
Today is your day to be 
the archivist!



What is an archives?
• Archives are established to collect and preserve historic 

materials, based on why the archives was created. 
• Example: The Fairfax Circuit Court Historic Records Center is 

an archive that focuses on preserving pre-1913 court records. 
• These materials are usually primary sources. Primary sources 

are original records (such a diary) reflecting direct experience 
of a person from a time period being studied. 

• Primary sources are different then secondary sources. 
Secondary sources are typically created later and talk about 
the past by summarizing information found in primary sources 
(Example: textbook).

• Universities, government, religious organizations, historical 
societies, and corporations may have an archive.  



How are archives and libraries different? 

• Items are often unique or rare in some way.
• Books/Documents cannot be checked out.
• Only pencils or laptops are allowed for note taking.
• No drinking (or eating) in an archive.
• Visitors may have to pay for copies.
• Taking photos may not be allowed. If photos are allowed, it is usually allowed only 

without the flash.
• Typically, visitors look at one book or one folder of loose items at a time.



What is an archivist?

• Most archivists have both a bachelors and 
masters degree or professional training in 
library & information science or a related field 
such as history.

• Archivists manage and organize historic 
records.

• Archivist make records accessible and focus on 
preserving records for as long as possible. Historic Record Center staff 2025



Archivists…

Make historical records  
accessible.

Example: Archivists will untie and flatten 
these records for better handling.

Digitize records.
Pictured: an example of a digitized record

Store historic materials in boxes or 
folders to assist in preserving them.

Create indexes so researchers know 
what is in the archives.



Get started: 
Pick an item

• Ideally, pick something that means something to you, 
but it doesn’t have to be significant.

• It can be a physical item or digital.

• Archives generally deal with papers or photographs, 
but it can be an object.

• Examples:

• A poem

• A certificate

• A photograph

• An email



After selecting an item, consider: 
*Recommended: write your answers down*

1. How was the item created?
2. How did you get the item? 
3. When was it made? 
4. Who made the item? 
5. Who was the item made for? 
6. How would you describe the item? 
7. Why is the item important?
8. Would you share this item with others? Why or why not?
9. If you did share it, how would you share it?
10. How would you preserve the item to make sure you could look at it again? 
11. Is there something you don’t know? How would you find out more? 

These are all things archivists think about! 



Why these questions?
The who, what, when, where, how help archivists to:

• Properly care for the item.

• Develop an understanding of the time the item was created. 

• Help other archivists identify and locate an item in the archives. 

• Assist an archives in determining whether they should take a new item into their 
collection or not. 

• Assist researchers in accessing and viewing the collection.

• Learn about the past.

Why should answers be written down? 
• Writing down the answers to the question help other archivists understand why 

the object is in the archives and the archive’s institutional history of ownership of 
the item.



Activity 2: With a friend or relative
1. Ask a friend or relative to share an item with you.

2. All the questions from the first activity apply. Additionally, think 
about the following:

3. What can you learn about the person from the item?

4. What questions do you have about the item or for the person?

5. If you were creating an archive, would this item be organized together or 
do you think they would be stored in separate places?  Why or why not? 



Activity 3: 
Visit An Archive
• Start by identifying archives near you

• Look at when they are open, how you would get there, 
and what they offer.

• Look at their website to see what items you would like to 
view when you visit. 

Tips:
• Use a pencil or laptop for notes.
• Handle materials with clean hands.
• Do not drink or eat near the archives. This helps to ensure 

materials don’t get wet or dirty and that bugs aren’t attracted 
to the archives.

• Review archive guidelines before visiting.

Washington D.C. Metro 
Area Archive Examples

• District of Columbia Archives

• Fairfax Circuit Court Historic Records Center

• George Mason University Special Collections and 
Archives 

• Library of Congress

• National Archives

• Virginia Room, Fairfax City Library
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