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OUR RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS

How do archivists introduce 
students to the power and potential 
of archives when all classes are 
conducted online and there is limited 
access to physical archival materials?

How do archivists and their faculty 
partners foster virtual community so 
that students can engage 
meaningfully with archival concepts?



OUR GOALS

• Center student identities and 
introduce the idea that archives 
are political and personal

• Introduce the concept of 
symbolic annihilation, as it 
manifests in the archive (Caswell)

• Keep this assignment and our 
facilitation rooted in engaged 
pedagogy (hooks)



ENGAGED 
PEDAGOGY

FROM BELL 
HOOKS’ 

TEACHING TO 
TRANSGRESS

“…progressive, holistic education, 
‘engaged pedagogy’ is more 
demanding that conventional critical or 
feminist pedagogy. For, unlike these two 
teaching practices, it emphasizes well-
being. That means that teacher must be 
actively committed to a process of self-
actualization that promotes their own 
well-being if they are to teach in a 
manner that empowers students.” 



THE PERSONAL ARCHIVE ASSIGNMENT
(PAA)

• First created for use in the fully-online (asynchronous) Fall 2020 Classroom

• Introductory-level Ethnic Studies classrooms

• Calls for students to explore their positionality

• In the present moment

• Within the larger scope of “History”

• Students create their own “Papers”

• Students identify and create metadata for 10 items

• Reflective prompts at Midterm and Final







RESULTS: 
EXAMPLES OF 

STUDENT 
WORK
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INSTRUCTOR EXAMPLE

“I never ask students to do 
an…assignment that I am not willing to do. 
My willingness to share, to put my 
thoughts and ideas out there, attests to 
the importance of putting thoughts out 
there, of moving past fear or shame. 
When we all take risks, we 
participate mutually in the work of 
creating a learning community” 

(hooks, Teaching Critical Thinking, 2009)



WHY WAS THIS ASSIGNMENT SO POWERFUL? 
(INSTRUCTOR PERSPECTIVE)

“The PAA pedagogy is transformative in the classroom. It creates student-centered 
communities that facilitate high order comprehension in the humanities and facilitates the 
difficult conversations so crucial to the work of cultural diversity classes.”

“I was stunned and gratified to find my Ethnic Studies 101 students in earnest conversation 
about questions of symbolic annihilation by the third week of the project. They recognized the 
importance of the term and used it in discussions elsewhere in the class; they were able to 
connect their work on the PAA to broad scholarly concerns in Comparative Ethnic Studies. In 
other words, work on the PAA elevated the level of comprehension and subsequent 
analysis in the class, within a very short amount of time. Further, the students reflected 
on their work in the PAA at the end of class. Almost unanimously, they were surprised and 
pleased to find themselves not only understanding terms like ‘metadata,’ but 
directly engaged in creating it.” 



WHY WAS THIS ASSIGNMENT SO POWERFUL? 
(STUDENT PERSPECTIVE)

“This assignment has help me understand more things about myself that I don't often think 
about. I was able to reflect on previous events, reflect on past memories, and how life has 
changed me physically and mentally throughout the years. I never really express how I feel 
about myself or view things and by doing this archive has made me more appreciative 
and accepting of myself and my environment. These archives or probably this whole 
course has helped me open up on things that I've been holding it in for a long time.”

“The assignment helped me understand myself more because I had to actually think and write 
about events that have happened in my life. The assignment helped me better understand 
what history is because I am writing the events of my life now, similarly to how 
other people have written about their lives at a given point in time. History is 
fascinating because everyone has different perspectives of events they have lived through and 
understanding those points of view are important in going forward and learning from history.”



HELPFUL RESOURCES
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• hooks, bell. Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom (1994)

• hooks, bell. Teaching Critical Thinking: Practical Wisdom (2009).
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