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The Special Collections Department in Morris 
Library at the University of Delaware (UD) has en-
hanced undergraduate learning on campus through 
conventional bibliographic presentations targeted for 
many disciplines, traditionally history and literature, 
as is the case for many academic libraries. In addi-
tion, the rare books, artists’ books, and graphic art 
collections at UD have supported assignments in art 
and visual communication classes, where students 
design and produce their own works through the 
operation of a campus letterpress. Librarians have 
promoted collections for creative assignments: art 
students have consulted an extensive bookplate col-
lection before designing their own bookplates, and 
cultural geography students researched manuscript 
recipe books to select an item to prepare for a class 
banquet. Student discovery of primary sources found 
in Special Collections is a fundamental component 
of information literacy for an increasing number 
of academic programs, important to librarians and 
faculty alike. Inclusion of the infinitely varied “other 
formats” of primary sources found in archival collec-
tions considerably enlivens this discovery process.

This chapter highlights an engaging approach 
to student learning that emphasizes the process of 
working with special collections rather than simply 
extracting informational content from them. While 
Delaware’s graduate programs in art conservation, 
material culture studies, and museum studies are 
internationally known, the development of under-
graduate courses in these fields, along with UD’s 

promotion of service learning,2 has fostered new 
collaborations among faculty, librarians, and com-
munity members in Newark, whose history is in-
timately intertwined with the University’s.3 These 
collaborations teach undergraduate students about 
collection management for a variety of primary 
source materials, raise awareness of career options 
and shared values among cultural heritage institu-
tions, and offer students a chance to fulfill UD’s un-
dergraduate service learning requirements.

StrengthS in UD Special 
collectionS
Special Collections at UD have great strengths in 
American, English, and Irish literature; Delawareana 
and historical sources related to the Greater Delaware 
Valley and the Mid-Atlantic region; the history of 
technology and chemistry; the history of printing, 
papermaking, and the book arts; horticulture; and 
fine and decorative arts. The Library’s holdings 
complement those in nearby private institutions with 
whom UD offers renowned graduate programs: the 
Hagley Museum and Library (history of technology 
and business history); Winterthur Museum and 
Country Estate (early American decorative arts and 
conservation); and Longwood Gardens (horticulture 
and landscape design). While graduate students have 
long taken advantage of these regional resources for 
dissertation research and internship opportunities, 
undergraduate use has typically been limited to hon-
ors students, faculty-directed studies, or one-time 
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visits. In this chapter, we brief ly review three case 
studies of longer-term projects for undergraduate 
students that have challenged them to discover con-
text for objects within collections. At the same time 
the students are learning about provenance, ongoing 
significance of cultural memory within communities, 
and cross-disciplinary professional responsibilities of 
preservation, interpretation, and use of collections. 

Introduced to Special Collections through class 
presentations, art conservation majors have eagerly 
sought positions as student assistants in the depart-
ment in order to learn more about collections care 
and handling. As Coordinator of the Manuscripts 
Unit, Rebecca Johnson Melvin has worked with 
several of these students to identify special clean-
ing, housing, and study projects which students of-
ten add to their undergraduate portfolios. One stu-
dent intrigued by the inherent problems of scrap-
books, for example, wrote a paper on such preserva-
tion challenges as binding structures, paper quality, 
adhesives and other attachments, and reactions of 
laid-in items. Another student surveyed the clean-
ing and mending needs of a collection of architec-
tural drawings, and yet another student performed 
an extensive mending, cleaning, and housing proj-
ect for multiple albums in an important genealogi-
cal collection that receives frequent use.

Special Collections benefits from the work of 
these committed students as they develop special 
skills; in addition, students spread the word to class-
mates and faculty about what they are learning and 
share information about their curriculum and avail-
able internships with librarians. Students have be-
come a vital link in communication between faculty 
and librarians; their engagement enhances UD’s 
learning environment for all concerned.

Vicki Cassman, director of Undergraduate 
Studies in Conservation, developed a more formal 
service learning program to provide the hands-on 
internship experiences vital for training art conser-
vation students, who go on to varied material cul-
ture- and preservation-based careers within librar-

ies, museums, and galleries. The program was de-
veloped in conjunction with the local all-volunteer 
Newark Historical Society (the Society), where 30 
years of casual collecting required some immediate 
policy, inventory, and rehousing work. Many of the 
Society’s collections are considered of an archival 
nature and several of Cassman’s conservation stu-
dents have used Special Collections as a reference 
point to generate ideas for what the Society might 
achieve on an extremely limited budget. Since 2007, 
approximately 45 students have worked at the So-
ciety on short-term projects, full semester intern-
ships, or summer work projects. The continuum of 
student involvement began with a conservation as-
sessment survey of the Society undertaken by the 
30 students in the core sophomore course in 2007-
2008. The students worked in teams each of which 
completed one aspect of the survey: housekeeping, 
pest control, temperature and relative humidity, se-
curity and access, rough estimates of types of col-
lections and their numbers, and the like. This initial 
assessment made clear that intellectual control of 
the Society’s collection was a management priority; 
collections housing came in at a close second.

Once the short- and long-term goals were iden-
tified, a desktop computer was donated and Past-
Perfect Software was purchased for the Society. As 
collection documentation began, Cassman and her 
students turned to Special Collections for examples 
of proper storage and an established collection 
management program. In a behind-the-scenes tour 
of Special Collections, Johnson Melvin highlighted 
storage and housing options for the richly varied 
“other formats” of archival collections: works on pa-
per or parchment, photographs, maps and oversize 
documents, artwork, scrapbooks, ephemera, audio-
visual media, electronic records, and objects. John-
son Melvin, Cassman, and the interns discussed the 
pros and cons of various storage methods and ma-
terials, exploring the range from minimal housing 
to optimal conservation treatments. By identifying 
the vulnerable physical properties of the sources, 
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weighing the inherent preservation risks with en-
vironmental threats, and discussing other factors 
such as use and value of the sources, the students 
learned about cost-effective options, phases of 
treatment and housing, and the principles of “do 
no harm” and “make it reversible.”

One particularly challenging aspect for the stu-
dents was what to do with the Society’s oral histo-
ry audiotapes from the 1980s. Time-based media 
present one of the greatest preservation challeng-
es, given the relatively short longevity of CDs, and 
unknown duration of MP3 or WAV files. Students 
felt that since many of the interviewees were no 
longer alive, tape preservation was a high priority 
for the Society. For the Society’s audiotapes, the 
class developed a preservation strategy based on 
MP3 files that would be stored on CDs, as well as 
on a hard drive that would be stored off-site. In ad-
dition, the students decided that all tapes needed 
to be transcribed and the resulting documents 
stored on acid-free archival paper. Students also 
recommended that MP3 files and transcript copies 
should remain with Special Collections in the Li-
brary as an off-site backup (with improved public 
access), but the Society was reluctant to allow cop-
ies of their unique holdings to be housed at another 
site. The students utilized equipment housed in the 
Library’s Student Multimedia Design Center in 
order to reformat the audiotapes to MP3 and the 
process continues with new interns. Special Col-
lections, along with Cassman, provided guidance 
and helped students develop a preservation policy 
beneficial to the Society, supporting UD’s mission 
to contribute to the community.

collecting anD creating 
new DocUmentation for the 
commUnit y
A second collaboration among Special Collections, 
Cassman, an art conservation honors student, and a 
community organization centered on a decompos-
ing monument begun in 2005 and built in honor 

of the traditionally segregated African-American 
community at the northern border of the campus. 
The student, Katelyn Uehling, undertook a project 
to restore the monument that eventually led her in 
a quite different direction. UD has physically and 
economically encroached on this neighborhood, 
known as the New London Road/Cleveland Avenue 
community, for the last fifty years. The community, 
settled first in the 1830s, exists today, but in reduced 
population and geographic size. The monument, 
built by a UD visiting artist, was meant to recognize 
and celebrate the community (see figure 10.1). In-

figure 10.1. The deteriorating condition of 
this outdoor sculpture was the original focus 
of Katelyn Uehling’s undergraduate honors 
thesis in art conservation. The monument was 
originally intended to celebrate the traditionally 
segregated African-American neighborhood, 
known as the New London Road/Cleveland 
Avenue community, in Newark, Delaware.
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stead, in the opinion of many community members 
surveyed by Uehling, the monument turned out to 
be of debatable aesthetic appeal, in addition to being 
structurally unsound, thus failing as a gesture of good 
will. Stakeholder meetings that Uehling organized 
made clear that the monument did not resonate with 
residents of the community and its loss would not 
be mourned. Uehling asked community members 
to suggest some other memorial that the University 
could create that might be more meaningful to the 
community. Members of the local Black Heritage 
Committee proposed a pamphlet and a walking tour 
of the remnants of their neighborhood so that current 
residents, descendants, and, most importantly, new 
UD students might be made aware of the struggles 
of this community and the injustices it faced. Two 
seminars in material culture studies had earlier 
recorded oral histories of some of the residents and 
privately published two books about the community.4 
Uehling’s research prompted the transfer of the in-
terviews and book files to Special Collections, where 
the sources are now available to the public.

At Uehling’s community meetings (see figure 
10.2), photographs were shared and scanned, stories 

told, and key community members identified for ad-
ditional oral histories, which were digitally recorded 
by Uehling, and then transcribed. These materials, 
too, are in Special Collections. The project is con-
tinuing with the community members contribut-
ing text for proposed state historic markers and for 
video podcasts to accompany a walking tour. Special 
Collections provided a secure but accessible loca-
tion for these new resources about the local com-
munity. Johnson Melvin’s interest in Uehling’s work 
extended beyond completion of the honors thesis. As 
program co-chair of the spring 2010 Mid-Atlantic 
Regional Archives Conference in Wilmington, she 
invited Uehling, then completing her first year of em-
ployment at the Center for Conservation of Art and 
Historic Artifacts in Philadelphia, to present a paper 
in a session on community documentation projects.

material cUltUre StUDieS 
StUDentS learn exhibit SkillS
In another collaboration, Johnson Melvin and Debo-
rah Andrews, Director of the Center for Material 
Culture Studies, developed a project for students in 
Andrews’s capstone seminar for minors in the field. 

In teaching material culture, Andrews emphasizes 
the importance of learning from and with objects 
and she addresses the concept of collecting as a 
major topic in her course: why people collect, how 
they manage and display their collections, how col-
lections move from private to institutional hands, 
and how institutions select, manage, and display 
the various collections in their care. To illustrate 
these concepts in her capstone seminar she and her 
students researched the context and management 
of numerous objects from the extensive Littell 
family papers and ephemera donated to Special 
Collections by Jeanie Morse Littell Winslow. In 
visits to Special Collections, the seminar students 
learned how to appropriately handle objects, 
photograph them, write about them, and install 
a selection of them in an onsite public exhibit, as 
well as an online exhibit.

figure 10.2. Uehling (standing, right) held com-
munity meetings with residents of the New Lon-
don Road/Cleveland Avenue community and dis-
covered their interest in creating a new memorial 
project: a pamphlet and walking tour document-
ing landmarks in the historic neighborhood.
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The Littell collection includes items mainly from 
1830-1930, formerly possessed by a family that trac-
es its roots to some of the early 18th century Europe-
an settlers in the greater Delaware River Valley and 
whose 19th century ancestors flourished as publish-
ers, clergymen, and amateur botanists, among other 
activities. The photographs, scrapbooks, souvenirs 
of missionary work in China, needlework samplers, 
cases for calling cards, jewelry, playing cards, sil-
ver award goblet, and other realia in the collection 
provided clues for the students to aid their under-
standing of the rich historical context of family life 

as it intersected with major currents of production 
and consumption, of social and political life in the 
trans-Atlantic and trans-Pacific worlds during the 
periods represented by archival sources and mate-
rial objects preserved by the family.

In introducing the Littell family papers to the 
seminar students, Johnson Melvin emphasized the 
importance of donor relations, collection integrity, 
provenance, and archival context—using textual 
evidence from documents and photographs in the 
collection to establish meaning for the varied objects 
that were preserved with the papers. She opened a 

slideshow family history with the poignant pho-
tograph of the donor and caretaker of the family 
memories as a child (see figure 10.3). This grainy 
photograph captivated the students and became a 
kind of motif as they learned about the Littell fam-
ily and its objects and in particular about the wom-
en who preserved these items. The photograph 
also anchored the homepage of the virtual exhibit. 
At the end of the introductory class, students ex-
amined each of the objects on display to select the 
one they wanted to study in detail. Their selections 
reflected personal and academic interests: for ex-
ample, a lover of games selected a triangle puzzle 
game; a history major was intrigued by a section 
of the Atlantic Cable fashioned into a pendant by 
Tiffany’s; an art conservation major was drawn to 
a silver goblet; a photographer wanted to investi-
gate a daguerreotype in the collection. Handling 
the object, writing about the object in its presence, 
and photographing the object were each impor-
tant components of their research, as was reading 
archival content for background about the family 
and researching secondary sources about the time 
in which their object was acquired. 

Based on their research, each student wrote an 
essay profiling their object. As they developed their 
essays, the students also took on a second role as cu-
rators of the two exhibits. Sitting around a seminar 
table, the class debated the exhibit’s title and theme, 
selected the items to display (not all could be includ-

figure 10.3. Jeanie Morse Littell Winslow, born 
in 1918, lost her mother later that year in the 
Great Influenza Epidemic. Mrs. Winslow be-
came keeper of the family history, donating the 
family archives and small objects to the Univer-
sity of Delaware Library. Photograph from the 
Littell family papers.
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ed), and composed text for an introductory statement 
and for individual labels. A team of two students took 
on final responsibility for designing the exhibit and 
installing the labels and objects in a glass-enclosed 
case within the Special Collections reading room 
(see figures 10.4 and 10.5). Publicized across campus, 
the exhibit lasted two months and drew many visi-
tors, including undergraduate peers who had never 
been in Special Collections before. Photographs of 
the exhibit became part of the students’ portfolios.

The debate about the best title for the exhibit re-
inforced rhetorical theories discussed in the class 
about defining and describing objects and drawing 
visitors’ attention to them. The seminar students ul-
timately decided on the title “A Family Keeps,” with 
these further lines of introduction:

Through generations, they keep together
Over time, they keep the special things that 
enter their lives
Women are the major tenders of the family 
keep, its storehouse
One part of the Littell family keep is now here…

The role of women as collectors and keepers of 
family treasures was particularly emphasized, in-
spired by the unforgettable first impression of Mrs. 
Winslow photographed as a care-giving child. 

Students also felt that the term “material cul-
ture,” which made sense to them, might puzzle visi-
tors, so they added this text: 

As students and teachers of material culture 
we are often asked the simple question: what 
is it? Here are some answers that shaped our 
study of this collection:

The things we make reflect our beliefs about the 
world; the things around us affect the way that 
we understand the world. There is an unending 
circularity to this that implies less a circle and 
more a kind of wheel moving.—Lance Winn

Material culture is the history and philosophy 
of objects and the myriad relationships between 
people and things.—Bernie Herman

figure 10.4 Undergraduate Anne McBride was 
on the installation team for the exhibit of ob-
jects selected from the Littell family papers in 
Special Collections. The exhibit was on display 
in the reading room of the Special Collections 
Department at the end of the semester, but the 
seminar’s online exhibit remains available at  
http://quimby.english.udel.edu/rworley/littell/

figure 10.5. The Material Culture Studies 
seminar students learned to select objects 
for an exhibition, interpret the selection with 
a title and coherent label text, and present 
the objects in an appealing manner within the 
confines of a physical space.
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Material Culture is the unpacking or mining of 
both historic and everyday objects to find the 
embedded ideas and concepts that define the 
surrounding society.—Joyce Hill Stoner5

To develop the online version of the exhibit from 
their objects and essays, the seminar collaborated 
with students from another class on web design. 
The seminar became the client of a project team in 
that class. Workshop discussions between the semi-
nar and the web design team surfaced questions 
about adapting text and images from the physical 
display to one for the web. A major concern was how 
to capture the physicality of a three-dimensional 
object in onscreen images. The web designers also 
had their own opinions about which objects were 
most screen-worthy. Another concern was how to 
edit the core text to accommodate the sequencing 
and layering in the online exhibit as opposed to the 
way it was displayed on labels in exhibit cases.

Through this experience with objects from a fam-
ily’s collection, once private and probably scattered 
but now housed together, students had the opportu-
nity to touch the past. They gathered data not only 
from what they could see and read, but from the 
special small objects that remained through genera-
tions of a family’s sorting, discarding, losing, and 
cherishing their stuff. The students were pleased to 
have a tangible outcome of their work in the form of 
the onsite exhibit, displayed during the end-of-the 
semester period when family and friends came to 
campus for graduation and other events. This mod-
el should be easily adaptable to any problem-based/
project-based class that addresses objects as evi-
dence and entertainment. Students selected objects 
that were attractive, puzzling, storied, and reminis-
cent of their own experiences. The spring seminar 
had hoped to complete a catalog of their essays and 
images of the objects the art department’s hand let-
terpress, but summer and graduation intervened. 
The online exhibit, too, was not quite finished by 
the end of the semester. The seminar has now been 

moved to the fall term for its next iteration, with 
the hope that students might continue exhibit work 
into the next semester if necessary.

learning by Doing
Centers for the study of the book, book arts, and the 
history of print culture have supported teaching about 
the materiality of rare books in special collections li-
braries. Art conservation and material culture studies 
faculty at UD, in partnerships with librarians, have fos-
tered new opportunities to teach about the physicality 
of manuscript materials and objects found inside archi-
val collections and the ongoing cultural significance 
of collection contents to the communities they serve. 
“Things,” or realia, are not the norm in the collecting 
focus for manuscript curators in Special Collections, 
but many small objects, such as those preserved in 
the Littell family papers, have meaningful context 
and enlighten the history to be discovered in such 
collections. Teaching skills of physical observation, 
description, and interpretation of objects in balance 
with archival evidence from collections allows special 
collections librarians and faculty to engage students 
in exciting ways with primary sources. Preservation 
awareness—why we collect, what we collect, and 
how we care for what we collect—a core value shared 
by professionals in a wide range of cultural heritage 
settings, is also at the heart of these teaching goals for 
undergraduates In these case studies, librarians and 
faculty at the University of Delaware guided student 
opportunities to interact with special collections as 
“things.” The student acts of “doing something” with 
the objects—whether providing conservation treat-
ments, curating exhibits, talking to communities about 
how they respond to public monuments, or helping 
collect new documentation—gave students great 
opportunities to learn. Finally, it is important to note 
that these projects afforded the librarians and faculty 
learning experiences, too. Campus collaborations 
enrich professional relationships, stimulate teaching 
skills, and make the most of library resources, espe-
cially special collections.
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noteS
1. Deborah C. Andrews, Professor, English, and Direc-

tor, Center for Material Culture Studies, Univer-
sity of Delaware. http://materialculture.udel.edu/ 
Vicki Cassman, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Art Con-
servation, and Director of Undergraduate Studies in 
Art Conservation, University of Delaware. http://
www.artcons.udel.edu/school/people/cassmanv.  
L. Rebecca Johnson Melvin, Librarian and Coordinator, 
Manuscripts Unit, Special Collections, University of 
Delaware Library. http://www.lib.udel.edu/ud/spec/

2. “Service-learning is designed to expose students to 
the needs of the larger society, engage them in ad-
dressing those needs through community service, 
and connect what they learn in the classroom to real-
world conditions through faculty-directed reflection.” 

http://facsen.udel.edu/sites/DLE%20Learning%20
Outcomes%20and%20Requirements%20for%20
Service-Learning.htm

3. The Academy of Newark, later the College and then 
the University of Delaware, was chartered in 1769, 
eleven years after the town of Newark received a royal 
charter from King George II. 

4. People were close (2005) and Food always brings people 
together : recipes, poems, and stories from the New Lon-
don Road community, Newark, Delaware (2006); both, 
Center for Material Culture Studies and Raven Press 
at the University of Delaware.

5. Lance Winn (Art), Bernard Herman (Art History), 
and Joyce Hill Stoner (Art Conservation) are inter-
disciplinary faculty associated with the UD Center for 
Material Culture Studies.


