NHPRC Grant: Assessing Access & Accessibility of Interfaces for Primary Sources
The advent of the Internet has increased the amount of information concerning archival agencies and records that is publicly available.  Whether that has made primary sources more accessible is debatable.  Accessibility in this case refers not only to physical issues of availability of descriptions or even digital copies of materials, but also to the intellectual and cognitive accessibility that is required to make adequate use of primary sources.  The goals of this project are to provide a research base that archives and manuscript collections can use to create more accessible and transparent access tools to enhance the usability and accessibility of primary sources.  Specifically this project will:

1. Develop a standardized and replicable testing protocols to assess the usability of standard networked archival descriptive tools (MARC records and finding aids),

2. Create of a set of design principles / guidelines to assist in the networked publication of information about primary sources as well as the primary sources themselves, 

3. Provide suggestions for changes in the archival user education, and

4. Enhance the research base of user studies through a series of articles published in the archival literature.

These products should inform professional practice as well as have impact on institutions that take advantage of the Internet to communicate information on primary sources to potential researchers. The two of the most obvious areas are in (1) the design of access tools and systems and (2) the development of archival education programs.  
The research question to be addressed by this project is: How effective are existing access systems in providing information concerning primary sources?   Within this broad question, several underlying questions will be addressed: What do users understand about archival representations? Do people understand the relationships between a MARC record and an Encoded Archival Description (EAD) finding aid and then between the finding aid and the actual primary sources?  What overall interface design features, display elements, and functionalities do users prefer?  What are the confusing design elements, content elements, and technology elements in MARC and EAD displays?  These research questions will be addressed through a series of controlled usability studies on existing interfaces to ILS, OPAC, and finding aid systems to ascertain what users think about these systems, what they understand about the displays, and suggestions for redesign of these displays.   

Principal Investigator: Elizabeth Yakel

Graduate Student Research Assistant: Jihyun Kim

Archival Career Trajectories

The purpose of this research project is to explore the different career patterns of archivists who have entered the profession over the past 50 years. Using an interview methodology, participants in this study will be asked a series of questions concerning how and why they entered the profession, why they remained in archives or left, various positions held, required skills, and the changing skills required throughout their archival career. 

Students

The face of graduate archival education in the United States has changed greatly over the past decade.  This research involved a survey of graduates of archival education programs in the United States.  The goal was to profile the next generation of archivists by focusing on a variety of demographic, economic, and professional issues.  Findings indicated that the new generation of archivists is younger, predominantly female, and slightly better compensated than previous generations.  Furthermore, interesting contrasts and comparisons were made between graduates of history- and library and / or information science-based programs as well as between men and women in terms of employment sectors, salaries, and the length of the graduate programs.  Understanding career trajectories is important in building a stronger archival profession in the United States as well as in fostering professionalization among the younger generation.  If the record of the past is to have a future, our students are literally the future of our past.
Investigator: Elizabeth Yakel

Article: Elizabeth Yakel, “The Future of the Past: A Survey of Graduates of Master’s-Level Graduate Archival Education Programs in the United States,” American Archivist 63/2  (Fall 2000).

