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INTRODUCTION 

The impetus for thinking of manuscripts in this way was the course Processing Manuscripts Collections. This 
course is designed as a eight week workshop where the students are introduced to the principles and practices 
of processing manuscripts collections. The course provides a learning environment in which the students can 
apply “current and competing theories and trends in the arrangement and description of modern manuscripts 
via in-class processing exercises with actual collections.”

This perspective enables repositories to view their manuscript collections not only as a resource to use when 
researching or for exhibition use but also as a teaching tool. 

A common concern of most MLS graduates is not having enough experience in processing manuscript and 
archive collections. This affords students the opportunity of processing a collection of papers from accessioning 
to the creation of the finding aid. 

Using manuscripts in this may take many forms such as courses, workshops, student jobs, and internships. 
Although this is common, many institutions do not allow novices to process collections without some experience 
with manuscript and archival material.

Instruction of this kind enables professors and professionals in ILS to create a course or workshop where the 
students are able to learn the theory behind these processes but also practically utilize them. It is a great way 
to train graduate students who are interested in pursuing a career in archives and manuscripts. 



REASONS TO USE MANUSCRIPT AND ARCHIVE 
COLLECTIONS AS PROFESSIONAL TRAINING TOOLS

Being taught and supervised by a professionally trained and/or certified archivist. In the 
case of processing manuscripts, it is necessary to have a teacher who has experience 
performing this type of work. 

At many, if not all, repositories, there is a back log of materials waiting to be accessioned 
and processed. 

It provides the repository with another way to engage its community. 

There are examples of myriad manuscript and archive collections in repositories, so students 
could process one type but be exposed to several other types. 

The manuscript and archive collections can be used to help teach processing and 
arrangement, but already processed collections can be used as examples of different ways to 
process materials. 

It helps prepare MLS graduates by giving them hands-on experience with processing 
collections and processed collections in order for them to understand the difference between 
levels of description and the practices of processing.



APPLICATION OF MANUSCRIPT AND ARCHIVE 
COLLECTIONS AS TEACHING TOOL



INTRODUCING MLS GRADUATES TO PROCESSING
MANUSCRIPTS

Assign readings from the archive and manuscript literature to help them establish an initial 

sense of the field. 

Expose them to examples of different ways to process manuscript collections. 

 Introduce them to each step of the process gradually and in a logical sequence. This would 

entail demonstrations and exercises for the students to become familiar with handling and 

identifying characteristics of manuscript and archival collections. 

The steps would include: writing collection descriptions, establishing series, applying levels of 

arrangement, physically arranging the materials, and creating an inventory. 



THE PROCESSING MANUSCRIPTS CLASS AND THE 
WALDER, DENNIS MSS.

Who is Dennis Walder? 

What did he do and why was it 
important?

Once the preceding questions had been 
answered, students could ask the ensuing 
questions:

How do we begin learning about his 
collection?

What do we do to make this collection 
accessible and usable?

The course was set up as a eight week 
workshop. 

The course was limited to a certain number of 
students because of the nature of the course.  
In my class, there were eight students. 

The students were split into pairs and were 
given two boxes from a single collection. 

Throughout the eight weeks, the students had 
a series of successive tasks that took them 
through the experience of processing a 
collection. 

We were able to ask questions and apply the 
knowledge we learned from already processed 
collections and articles we read. 



FAMILIARIZE YOURSELF WITH THE COLLECTION

We were tasked with learning about the collection in order to begin familiarizing ourselves 
with its organization and the types of materials it might contain. 

The goal of this step was to write a concise and accurate, yet informative collection 
description. 

Before writing descriptions ourselves, we practiced writing descriptions about already 
processed collection after we had seen several examples. 

A description can include biographical and historical information and can identify unique 
characteristics of a collection. Researching the author or creator of a manuscript collection 
might be necessary to generate ideas about the collection and its description.

Descriptions are essential in conveying information about the collection as a whole such as: 
subject matter, size, scope, provenance, and arrangement. 



IDENTIFYING DIFFERENT TYPES OF MATERIALS

The Walder, Dennis Mss. included personal and professional correspondence, 
published materials, photographs, audiovisual materials, writings, and other varied 
materials collected and created by Dennis Walder, a researcher and professor of 
literature.

An archivist's main job is not to spend time researching the collection but discerning 
the overarching themes that unite the collection. In some instances, a collection may 
only have a single theme. With the Walder, Dennis Mss., there were several themes 
present in the collection. 

As burgeoning archivists and manuscript librarians, we were “concerned with the 
relationship between [the] material parts and [the] imaginary wholes.”

For my group, we attempted to identify all the different types of materials present 
in the boxes we were given. 



CREATING A TIMELINE AND A LIST OF NAMES

As my group went through our boxes, we noted the dates of the materials and if the 
items were about a specific person. We did this to establish a time range and to 
ascertain important and/or meaningful relationship held by the creator. 

We realized this takes a considerable amount of time, but it also reveals how much 
information would be left out if we did not do the initial exploration of the collection. 

This is a time when my group started to contemplate potential series by which the 
collection could be arranged. 

This step also helps to establish intellectual and physical control and to provide 
access. 



ESTABLISHING SERIES

 Our previous step of reviewing the manuscript 

material were necessary to identify if there was 

a preexisting arrangement of if one had to be 

assigned. 

 We discussed the materials’ characteristics to 

determine the groupings by which the materials 

could be arranged. 

 Examples of series:

Athol Fugard

Correspondence

Writing

 The series and arrangement of the collection 

must promote “ease of access and 

understanding.” This resulted in my group 

thinking about the affects Dennis Walder’s

occupation and interests might have on the 

arrangement.

 My group had identified nine potential series, 

but we realized that some were unnecessary 

while processing. 

 Our reasoning for separating certain materials 

into a series of their own was based on size and 

value. 



LEVELS OF DESCRIPTION

In preparation for this step, the student read several articles about applying levels 
of description. 

My group decided that they would remain flexible about levels of arrangement 
based on the potential uses of the materials. 

The task of determining these levels preceded any actual arrangement of the 
materials because the focus was on thinking through the reasoning behind making 
those selections. 

The groups were encouraged to think about the potential uses and users of the 
materials comprising this collection to decide which level of description to assign. 

Students were to understand when to apply different standards of arrangement 
and description to different collections because each collection is inherently different. 



EXAMPLE OF LEVELS OF ARRANGEMENT FOR 
MANUSCRIPT AND ARCHIVE COLLECTIONS. 

Collection

Box

Series – Sub-series

Folder

Item

We were given a chart with five different levels that 
were similar to the levels listed above which helped us 
by listing and describing levels in a tangible way.



IMPLEMENTING LEVELS OF DESCRIPTION

There were several considerations I kept thinking about while my group was 
implementing our levels of description. First, I wanted to keep in mind the types of 
materials in our part of the collection. Second, I wanted to ensure access to this 
collection. 

For our series, the levels of description were at the folder or file-level because this 
was the most effective. With this level, we determined that date ranges would be a 
helpful characteristic to list for archivists, users and public services staff.  

We wrote on each folder the name of the collection, the series and sub-series it was 
in, and the date range of the material in the folder. 



PHYSICAL ARRANGEMENT OF THE COLLECTION

This step in our process was the most time 
consuming activity because we had to 
implement all the steps we planned up until this 
point.

Much of our material had been housed in 
plastic sleeves, card board organizers, and 
folders which we discarded because they had 
no value in the collection. 

This part of the course solidified the theory 
and practice of processing collections. 

It was really rewarding to have completed the 
course with a tangible product. 



CONCERNS MLS GRADUATES SHOULD BE AWARE 
OF WHILE PROCESSING

Awareness of their role as an editor or the collections and their influence on how the 
collection is represented. 

Depending on the type of collection, the archivist, manuscript librarian, and student 
might establish one frame or perspective in which to understand the collection, but 
minimalize other perspectives.



Benefits 

Allows students to see how challenging it is to:
 process a collection effectively 

write a description of a collection.

Identifying whether or not to keep original order or parts 
of it

 Gain experience looking at collection through 
different perspectives. 

Learning about different types of 
arrangement and processing helps students 
think about how to "assist both potential users 
and the archivist who undertakes the 
descriptive work."

Learn about preservation of these types of 
collections. 

Learn from their successes and failures and 
how to identify them. 

Challenges

Keeping the materials in original order 
until the students were ready to apply 
the levels of arrangement and 
description to the collection.  

Difficulty of assigning research and 
historical value to materials. 

Decision to keep or discard materials. 

Creating series that represent all the 
materials in the collection. 

Most of the work is conjectural. 



IN CONCLUSION 

Teaching with manuscript and archival collections helps to give students experience 
applying theories and practices when processing collections. It allows them to ask 
questions and understand why certain levels of arrangement and description are better 
suited to certain collections. 

MLS graduates and anyone interested in this type of work would be able to see first 
hand how fascinating and interesting manuscript and archive collections are. 

This workshop course offers a non-threatening environment when students can learn from 
a practicing archivist or manuscript librarian. 
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The images used in this PowerPoint presentation are from different blogs and archive collection 
websites.


