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Agenda

➜ The interdisciplinary archival turn
➜ Explanation of archival literacy and digital archival 

literacy
➜ Example digital archive classroom project
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Interdisciplinary Archival Turn
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Doing Archival 
Research in Political 

Science (2012)
Frisch, Harris, Kelly, Parker

Exploring Archives: A 
Beginner’s Guide 

(2022)
    DeMarrais and Roulston

Bodies of Archives / 
Archival Bodies 

(Anthropology) 2020
Battaglia, Clarke, Siegenthaler

Methodological 
Challenges in of 

Archival Research in 
Geography (2022)

Seiner and Varsanyi



Simple Archival Literacy

Emphasizes archival 
materials in context, 
emphasizing not only 
the content of the 
archives, but the 
presentation, 
organization, 
metadata, mission 
statement, etc.

Works against the 
idea that archival 
documents and 
objects are pure, 
uninterpreted 
materials to be 
“found”
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“Like everything else, archives 
were constructed “by human 
beings who make decisions 
about preservation, and 
presentation of materials” that 
dictate the kinds of meanings 
that emerge (Enoch & 
Vanhaitsma, 2015, p. 21)
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What about 

digital 

archives?

Digital archives are 
made of digitized 
materials/born-digital, 
available openly at a 
url

https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/search/index?


Combines 
information literacy 
with archival literacy 
because of the 
blurring between 
artifact and data

Digital Archival Literacy

Expands the 
accessibility of 
archives by making 
them not 
place-bound, but 
requires new ways 
of critical “reading” 
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Questions for Students

1. Is this an archive or an exhibit?
2. What is the mission/purpose of this archive/collection/exhibit?
3. How are users encouraged to engage with the materials?
4. Could users easily download materials from this archive to analyze 

or transform?
5. If this archive was being used by researchers, who would benefit? 

What disciplines or thematic areas could ask research questions 
within this archive?

6. Who performed the labor of creating this and/or funded this?
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Critically Reading Digital Exhibits and the Relationship 

to Digital Archives and research methods
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Class details:

WGS 120: Introduction to 
Women’s and Gender 
Studies

Undergraduates: 
Primarily sophomores 
and juniors from a variety 
of majors 
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“You earn salaries. Some 
of you have property. You 
have a right to say what 
shall be done with it. You 
want to establish clearly 
in the mind of your 
husband that you are his 
equal. You are not above 
him, but his equal.”

– Josie Demott Robinson
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“There is no class of 
women who show better that 
they have a right to vote than 
the circus women, who twice 
a day prove that they have 
the courage and endurance of 
men.”

              – Elizabeth Cook



14



15

Women distribute flyers at the Ringling 
circus lot.



16Student Research Examples

Photo from the collection:
1932 news photograph of Mrs. Charles 
(Edith) Ringling. Associated caption notes she did not 
think women should be involved in business, despite 
running the 1,600 employee Ringling Bros. Circus.

Student research directions:
Found newspaper articles associated with image. 
Articles also noted that Mrs. Ringling did not think 
women should have been granted the right to vote. 

Students thought an interesting 
research direction would be the  
comparison to an earlier suffrage 
newsletter noting that Ringling 
Bros. allowed a local suffrage 
group to distribute flyers on 
the circus lot, specifically 
stating that two Ringling wives 
were members of the suffrage 
group.



17Student Research Examples

Photo from the collection:
Using the same 1932 photo, along with a 1938 image 
of Ringling talking with striking circus employees.

Student research directions:
Found newspaper articles about a strike at the 
Ringling Bros. Circus, along with images from our 
collection showing pickets and negotiations. Students 
thought an interesting direction would be to research 
the role that Ringling played in negotiations.



Questions?

Rebecca Fitzsimmons, 
Special Collections 
Librarian / Women’s, 
Gender, & Sexuality 
Studies Program 
Liaison, Illinois State 
University

Email:
rlfitzs@ilstu.edu

Elliott Kuecker, 
Teaching Assistant 
Professor, UNC-CH

Email: 

ellio@unc.edu
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Presentation: Digital Archival Literacy in the Classroom 
Conference: 8th Annual Digital Pedagogy Institute, 2022 
 
Speakers: Rebecca Fitzsimmons, Special Collections Librarian, Illinois State University 
Elliott Kuecker, Teaching Assistant Professor, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill 
 
Slide Notes: 
 
Slides 1-8: Elliott 

 
 
Slides 9-18: Rebecca 
 
Slide 9: Critically Reading Digital Exhibits and the Relationship to Digital Archives 
and research methods 

 
 
Moving on to putting digital archival literacy instruction into practice in the classroom, 
the example I’m going to discuss today involves using an online exhibit as an entry point 
to engage undergraduate students with examining the process of conducting research. 
This project was completed over the course of a week during three 50-minute class 
sessions in an introductory Women's and Gender Studies class. The Women’s, Gender, 
and Sexuality Studies program at ISU offers only minors and certificates, so this 
prerequisite class was made up primarily of sophomores and juniors from a variety of 
majors.  
 
Slide 10: Suffrage Digital Exhibit 

 
One of the main goals was to have students better understand conducting primary 
source research online by first exploring an online exhibit. We then worked together as 



a class to reverse engineer parts of the research process. By analyzing the narrative 
focus of a specific exhibit, then working backwards to unpack the research process, 
students were asked to consider the differences between interpretative content and 
what they often view as more neutral digital archival repositories. The focus on 
intersections between circuses and the suffrage movement provided a starting point for 
students to assess the exhibit. I’ll talk more about that in moment. 
 
Slide 11: Digital Exhibit Screenshots 

 
The lines between a digital archive and an exhibit can be blurred, so we spent time 
talking about the obvious differences and also the less obvious similarities, including the 
role of curation in all of these projects. Students were asked to consider things such as 
the perspective of a digital archive and whether there was a dominant narrative or focus 
emerging from the arrangement of the materials, and what was included or excluded. I 
also asked them to look at what else was appearing in that archival repository space, 
including things such as collection descriptions, timelines, narrative content, exhibits, 
and anything else intended to contextualize the materials or situate them within a 
specific framework. 
 
So for example, here you see an exhibit built using Neatline, an Omeka database 
holding the underlying collections for that exhibit and links to other exhibits built into that 
platform. We also have a page of highly-curated primary source sets located while 
searching “primary sources” and “women’s suffrage.”  
 
Slide 12: Josie Demott Robinson and Lillian Leitzel 

 
Josie Demott Robinson Lillian Leitzel on rings and one of her paychecks 
So, a quick breakdown of where the class started their evaluation. I had previously 
collaborated with some other library colleagues on an exhibit titled Underpinnings and 
Equal Terms: How the Suffrage Movement Changed American Women and American 
Women Changed the Nation. 
 
We created it around the anniversary of the ratification of the 19th Amendment. 
Students in the WGSS course explored how the overarching theme and sub-narratives 
were developed, specifically considering the sections of the exhibit that are focused on 



intersections between women's suffrage activities and circuses. I chose that focus 
because it gave me a chance to share how my research had led me someplace 
different than where I thought it would end up.  
 
The quote here was delivered by the famous equestrian performer Josie Demott 
Robinson, who was in charge of convening the Barnum & Bailey Circus Women's Equal 
Rights Society. “You earn salaries. Some of you have property. You have a right to say 
what shall be done with it. You want to establish clearly in the mind of your husband that 
you are his equal. You are not above him, but his equal.” 
 
The cabinat card shows Demott Robinson in her younger performing days. The other 
photograph shows Lilian Leitzel, the highest paid and most important aerialist working 
during the time that women’s suffrage activities were happening, along with one of her 
paychecks which we have in our Ringling collections. 
 
Slide 13: Elizabeth Cook Quote 

 
Students first explored the online exhibit, and then I demonstrated how my research 
focus had shifted while creating the circus section of this exhibit. 
 
I had started out by focusing on the Barnum & Bailey Circus Women's Equal Rights 
Society, but then I began finding a lot of sources about local women's suffrage 
organizations leveraging large crowds that were gathering at circuses in order to 
communicate their messages. This fit into a completely different but important narrative 
about the grassroots activities of local suffrage societies and the connections to the 
work of the national movement. 
 
Slide 14: News Clippings 

 
The class analyzed newspaper accounts of suffragist activities at or related to the circus 
and then they compared these to photos and autobiographical accounts to assess 
different versions of events and portrayals of women activists and circus performers in 
the media. I provided some digitized materials in a digital archive created for the class, 



but also encouraged them explore other online repositories, with an eye to critically 
examining those resources.  
 
Slide 15: Ringling Circus Lot 

 
Students worked individually or in small groups to examine photos, posters, and other 
special collections materials and they searched newspaper databases to find at least 
one relevant article. They were asked to create their own small collection of digitized 
primary source materials in order to support a research question developed during this 
process. After the class sessions each student created a short reflective essay on their 
inquiries, searches, critical evaluations of the online archival repositories they used, and 
the process of identifying and refining their research questions. 
 
Slide 16: Student Research Examples 

 
And for just a couple of examples of research directions that the class came up with, a 
student found a 1932 news photograph of Mrs. Charles Edith Ringling with an 
associated caption noting that she did not think that women should be involved in 
business, despite the fact that at the time she was running the Ringling Brothers Circus, 
which employed around 1,600 people. 
 
The student then found newspaper articles associated with this image, and those 
articles also noted that Mrs. Ringling did not think women should have been granted the 
right to vote. 
 
Students thought an interesting research direction might be the comparison to an earlier 
suffrage newsletter noting that the Ringling Brothers Circus managers had allowed a 
Wisconsin suffrage group to distribute flyers on the circus lot, specifically stating that 
two of the Ringling wives were members of the suffrage group. We also discussed 
whether the news coverage of Edith Ringling might have had a calculated focus on a 
specific role of women in society as a way to soften her image in the face of 
management and labor issues—and whether this was part public relations generated by 
the circus and part news story. 
 



Slide 17: Additional Student Research Examples 

 
Another student found a 1938 image of Edith Ringling, who was talking with workers, 
and then found a newspaper article about a strike at the Ringling Brothers Circus, along 
with images from our collection showing pickets and negotiations. Students thought an 
interesting direction here might be to further research the role that Ringling played in the 
negotiations or the way that she was portrayed in the media during this time. 
 
Finally, beyond practice at synthesizing primary sources into a narrative, one of the 
most significant components of this assignment was that students had a chance to 
really use a critical eye to review the context and content of the repository sources, 
exhibits, primary source teaching sets, and other online spaces where materials appear 
and to reflect on their own experiences with using and creating them.   
 
Slide 18: Questions 

 
 
 Elliott Kuecker 
 Teaching Assistant Professor, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill 
 ellio@unc.edu 
 
 Rebecca Fitzsimmons 
 Special Collections Librarian & Women’s, Gender, & Sexuality Studies Program      
 Liaison, Illinois State University 
 rlfitzs@ilstu.edu  
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