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ASL Introduction

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1QBMj0YfhwAD9TnzIXeJVubxyHZUWac8c/preview


Introduction
● Role: UCR Arts & Humanities 

Teaching Librarian

● Training: archivist 
and rare book librarian

● Expertise: 
primary source literacy

● Interpreter of archives



“What are archives?” YouTube video (2:44 min) - youtu.be/1cewm_t9DWM

https://youtu.be/1cewm_t9DWM


archives = collections, place, organization



Access to Public Spaces (physical & digital)



Work Ahead
Updated Accessibility 

Guidelines

Society of American Archivists (SAA) 
Guidelines for Accessible Archives 
for People with Disabilities 

published in 2019, due for revision

Deadline for community input 
just passed [1]



Ableism by Employers



Required Qualification
“The ability to lift boxes of 
materials weighing 40 lbs and 
to climb a ladder and bend 
over to retrieve materials.”



Work Ahead
SAA Accessibility 

& Disability Section

Inclusive hiring practices:

● avoid “unnecessarily 
exclusionary ‘essential 
functions’ that rely on 
physical ability”

● “anticipate potential 
accommodations for qualified 
candidates who may have 
challenges with ‘typical’ 
archival tasks such as 
lifting, bending, or climbing 
to reach high shelving.” [2] 



Are Documents Prioritized over Workers?

“Most studies about fungi and archives deal with the 
conservation of manuscripts and documents, and few discuss 
[archives] workers’ health problems.” [3]

 

“Conservators/restorers” are “an often neglected sector of 
our society… despite the many health issues reported by 
these professionals.” [4]



Occupational Hazards

While “archives do not represent a highly contaminated 
environment,” symptoms were “linked to direct contact with 
moldy documents.”

“Work with moldy documents was associated with significantly 
more headache, fatigue, eye irritation, throat irritation, 
coughing, and rhinorrhea.” [3]



Accommodations and the 
“Interactive Process”



Work Ahead
“One Health approach”

“an innovative approach… 

simultaneously targeting 
workplaces, workers (and users) and 
the cultural heritage… 

[to] map the potential risk… and 
then, if needed, define an 
appropriate remediation strategy 

to simultaneously protect the 
health of workers and users 

and prevent further 
biodeterioration on the cultural 
heritage artefacts.” [3]



Work Ahead
Adapting “One Health”

Human-Collections-
Environment interface 

Archivists already 
similarly balance

● use and access
● preservation

Like “complex embodiment?”



Decay is inevitable.



Archives can have very long lives.





Access!



Archives are meant to be used.



Ways to Access Archives

● Closed stacks

● In person or remote interaction
○ Reading rooms
○ Virtual reading rooms
○ Reproductions
○ Proxies

● Request procedures

● Correspondence, assistance



Using Different Formats

● Analog or Digital?
○ Physical
○ Digitized
○ Born-Digital

● Mostly unpublished 
(Marrakesh Treaty does not apply)



Why Use Sources?



Document.   Evidence.   Stories.



Perkins School for the Blind annual reports [6]
perkins.org/archives/digitized-text-collections/digitized-perkins-annual-reports/

“An elaborately 
detailed, 
annually 
published source 
has obvious 
charms for the 
historian. 

However, it 
may not tell 
the stories that 
disability 
scholars seek 
most to 
retrieve” [5]

http://perkins.org/archives/digitized-text-collections/digitized-perkins-annual-reports/


   E. Bredberg’s classifications of disability history sources 

   Institutional ● “expert,” “official,” “authoritative” [5]
● “agency of dominant institutions” [7] 

(medical, legal, educational, etc.)
● more homogenous [7]
● “over-represented” in scholarship [7]
● more explicitly identified as relevant



   E. Bredberg’s classifications of disability history sources 

   Institutional ● “expert,” “official,” “authoritative” [5]
● “agency of dominant institutions” [7] 

(medical, legal, educational, etc.)
● more homogenous [7]
● “over-represented” in scholarship [7]
● more explicitly identified as relevant

   Vernacular ● “non-institutional responses” [7]
● “community or lay understanding” [5]
● more diverse [7], more personal [5]
● may “vary from or reflect” institutional responses [7]



Photograph from my family’s private collection.



Photographs from my family’s private collection.



Individualized Education Program (IEP) and Physical Therapy Evaluation, my family’s collection.



Papers from my family’s private collection.



A spoon from my family’s private collection.



   E. Bredberg’s classifications of disability history sources 

   Institutional ● “expert,” “official,” “authoritative” [5]
● “agency of dominant institutions” [7] 

(medical, legal, educational, etc.)
● more homogenous [7]
● “over-represented” in scholarship [7]
● more explicitly identified as relevant

   Vernacular ● “non-institutional responses” [7]
● “community or lay understanding” [5]
● more diverse [7], more personal [5]
● may “vary from or reflect” institutional responses [7]

   Experiential ● “disability as it is experienced at first hand” [8]
● “personal accounts” and “other representations” [7]
● “direct accounts of the experience of disablement”[7]



E. Bredberg’s perspectives as a tool for source analysis

But Bredberg [8] recognizes “complex interactions:” 

● “inter-relationships” 
● “Directionalit[ies]” between perspectives
● “inter-perspective differences” 

Worth noting that all of these perspective can be classified as
primary sources as historians define them (from the time period). 

Distinction of “experiential” implies that what should be 
primary is the lived experience of the disabled person.





Items from my family’s private collection.



Archival gaps and silences. [9]



Or…

Is a “belief that any traces of disabled people’s lives 
would be obscured, or worse yet, obliterated by the presence 
of more dominant (able) people in their lives” 

an “equally discriminatory belief that disabled people… 
were incapable of leaving behind traces of their lives?”[10] 



Photograph from my family’s private collection.



   Type of collection Bredberg’s “perspective”

   Records / archives Institutional 

   Manuscripts / papers

● Personal papers
● Family papers
● Corporate (group) collections

Vernacular

Experiential



Provenance

● “Chain of custody”

● Who created 
● or compiled?

● Collection naming 
conventions



Which sources were…

● Created?

● Survived?

● Made accessible?

○ in archives, 
or elsewhere!









What isn’t in archives? 
What should be?



Work Ahead
Collect (identify, 

cultivate, acquire) more 
“experiential” sources

“The emergence of 
disabled people in 
disability history...is 
potentially emancipating”

“history has broadened… 
to include [the] formerly 
invisible” as “an active 
and personal presence in 
history” [7]



Collecting

● How acquired?
○ Records Transfer
○ Donation
○ Purchase (rare)

● Cultivate relationships

● Appraisal

● Strategies or policies



“archival value”



“value” may change



Work Ahead
Documenting as Activism

“Capturing and transmitting 
stories of this long-overlooked 
population… assume[s] political 
significance by empowering groups 
who never thought of themselves 
as having histories.” [15]



ADA Diaries Gallery 
www.itsourstory.com/be-inspired/ada-diaries/ada-diaries-gallery/ 

“discrimination 
diaries” 

helped pass the 
Americans with 
Disabilities 
Act in 1989

http://www.itsourstory.com/be-inspired/ada-diaries/ada-diaries-gallery/


Many Ways to Proactively Document Disability

● “Oral” Histories

● Exhibits + displays

● Documentaries + podcasts

● Social media + 
the internet

Archivists want to ensure these 
are collected and preserved.



E. Bredberg’s perspectives in archives

Institutional records

● the archives life cycle
● “most likely to be preserved in archives” [8]

Vernacular & Experiential sources 

● may be “less likely to… announce their subject matter” [5]
● “very small but telling detail” [7]



Work Ahead
Describe available
sources better

“Unusual to find 
disability-related topics 
mentioned in a collection guide, 
even when the papers themselves 
record decades of experiences.” 

“A detailed finding aid might 
contain passing reference”

“still mostly on a treasure hunt 
for the ‘inadvertently collected 
but largely ignored’ evidence” 
[5]



The Nature of Archives

● Bulky

● Hierarchical
○ Collection
○ Series
○ Box and folder
○ Items

YouTube video (7:05 min) - youtube.com/CTjmZvUTvbA

http://youtube.com/CTjmZvUTvbA


“Once historians started looking, sources seemed to 
abound with references to disability and disabled 
people, including those with mental disabilities.” 
[10]



Archival Processing

● “Arrangement & 
Description”

● “Original order”

● Re-housing, storing

● Finding aids



Finding Aids Will Greatly Vary 

● “More Product, 
Less Process” 
(2005)[11]

● Introduced the idea of 
processing levels
○ Minimal
○ Unprocessed



Finding Aids Will Greatly Vary 

● “More Product, 
Less Process” 
(2005)[11]

● Introduced the idea of 
processing levels
○ Minimal
○ Unprocessed



Access!



Reparative Metadata Suggestions [12]



Reparative Metadata Suggestions [12]

● Disability Language Style Guide & preferred terms
● “Participatory appraisal”
● No euphemisms
● No harmful language “victim of,” “-bound”
● Notes about terms “we can’t replace,” 

especially when in a name or title 

“It’s our responsibility as archivists to ensure disabled 
subjects and creators are given dignity in our 
collections.” 



Work Ahead
Highlighting collections

Sample project:

A public historian (Prithi 
Kanakamedela) and an archivist 
(Larry Weimer) spent years 
combing through one archive’s 
collections to identify all traces 
of Black folks.



In Pursuit of Freedom 

was a public history 
project at Brooklyn 
Historical Society 

funded by the US Department 
of Education’s Underground 
Railroad Program. 

[13]



Technical Challenges of Digital Materials

● Appraisal

● Item-Level Description

● Researcher Access

● Digital Preservation 
[14]



Work Ahead
Imagining New Ways

Is there “a distinct disabled 
perspective or perspectives that 
challenge(s) standard ways of 
thinking and of doing things for 
everyone?” [15]



Community Archives Practices

● Post-custodial [16]

● Community ownership [16]

“What is our motivation in collecting materials about people 
with disabilities? Are we the right home for these collections?” 
[12] 



Work Ahead
Publishing Opportunity

Call for Abstracts [17]

Preserving Disability: Disability 
and the Archival Profession

Eds. Gracen Brilmyer & Lydia Tang 

due April 1, 2024 



Questions? Discussion? Experiences? Thoughts?

● What sources do you created every day?

● Why collect? What? Goals / projects / needs? What gaps?

● Traditional repositories or community archives?

● How to better describe or highlight collections? 

● Accessing and using collections?

● Compare themes of stewardship, custody, caretaking, and labor?

● How are archives connected to disability justice?
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