

 
From the librarian’s perspective, it is critical to explain to new graduate student 

instructors the different accessibility issues that undergraduate students might 

face in the archives; librarians should also advocate that instructors build choice 

into any primary source-based assignment to account for these potential barriers. 

To ensure that students feel comfortable asking questions and requesting 

accommodations, the librarian can work closely with the course instructor in 

advance of any library sessions, and also communicate with the class about 
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accommodations that the archive currently provides. Finally, digital archival 

research should be presented to students as a legitimate form of scholarship that 

they can pursue for any assignment, rather than merely as a backup plan or last 

resort when physical archival research does not go as planned.  

4. Psychological and Methodological Barriers to Archival Engagement 

Perhaps the most powerful barrier for new researchers is a perception of 

not belonging in the archives, which is often accompanied by a sense of 

discomfort and a fear of making a mistake. Recalling the archival orientation 

session he attended in graduate school, Interviewee One described a feeling of 

“self-consciousness” in the archives, stemming partially from his fear of 

mishandling or even damaging the materials: 

[The archival orientation session] was a very interesting experience, and 
you could feel that you were dealing with stuff that was very important. 
That was very delicate too. So in the process of it, I was very conscious of 
that. I almost didn't want to touch the things. I was afraid of actually 
ripping something, or I know even oils on our fingers can kind of damage 
the paper. So, you know, you're told these things and you realize it's an 
incredible privilege to be looking at these things even, let alone touching 
them. But also, at least for me not having much experience with these 
archival materials, there was a kind of weight to being around this stuff.  
 
Instructors also described the methodological challenges that arise when 

students conduct archival research for the first time. Many instructors said they 

experienced a sense of not knowing what to do, or where to start their archival 

research. Recalling her own early archival research experiences, Interviewee Six 

observed that “as a new graduate student it is hard to know what is relevant if you 

aren’t really sure exactly what you’re looking for.” Elaborating on this experience 

of confusion in the archives, Interviewee Three pointed out that English students 

are often not explicitly trained in archival research best practices, and they may 
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even assume that best practices do not exist. “Most people seem to think that 

archival work is very hit or miss,” she reflected, “like you go and you might find 

stuff and you might not.”  

Undergraduate and graduate students who are brand new to archival 

research may assume that navigating the archives is a purely serendipitous 

process — a “rummaging around,” as Interviewee Three described it — when in 

fact there is a complex set of skills, tools, and strategies that students can develop 

and deploy in order to research more efficiently and successfully. Interviewee 

Three said that she did not actually learn these archival habits and procedures 

until she worked directly with a special collections librarian to incorporate 

archival materials into her first-year writing class. Reflecting on why she did not 

develop these skills in her prior archival research as an undergraduate and 

graduate student, she hypothesized, “I think this might be a factor of [archival 

research] not being a primary methodology of English. I feel like if I were a 

historian, then there would probably be a class that explained exactly what you 

should do.” Offering a graduate research methods course for English students 

may be one strategy for equipping first-year writing instructors with “archival 

intelligence,” which they can then impart to their undergraduate students (Yakel 

and Torres, 2003). 

However, because “archival intelligence” is not something that researchers 

can gain from a single visit to the archives, it is important to provide graduate 

students with opportunities to build their skills over time (Yakel and Torres, 

2003, p. 52). Ideally, this would happen over the course of multiple semesters 

and in the context of many different course assignments and research topics. 
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Interviewee Six frequently uses archival materials in her own scholarship and 

teaching, and both the longevity and diversity of her exposure to archival 

research methods have allowed her to develop a more nuanced and efficient 

approach. For example, she has become more intentional about recording the 

information she needs to properly cite archival materials:  

[When I started conducting archival research,] I don't think I had a 
camera phone with me, so I could either request something to be 
photocopied, if it wasn’t too delicate, or I just had to transcribe it. So that 
was difficult. I didn't know how to manage the information yet that I was 
finding, and I wasn't honestly as good at tracking. Like now I know when I 
go into an archive what information I need to cite, and I use my phone to 
take a picture of the folder and capture that information. But as a graduate 
student, I was kind of like, “Well, like I think I took down notes.” I’m 
better prepared now to keep track of all the information I need.  
 

 When first-year writing instructors already have experience navigating 

these methodological challenges in their own archival research, they are better 

prepared to anticipate the range of obstacles that may hinder undergraduate 

archival research. While properly citing special collections materials and 

understanding the nuances of searching with finding aids can present practical 

challenges, several instructors also cited the intellectual challenges of archival 

research. The importance of flexibility when conducting archival research was a 

common refrain among instructors, and several instructors also emphasized the 

challenge of learning to conduct research “around” a topic when the archives do 

not offer the exact type of information or primary source materials that students 

are initially seeking. For example, when Interviewee Three asked her first-year 

writing students to write historical analyses of primary sources from Wilson 

related to the Civil War, they initially struggled to contextualize the documents: 
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That was definitely by far the biggest challenge. Like, okay, you have this 
random letter from this person from 1860. We have no idea who she is, 
why she wrote it, who she was writing it to. How do you write something 
making meaning out of that for our library exhibit? [Students] had a really 
hard time figuring out how to write about a document that no one else had 
written about, like a random letter or picture. It was both challenging and 
kind of exciting to help them think through their research. In actual 
research, people don’t usually find something where someone else has said 
exactly what they want to say, right? 
 

As Interviewee Three explains, the process of conducting research “around” an 

object that has not previously been considered in the scholarly literature mimics 

and better prepares students for the experience of engaging in humanities 

research and scholarship. 

When Interviewee Two worked with the librarians at Wilson to introduce 

her first-year writing students to primary sources related to World War One, she 

also found that students’ experiences working on the assignment resembled a 

real-world research scenario. For example, many students expressed dismay 

when the Wikiversity editors altered their published entries:  

It was amazing because the day that the students put the pages up, the 
Wikiversity editors, of course, were editing them. … And the students the 
next day were like, “Hey! Somebody changed my page!” And I was like, 
“Yeah! It’s called an editor.” 

 
Interviewee Two saw this as a teachable moment. By publishing their work on a 

platform like Wikipedia, students learned how to navigate the relationship 

between author and editor, including some of the challenges of writing for a 

public audience and the importance of following editorial guidelines. 

Students also gained real-world experience by learning to be more flexible 

and adaptable in their research. Each student selected a particular primary 

source document and used it as a starting point to research an individual’s life 
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and role in the war. However, because of the wide range of documents selected, 

and the wide range of individuals represented in those documents, students 

ultimately had to take many different paths in their research: 

They faced a real problem. It wasn't a made-up problem. They had to 
actually decide, how am I going to figure this out? Who was this person, 
and how do I go about finding out who this person was? And how do I find 
out about historical context? … And so one thing led to another, and it was 
very good for them to sort of be released. Like instead of being dutiful, and 
saying, “Okay, write a research paper where you can find eight sources.” 
That is useless when you're trying to train someone to think and act in a 
discipline or to become curious, to be engaged. So this [archival research 
assignment] allows exploration and engagement.  
 

Suggestions for Curricular Collaboration and Archival Outreach 

1. Inhabiting Real-World Genres: Situating the Online Curriculum 

Modules Within the Disciplinary Focus of the First-Year Writing Program 

 This focus on “real problems” that spark students’ exploration, 

engagement, and curiosity about a discipline is a core tenet of UNC’s First-Year 

Writing Program. Throughout all seven interviews, instructors’ feedback on the 

online curriculum modules and their ideas for potential collaborations with 

librarians at Wilson were grounded in the foundational values and structure of 

the First-Year Writing Program curriculum. According to Interviewee Two, the 

English 105 and 105i curriculum is “genre-based” and an overall goal of the 

program is to “serve the university.” Instructors accomplish this by creating 

assignments that mimic real-world research and writing scenarios that students 

would encounter when working or writing in particular disciplines: 

We don’t want [first-year students] writing “research papers,” or “papers,” 
or “essays,” because those aren’t real. Only students in courses write 
essays. No professors do that. Professors write articles, they write 
conference papers, they write literature reviews. Those are real genres.  
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Every English 105 unit is introduced to students with a “rhetorical chart” (see the 

assignment sequences featured in Appendix 3 for a few examples), which 

Interviewee Two said provides a “simulated situation that [students] have to 

inhabit.” The primary learning outcome for students is not the “content” of a 

particular discipline or major they might pursue in their future studies at UNC, 

but rather it is learning about “the process and how to analyze something.” As 

Interviewee Two explains, when instructors invite first-year writing students to 

engage thoughtfully with a disciplinary “model,” students develop transferrable 

critical thinking skills. They can apply these skills beyond the constraints of one 

particular genre; in future research and writing scenarios, they will be able to 

analyze and work within the framework of many different disciplines:  

So if you choose the genre of a conference paper … you’re supposed to 
provide students with a model, and then they analyze the model. What 
does a conference paper look like? What is the style? What is the format? 
What am I trying to aim for? …  So you’re forcing students to analyze the 
model, and to ask, “What are the constraints of the genre? What are the 
demands of the discipline? What are disciplinary ways of thinking?” 
Because the way a chemist thinks is really different from a political 
scientist, and an economist is really different from someone who is 
working in philosophy. So what transfers [for students] is the ability to 
analyze a model and to think about what a genre consists of. 

 
To connect this programmatic framework with the online curriculum modules, it 

is important to focus on disciplines and real-world genres in which students 

would actually encounter archival research as part of their professional practice. 

This is a more natural fit in a humanities discipline, like history, where archival 

research is a primary methodology for practicing scholars:   

The reason for doing something should come from the exercise, from the 
world you’re pretending to live in. So you want to simulate, okay, you are a 
historian working in the archives. And you have this person who was 
involved in World War One. So what would a historian do? What would a 
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historian think? Where would a historian go for help? How would a 
historian approach these materials? So we’re trying to teach how to think 
in different disciplines, and then how to write in those disciplines by 
having the students write genres that actually appear in those disciplines. 

 
2. Introducing Primary Sources with Real-World Humanities Genres 

For those interviewees who had experience introducing their first-year 

writing students to primary sources and collaborating with librarians at Wilson, 

the genre they had chosen for this assignment was typically history. Most of these 

instructors had presented their students with a rhetorical situation of a historian 

conducting archival research for a conference paper and presentation or a digital 

publication, like a public history blog or online exhibit. These archival unit 

projects had been introduced in the context of the humanities unit, which is the 

third and final portion of the traditional English 105 course (whereas it could be 

any of the three units in English 105i: Writing in the Humanities or Writing in 

the Digital Humanities).  

Regardless of their past experiences conducting and teaching with archival 

research, the majority of instructors expressed an interest in finding new ways to 

integrate archival research into the humanities unit of the English 105 course, 

within the context of either an English or history genre assignment. Interviewee 

Five even reflected, “I think archival research is really going to become a focus of 

our department and how we're trying to have to have instructors teach the 

humanities unit.” She observed that the most commonly taught humanities unit 

project in the program is currently a film analysis, but this is not truly a “real-

world scenario” because of how it is presented in the assignment. For example, in 

many cases, all students are required to watch and write about the same film. 
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Interviewee Five observed that not only does this rhetorical scenario lack real-

world implications; it is also boring for instructors to grade nineteen unit projects 

about the same film. Therefore, in the spring 2019 semester, the members of the 

pedagogy course for new first-year writing instructors visited Wilson to learn 

about different ways instructors could incorporate primary sources into their 

humanities teaching.  

3. Introducing Primary Sources in the Natural Sciences Unit  

 In addition to using archives in the humanities unit, interviewees with 

research interests in the medical humanities and past experience teaching 

English 105i: Writing in the Natural Sciences (which consists of three consecutive 

natural sciences units) have also considered possible opportunities for blurring 

genre lines by introducing archival research and primary sources in a science 

unit. Interviewee Three, who had previously taught the 105i science course, 

thought the online curriculum modules had the potential to “integrate something 

more humanistic and critical into an English 105i science class.” Thinking back to 

her own experiences teaching English 105i, Interviewee Three considered the 

possibilities of revising traditional natural sciences unit projects to include a new 

primary source component; students could interrogate the shifting values and 

norms of scientific research and discourse, and also identify the ways in which 

they participate in (or push back against) these values and norms when they 

inhabit the role of scientist:  

So just to give you an example of what I did when I taught it in the past. I 
did a literature review, a grant proposal, and a conference paper. And 
while those are all great genres that they will actually encounter as 
scientists, none of them asked the students to think about how science has 
reached these methods, or to evaluate what it means to be a scientist. They 
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were just, “Here are the things you will do as a scientist, and here is how 
you will do them.” So I really love this idea [from the natural sciences 
module] of having them do a comparison of the older scientific journal 
article and a new one. I could see that being a really great unit project; you 
could have students write a historical analysis, and have them truly 
compare the values and genre expectations of the sciences in this early 
modern time period to the current day expectations. And then the majority 
of the assignment could be thinking through the science studies field, 
exploring different critiques of the sciences, and asking, “How have we 
gotten to where we are?” 
 

This pedagogical framework presents opportunities for instructors to broach 

conversations about fundamental information literacy concepts like power, 

authority, and bias, while also discussing issues of representation in the sciences. 

Interviewee Three suggested this approach could be integrated into the final unit 

of the 105i natural sciences course, which would allow students to synthesize 

their learning from throughout the course. By considering how both institutional 

and individual biases have impacted scientific research and writing practices in 

different time periods, students could begin to make connections with and 

identify the limitations and biases of present-day scientific scholarship: 

So you’ve taught them the grant proposal or the literature review, all the 
things that make them feel like they’re going to be scientists. But then once 
they have those skills, they can step back and think, “This field is not as 
objective as I thought it was. It has conventions, and it changes, and things 
that were once true are no longer true.” That might also be a cool place to 
bring in some of the feminist science studies. You could bring in an article 
about how objectivity is a fraught term, how even in the sciences 
[objectivity] may not exist. 
 

Archival research may exist predominately in the historical genre, but the critical 

thinking skills associated with archival literacy are transferrable across different 

disciplines and genres. Situating the online curriculum module for the natural 

sciences within the disciplinary framework of science studies may be a more 
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compelling way to reach English 105i: Writing in the Natural Sciences instructors 

and encourage them to introduce their students to the resources at Wilson. 

4. Offering User-Centered Outreach and Instructional Collaboration 

While many instructors stressed the importance of contextualizing the 

modules in the specific disciplinary scenarios of the English 105 curriculum, 

others suggested conducting outreach with the needs of graduate student 

instructors in mind. Interviewee One, for example, had attended an orientation 

session for English 105i instructors where I gave a brief presentation about the 

first online curriculum module and then stayed after the session to help 

instructors make buttons with images from the Rare Book Collection using the 

library’s button maker. My presentation was less than ten minutes long and 

occurred at the end of a half-day required orientation for instructors. Reflecting 

on that experience, Interviewee One shared that it was effective at getting 

instructors to have one-on-one conversations with a librarian: 

You know, I really like what you did with the buttons. I don't think that's 
something that people would go out of their way to go to, per se, but I 
definitely think it's something that people will pause for if you're there in 
their space. I think that was I feel effective in getting people to talk to you a 
little longer. 
 

When asked how librarians might expand that type of outreach to make it more 

targeted and effective for graduate student instructors, Interviewee One reflected 

that it might be more successful at recruiting a greater number of instructors if 

the material being presented — whether an online curriculum module or the idea 

of collaborating with Wilson more generally — was more integrated throughout 

the entire session, as well as sanctioned (or even required) by the department: 
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One suggestion I would have is for it to be part of the activities that's kind 
of required, versus something where you tell us about the library and 
Wilson library and all of that, and then people are able to leave. I think 
that's a problem, because if people can walk away from it, they will. You 
know how folks are. Grad students are busy. So if there's a way in which 
you could request that, and have the English department agree to it, I 
think that would be really helpful. And for it to be not at the end of the 
session, but towards the beginning, or part of it, so it is integral to the 
whole experience. It's not optional, but kind of a requirement. The 
conversation too, there's a required conversation. I wonder if there's a way 
of maybe asking these sorts of questions with surveys, and then having a 
conversation about their answers to that. So making it more of a 
conversation, rather than introducing us to it, because I guess that's, you 
know, the more I think about it, being introduced to it isn't necessarily 
going to help us. We all buy into it, but it's a matter of kind of taking the 
next step to make it happen. And again, in some cases, it is self-
consciousness. Can I actually do this? Do I have the time to do this and 
think through it more?  

 
Interviewee Five added that taking an “invitational approach” would be helpful, 

especially for instructors who are already using the archives in their own research 

but may not know where to start in connecting their personal practice with their 

pedagogy. She suggested letting new instructors know when interesting or 

innovative classes are happening at Wilson, so they can observe real instruction 

sessions and see how assignments play out with undergraduate students:   

I think one challenge with these kinds of collaborations is there are 
instructors who always collaborate with the libraries, particularly doing 
archival research, and then there are people who just don't do it. 
Sometimes because they're, and sometimes because they just don’t think 
of it. They have a disconnect between their own research, which very well 
may be archival, and then what’s happening at the library. And so trying to 
foster those connections by inviting people — saying, “Oh, today [this 
professor’s class] is seeing this poster collection. So why don't you all come 
and see? This is how you do it.” So it’s sort of more like an apprentice 
model. 

 
Multiple interviewees also suggested building on the online curriculum 

modules by presenting more options of materials that instructors could use for 

different units. Interviewee Two explained that first-year writing instructors may 
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have the expertise to teach with these sources, but they need to learn more about 

the scope of Wilson’s collections and the different directions that students’ 

research could take. For example, she has assigned a project in which 

undergraduate English students research a woman’s life using both primary and 

secondary sources. If she had more comprehensive knowledge of Wilson’s 

collections, she said, then she could provide more guidance during the topic 

selection phase of students’ research:  

So for that project, they could also pick Diane di Prima, because we have 
archives on Diane di Prima here [at Wilson]. But I just happen to know 
that, because she was a Beat poet and our department knows something 
about Beat poets. But we as faculty don't know [about everything in 
Wilson’s collections]. So if I knew there were other people in the archives 
like that, women they could pick, I could direct them to those women 
based on their interests.  

 
Interviewee Seven made a similar recommendation and connected it directly to 

the online curriculum modules. She expressed hesitation to teach a set of primary 

sources outside the scope of her own research expertise; however, she said she 

was eager to use the feeder assignments and unit project included in the Judging 

a Book By Its Cover module with another set of materials related to her own 

research interests and expertise: 

I think what I would love is having different options for the units. Like, 
“Are you interested in doing this unit, but you’re really interested in early 
British writing? Or American Western texts?” Just offering some of the 
other options of what might be available, because I think one of the biggest 
barriers of getting folks to use the collection is just not knowing what else 
is there. And knowing if there is enough material to make a unit and give 
students options … Looking at these, I think they’re really nicely written 
and you all put a lot of thought into them, but I might hesitate to use them 
because I don’t teach this subject. I don’t feel like I have that expertise, and 
I wish there were other options. Even if you just had a list of other possible 
materials — without even providing images or lists of titles. Just letting 
people know, “We could help you apply this same unit to the following 
subject fields.” So as an instructor, you feel like you could contact a 
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librarian and say, “Hey, I saw that you have these other materials 
available. Can I come in and chat?” 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

Adapting Future Instructional Collaborations 

 Feedback from participants in this research study suggests the online 

curriculum modules are a useful starting point for instructors who are interested 

in using primary sources in their teaching. Multiple interviewees shared that the 

modules provided a helpful framework for them to conceptualize different 

instructional approaches they could take when incorporating primary sources 

into the English 105 curriculum and bringing their first-year writing students to 

Wilson for instruction. Graduate student instructors who had never collaborated 

with special collections librarians before articulated that having concrete 

examples  — including sample assignment sequences, unit projects, lesson plans, 

and activities — helped them understand the possibilities of primary source 

pedagogy. They also shared that these examples helped alleviate some of the 

intimidation and anxiety that had prevented them from starting conversations 

with librarians in the past.  

Despite having significant experience conducting archival research and 

teaching with digital archives, Interviewee Seven said she had always hesitated to 

work with special collections librarians because she did not know where to start. 

She expressed a fear of wasting librarians’ time when initiating an instructional 

consultation, or of coming across as unprepared to meet with them: 
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You feel like, “Oh I should know where to look.” I think [graduate student 
instructors are] sometimes nervous about feeling silly, or we feel like we 
should already know how to identify more materials in the collection. … 
You don’t want a librarian to think you haven’t put in thought, or you’re 
just expecting it to be handed to you. Sometimes you’re not exactly sure 
how to signal, “I did my homework! Can you help me now?” 

 
It is significant to note that Interviewee Seven described a feeling of “legitimacy” 

in the archives, thanks to her undergraduate special collections research 

experience, yet she has never engaged pedagogically with special collections 

librarians throughout several years of teaching first-year writing and literature 

courses at UNC. Fear of coming across as unprepared and of not having enough 

time to successfully co-develop a new archival unit prevented Interviewee Seven 

from collaborating with special collections librarians. Instead she chose to teach 

independently with digital archives, even going so far as to create her own 

instructional materials for undergraduate students navigating digital archives. 

Responding to the modules, she reflected that the sample curricula had the 

potential to save time for graduate student instructors, to lessen their 

intimidation, and to facilitate more effective conversations with librarians:  

I love that you have these. Honestly, this is fantastic. I think it’s so 
important to have resources like this … to make it easy for teachers to 
download and go. So you don’t have to dig through a collection to come up 
with something interesting. But to be able to hand something out to 
instructors and say, “Here’s a unit you could do.” It’s a lot more useful and 
will get those materials out to a wider public. 

 
However, while the online curriculum modules are a useful starting point, 

interviewees’ feedback also suggests that certain adjustments and additions could 

make them more useful and attractive for first-year writing instructors. 

Specifically, the modules could be more explicit about possible adaptations and 

adjustments for instructors who have different research interests and teach 
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within different disciplinary frameworks. Interviewee Seven suggested revising 

each module to include suggestions of other primary source materials that could 

be used as the frame for a similar unit, while Interviewee Five suggested 

introducing an apprentice model where new first-year writing instructors 

shadowed classes at Wilson to get a better idea of the range of possible 

instruction. Going forward, both of these suggestions could be implemented to 

create a more robust partnership between Wilson and the First-Year Writing 

Program.  

To add more flexibility to the modules and to make them useful for a 

greater number of instructors, it would be helpful to start with an assessment 

project. Librarians could work with the directors of the English 105 and English 

105i programs to distribute a survey to all first-year writing instructors using the 

listserv for the Department of English and Comparative Literature. Questions on 

the survey could ask instructors about their areas of research interest — for 

example, women’s writing from the early modern period or contemporary Latinx 

poetry — as well as their prior experiences conducting archival research and their 

comfort working with primary sources.  The survey results could then be used to 

identify key areas of research interest among first-year writing instructors, as well 

as key areas of opportunity for Wilson’s outreach and instruction to reach a wider 

and more diverse audience of instructors. 

Librarians could act on these survey results in a few different ways. Several 

participants in this research study stressed that they prefer to be experts in a 

topic or skill before introducing it to their students, and this applied to both 

archival research methods and the content of different primary sources. 
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Therefore, librarians could use the survey results to update the online curriculum 

modules to reflect current instructors’ research priorities. Librarians could start 

by identifying sets of primary sources at Wilson related to the top areas of 

interest indicated by instructors. Then they could highlight these resources in the 

existing modules by adding an “Adaptations” section, as suggested by Interviewee 

Seven, which would provide ideas for using other primary sources within the 

context of the same assignment sequence. Another strategy would be for 

librarians to create new modules using these strategically selected primary 

sources as a starting point. When creating the new modules, librarians could 

focus on situating the proposed units and rhetorical scenarios within the specific 

genres that instructors have expressed an interest in pursuing, such as history 

and science studies. 

However, based on the findings of this research study, it is unlikely that 

providing sample curricula and expanding the online curriculum modules would 

be enough to recruit graduate student instructors who feel unwelcome or out of 

place in archival spaces, and/or insecure in their own archival research abilities. 

In order to reach the broadest possible segment of first-year instructors, 

librarians must engage in outreach and instructional efforts that address some of 

the common barriers that prevent instructors from engaging with the archives. 

Addressing Barriers to Archival Research and Pedagogy 

 The results of this study suggest that first-year writing instructors’ cultural 

and educational backgrounds, as well as their personal lives, play a significant 

role in determining their opportunities for archival engagement. Interviewees 

who had access to undergraduate archival research opportunities, for example, 
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expressed more confidence in navigating archival spaces and research 

methodologies; this confidence presented additional opportunities for them to 

apply for archival research grants and fellowships, as well as to engage in archival 

pedagogy and instructional collaborations with librarians. Meanwhile, the 

graduate student instructors who did not have access to undergraduate archival 

research opportunities tended to have additional personal and professional 

responsibilities beyond their graduate coursework and teaching loads, and they 

expressed hesitation to learn a brand new skill on top of their existing school, 

work, and family commitments.  

In order to create more opportunities for graduate student instructors to 

develop their archival research skills, librarians should work closely with the 

First-Year Writing Program to establish instructional opportunities and outreach 

programs that address specific factors such as accessibility, financial constraints, 

sense of belonging, and previous levels of access to the archives. Many of these 

factors are related, but it is unlikely that a single outreach program could be 

established to address every barrier and invite all instructors into the archives. 

However, it is still important to acknowledge and address the ways in which these 

factors can work together to limit instructors’ archival access and constrain their 

future opportunities for archival research, scholarship, teaching, and publication.  

 Based on the results of this study, one potential area for growth is 

collaboration with the faculty who teach graduate English seminars, especially 

courses that are required or taken by the majority of graduate student 

instructors. Both of the faculty members who were interviewed for this study 

recalled their own experiences engaging in meaningful archival research through 
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their graduate coursework — experiences that ultimately prepared them to work 

with special collections librarians and teach with primary sources at UNC. 

Conversely, the graduate student instructors who were interviewed for this study 

described being introduced to the archives in their graduate coursework at UNC 

through archival orientation sessions. Perhaps the first step in expanding the role 

of archival pedagogy in the First-Year Writing Program is to apply the same 

model of instructional collaboration to the department’s graduate-level courses. 

Special collections librarians could work with faculty from the Department of 

English and Comparative Literature to co-develop graduate seminar paper and 

project assignments that require (and thoughtfully facilitate) a sustained research 

experience in the archives. Integrating archival research across the graduate 

curriculum would welcome a greater number of first-year writing instructors into 

Wilson and equip them with the research skills to feel more confident pursuing 

archival pedagogy and collaboration.  

This approach would create another key area of opportunity for Wilson 

that addresses Interviewee One’s feedback about the archives as a space for 

“Anglo-American writing and literary cultural productions.” Interviewee One’s 

assumption about what the archives contain and who they represent is reinforced 

by the website for the Department of English and Comparative Literature, which 

includes an “Archives” page that provides links to just two sites: the William 

Blake Archive and the Chaucer Metapage. To introduce graduate students to a 

more representative range of primary sources materials and collections, 

librarians could begin by reaching out to the English faculty members who teach 

and advise graduate students in research areas like critical race studies, queer 
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theory, post-colonial literature and theory, disability studies, and feminist theory. 

They could also proactively read the descriptions of past, current, and future 

graduate course offerings to identify the best faculty to reach out to and the 

recurring course topics or themes that would be the best fit for an archival project 

encouraging students to research materials representing diverse voices and 

perspectives.  

Acknowledging the Limitations of this Study and Suggesting Avenues for 

Additional Research 

The results of this study are not generalizable because of the limitations in 

the sample size and sampling techniques. Given the time constraints for 

conducting this research, it was challenging to conduct “long interviews” with a 

large number of first-year writing instructors. Therefore, the sample included 

seven instructors — five graduate student instructors and two faculty members — 

who represented a wide range of research interests, ages, educational and 

cultural backgrounds, and life experiences. It also included instructors who had 

different levels of experience and engagement with archival research methods 

and pedagogy, including a few instructors who had conducted extensive archival 

research and had taught frequently with primary sources; several instructors with 

more limited archival engagement; and one instructor who could not remember 

whether he had been inside the special collections library at all. An initial quota 

sampling technique ensured that multiple perspectives were included in the 

study, and a second round of snowball sampling served as an efficient way to 

recruit additional participants. However, the sample would have been more 

representative if it had included more voices; a random sampling technique or a 
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more thorough quota sample could be used in future studies to generate more 

comprehensive results. 

In order to compare and contrast participants’ interview responses, this 

research study focused on instructors who already had several years of experience 

teaching in the First-Year Writing Program. In future research, it could be helpful 

to take a different perspective by considering the input of instructors who are 

new to First-Year Writing Program, especially those in their first or second 

semesters of teaching. The perspectives of these new instructors were missing 

from this research study, and it is possible they may have different perceptions of 

the online curriculum modules, as well as different ideas about how their 

teaching and research could be supported by special collections librarians.  

In addition to new instructors, the representation of faculty in this 

research study was also limited. Future exploratory research could expand the 

sample by recruiting additional faculty to participate, especially non-tenure track 

teaching faculty in the Department of English and Comparative Literature. 

Teaching faculty do not have the same research responsibilities as tenure track 

faculty members, and they have often been part of the institution (and have 

taught English 105 or 105i courses) for longer than graduate student instructors.  

A future study could recruit more teaching professors, lecturers, and tenure track 

faculty members to share their experiences teaching in the First-Year Writing 

Program; then it could evaluate whether these instructors’ responses differ 

significantly from those of graduate student instructors.  

Finally, it would be useful to compare the results of this research study 

with formal feedback from special collections research and instruction librarians 
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at UNC. A follow-up round of interviews or a focus group could be conducted 

with the four members of the research and instructional services team to learn 

about their experiences collaborating and co-developing lessons with English 105 

and 105i instructors, including some of the challenges they have faced in those 

endeavors. It would be interesting to develop a list of the barriers to instructional 

collaboration perceived by special collections librarians at UNC, and then to 

evaluate whether those barriers are similar to the ones identified by first-year 

writing instructors. This broader perspective would allow librarians to set 

priorities and to highlight key areas for improvement that could positively impact 

both librarians and instructors.  
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Appendix 1: English 105 Curriculum Model  
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Appendix 2: Links to Online Curriculum Modules 
 
Links to Online Modules: 
 
Module 1, Humanities: Judging a Book By Its Cover 

• Link: https://guides.lib.unc.edu/judging-a-book-by-its-cover 
 
Module 2, Social Sciences: Documenting Student Activism at UNC 

• Link: https://guides.lib.unc.edu/documenting-student-activism 
 
Module 3, Humanities: The Rhetoric of American World War I Propaganda 
Posters 

• Link: https://guides.lib.unc.edu/world-war-one-posters 
 
Module 4, Natural Sciences: Scientific Illustration and Writing 

• Link: https://guides.lib.unc.edu/scientific-writing-and-
illustration 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://guides.lib.unc.edu/judging-a-book-by-its-cover/home
https://guides.lib.unc.edu/documenting-student-activism
https://guides.lib.unc.edu/world-war-one-posters
https://guides.lib.unc.edu/scientific-writing-and-illustration
https://guides.lib.unc.edu/scientific-writing-and-illustration
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Appendix 3: Instructional Materials 
 
Module 1, Unit Summary 
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Module 1, Feeder 1, Visual Analysis Worksheet 
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Module 1, Feeder 1, Visual Analysis Paper 
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Module 1, Library Instruction Session, The Book as Artifact 
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Module 1, Feeder 2, Group Presentation and Individual Book Proposal 
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Module 1, Unit Project, Book Cover Design and Introduction 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

107 

 
Module 1, Unit Project, Guide to Book Cover Design 
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Module 2, Unit Summary 
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Module 2, Feeder 1, Primary Source Summary 
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Module 2, Feeder 2, Annotated Bibliography 
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Module 2, Unit Project, Ethnography Paper 
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Module 3, Unit Summary 
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Module 3, Feeder 1, Visual Analysis Worksheet 
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Module 3, Feeder 2, Background Research and Preliminary Analysis 
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Module 3, Unit Project, Essay and Conference Presentation 
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Module 4, Scientific Illustration, Instructor’s Manual 
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Module 4, Scientific Illustration, Image Gallery 
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Module 4, Scientific Illustration, Student Reflection 
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Module 4, Scientific Writing, Instructor’s Manual 
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Module 4, Scientific Writing, Image Gallery 
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Module 4, Scientific Writing, Worksheet 
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Appendix 4: Interview Guide 
 
Primary Research Question: 

“What are the special collections library-related needs of instructors in UNC’s 

First-Year Writing Program?”  

Sub-Questions: 

What are first-year writing instructors’ impressions of the curriculum modules 

as a solution to addressing their special collections-related needs? 

What are the experiences of instructors who use the curriculum modules in 

their English 105 instruction 

Interview Questions for First-Year Writing Instructors: 

What is your personal level of comfort and experience with archival research? 

• Do you remember the first time you conducted archival research?  

• If so, what was it like? 

• Did you face any challenges? 

Do you think archival literacy is important for first-year college students? Why 

or why not? 

To what extent have you engaged with UNC Libraries and librarians in the 

past? 

• If you have engaged, what was it like? 

• Did you face any challenges? 

To what extent have you introduced your students to primary sources and 

archival literacy in the past? 
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• If you have introduced your students to primary sources, what was it 

like? 

• Did you and/or your students face any challenges?  

What are the barriers you face to integrating library instruction into your 

courses? 

What are your ideas for future classes integrating primary sources and archival 

literacy? 

How would you use the curriculum modules in your teaching? 

Are the curriculum modules useful for your teaching needs? Why or why not? 

What would make you hesitate to use the curriculum modules in your 

teaching? 

What would motivate you to use the curriculum modules in your teaching? 

What improvements, additions, or adaptations would you make to the 

curriculum modules? 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

137 

Appendix 5: Consent Form 
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