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A Letter to Future Community Partners 

Hello and welcome! 

We’re glad you found this book. We wanted to make sure this volume provided 
more than just stellar examples of partnerships with academic institutions. We 
also wanted to make sure it was useful to you. Unlike the rest of this book, this 
is the only time we’re going to speak directly to you as a potential community 
partner. These are the nuts and bolts of how to approach a partnership with 
academics and how to navigate this book. 

We identifed a few key questions that you might like answered before 
diving in: 

What is this book? 

This book is a collection of nine case studies about successful partnerships 
between community partners and academic institutions—but with a twist. 
Each of the partnerships also includes signifcant digital components both 
inside and outside of university and college classrooms. We think that together 
the examples demonstrate a cohesive practice of digital community engage
ment, or what we fondly refer to as DiCE. 

-

We didn’t just ask scholars to write about their projects; we asked them to 
include the voices and perspectives of their community partners. As a result, 
the majority of our chapters are co-authored, and in a variety of diferent 
ways. We hope that part is particularly useful. 

While we think the examples and advice from each of the contributors 
transcend all aspects of community engagement, the advice for the digital 
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components is particularly strong. We asked our authors to “lift the hood” 
to make the projects as easy to understand as possible. We live in a digital 
age but it’s not always clear what choices go into tool or platform selection, 
nor is it always clear how those choices will impact the community partners. 
The clarity with which our contributors write about their technology choices 
should better prepare you for when you enter into your own partnerships. 

How do partnerships form? 

Community partnerships typically form in three ways: 
1. the community approaches the scholars, 
2. the scholars approach the community, or 
3. the partnership grows out of a prior involvement. 

In all cases, however, the community should be a co-creator in shaping and 
defning the project. Here are some examples (in order): 

1. SNCC Digital Gateway: Veterans of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC), frustrated at the inaccurate representation of 
SNCC in academic texts, approached Duke University to create a 
digital project that centered veteran voices. 

2. People’s Archive of Police Violence in Cleveland: After police shot and killed 
Tamir Rice, a group of archivists from the national conference (which 
was meeting in Cleveland) approached local community groups to see 
if their skills could be used for social change. 

3. Remembering Rondo: Scholars at Macalester College reconstituted an old 
partnership with a local community organization, Rondo Avenue, Inc., 
to tell the history of African Americans and highway construction in St. 
Paul, Minnesota. 
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What are the steps in forming a partnership with academic 

institutions? 

It might seem daunting to approach a college or university and ask for help 
with your project. But at our core, most of us have come to this with a passion 
for local history and a desire to make a diference. We recommend starting by 
researching the institution as a whole and then narrowing down with whom 
you want to work through the following steps: 

Step 1: Research the college or university online. Look at the institution’s 
mission statement to see if they have a focus on community or civic engage
ment. If they do, use that to your advantage by stating how your organization 
or project idea fts with the institution’s mission. Even if they do not have an 
explicit statement, the chances are high that there are still plenty of faculty 
and staf willing to work with you. 

-

Step 2: Search online to see if the institution has a center for civic or com
munity engagement, or a dedicated staf member who responds to requests 
and ideas like yours. Not all institutions do, but they are great places to start 
because they’re trained in connecting you with the right people or partners 
and have a responsibility for supporting equitable, long-term, and mutually 
benefcial partnerships. 

-

Step 3: You can also reach out directly to an academic department or ofce, 
based on your initial ideas, topic themes, or desired outcomes. Do you need 
a map? Email or call the Geography Department. Would you like to create 
an archive? Email or call an archivist in the library. Even if the people you 
contact cannot help you, they likely know who can. 

What general advice do you have about working with academics? 

We have four main pieces of advice. The frst is about trust. We understand 
that you’re risking a lot bringing your project to an academic institution, par
ticularly if you are from a group historically marginalized by or within the 
academy. Academics are trying to feel out the partnership as much as you are. 

-
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Have a conversation about what a mutually benefcial relationship might look 
like; this is a key component of building trust. Start small and build on the 
relationship from that frst (we hope successful) project knowing that you can 
withdraw from the partnership at any time. Starting small also means that 
you won’t lose too much time or investment in case the partnership doesn’t 
work out. 

Second, establish a clear understanding of roles and responsibilities and 
a schedule of communication with your academic partner(s) early on. The 
conversations between community members and the scholar(s) are full of cre
ativity and generativity, and they will make your project better. More than 
that, a communication schedule keeps you accountable to each other as you 
work together to establish and meet deadlines. 

-

Third, have a conversation about digital sustainability before you start 
building the project. Ask questions such as: is this a small, fnite project, or 
part of a larger vision? For the latter, you may need to choose diferent tech
nologies. Ask about control over the data and the project once the partnership 
is complete. What is your maintenance agreement? This section of our intro
duction (see * on

-

-
 page 22) is particularly helpful for thinking through these 

and other questions. 
Last, higher education runs on diferent schedules from the real world. 

We generally defne time by semesters or quarters and if your partner is a pro
fessor, they might not be available in the summer. Some community engage
ment projects are tailor-made for the classroom, but some of our teaching 
schedules are determined up to two years in advance. Ask us up front about 
our timelines so we can think through how to best integrate your project and 
you can determine what works best for you. 

-
-

How do I use this book? 

Let the projects in this book inspire you! Partnerships in this book have formed 
in classrooms, stemmed from research agendas, and developed in response 
to institutional missions. There are some great ideas in this book, but they 
certainly aren’t the only options. 
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We recommend skipping the frst half of the introduction and getting 
straight to the good stuf: the summaries of all the projects in this collection 
(see * on page 17). Then you can pick and choose which ones seem most 
interesting to you. 

Since this volume is committed to the voice of our community partners, 
we encourage you to add yours as well. If you’re reading this online, you can 
join the conversation in the book by selecting sentences and passages, provid
ing commentary, or asking questions. If you’re reading this in print and really 
like a particular chapter, we suggest you go to the online version and read the 
conversations happening there too. 

-

We hope this book helps shape your future partnerships. Please let us 
know if you have any questions or concerns! 

Rebecca S. Wingo 
Jason A. Heppler 
Paul Schadewald 
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Introduction 

Rebecca S. Wingo, Jason A. Heppler, and Paul Schadewald 

We assembled this book because, when we needed this book, it did not exist. 
And yet, scholars across a variety of disciplines were already involved in 
community-engaged digital projects. How were they navigating the fragile 
relationships between communities and the academy? What aspects of com-
munity engagement change with the addition of digital components? How do 
communities change the technologies scholars choose? If we grouped these 
projects together, would there be something cohesive that might be called 
digital community engagement? 

We fondly refer to our volume as DiCE, our attempt at an acronym 
for digital community engagement that accidentally stuck. This volume is a 
series of nine curated case studies focusing on projects that emerged through 
the creative engagement of community partners with academic faculty, staf, 
and students. These partnerships formed in classrooms, through institutional 
initiatives, and as components of individual research agendas. We collected 
essays from scholars who co-authored with their community partners 
(wherever possible) to describe their projects, the digital components, and 
what made them successful and meaningful. The projects all take various 
shapes, form partnerships along diferent lines, include and defne “commu-
nity” in distinct ways, and utilize a host of digital tools. We believe that, when 
viewed as a whole, these exemplary projects form a cohesive practice. 
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What is DiCE? 

DiCE blends established digital humanities, public humanities, and commu
nity engagement practices. We recognize the importance of digital and public 
humanities broadly construed, grounded in many of the discussions, whether 
theoretical, practical, or pedagogical. We three editors, however, are trained 
as historians. We play to our strengths in this volume by drawing from the 
larger feld of digital and public humanities while situating ourselves more 
frmly in digital and public history. Our academic contributors are also pri
marily historians, but not exclusively so. Although we looked outside of our 
discipline, the projects we found most compelling were typically history-re
lated or otherwise examined change over time. This focus created greater 
cohesion for the projects described in this volume and helped us draw upon 
the vibrant conversations in history and related felds. 

-

-

-

Scholars in these felds are increasingly thinking about community 
engagement in the digital age. During the National Council on Public History’s 
annual meeting in 2017, a working group called “Meeting in the Middle: 
Community Engagement in a Digital World” assembled to discuss common 
issues in using digital methodologies when partnering with communities and 
using digital platforms to reach a wider public.1 The American Historical 
Association held its frst workshop on digital community engagement during 
the 2018 Getting Started in Digital History workshops. Imagining America, an 
organization that brings together scholars, students, and community partners, 
released a special issue of Public about digital civic engagement in 2018. Serge 
Noiret and Mark Tebeau are currently editing the Oxford Handbook of Digital 

Public History that includes a couple of chapters on community engagement 
and shared authority. 

Ours is the frst volume fully devoted to DiCE, but its exploratory 
(rather than defnitive) nature will perhaps raise more questions than it will 
answer. Even the three felds we draw upon—digital history, public history, 
and community engagement—have contested meanings and defnitions. The 
number of defnitions on “What is Digital Humanities?” alone is staggering 
(and occasionally quite poignant and funny). Rather than ofering yet another 
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defnition for either digital humanities or digital history, we instead want to 
highlight and embrace digital humanities’ potential for social change. In what 
we hope isn’t misguided optimism, we believe that digital humanities has the 
capacity to positively shape the study of the arts, culture, and social sciences. 
We believe it can do so while promoting inclusion, justice, and recovery with 
benefcial impact for communities. 

This element of the humanities, however, needs constant invigora
tion lest the feld become complacent, or worse, hidebound and irrelevant. 
Kathleen Woodward, citing Herbert Blau’s 1969 essay that “bursts with 
blooded thought [. . .] about participatory democracy in the wake of the 
student revolution,” argues that we need to “reclaim that sense of intellec
tual urgency.”

-

-
2 Gerald Early further explores this disciplinary tension in his 

article on the historical links between the humanities and social change: “At 
any given moment, [humanists] see themselves either as cultural gatecrashers 
and agents of radical social change or cultural gatekeepers and champions 
of tradition.”3 Digital humanists have built upon this analog work as they 
interrogate the power structures that undergird everything from individual 
technological choices to the feld writ large.4 These same choices in technol
ogy have implications for the communities involved, including ownership, 
sustainability, and reach. It is this civicly engaged current that shaped our 
selection of the included projects, as you’ll read in the chapters ahead. 

-

Public humanists increasingly sought the inclusion and participation of 
diverse voices in humanistic inquiry since the social and cultural turn of the 
1960s.5 More specifcally, public historians have actively invited the public 
to participate in history-making. Nina Simon’s The Participatory Museum is an 
inspired exploration of how museums across the globe are staying relevant in 
the twenty-frst century by developing scalable participatory experiences. Of 
particular note is Simon’s chapter on co-creating history with the public that 
describes the museum as a place for dialogue and community engagement, 
centered on the needs of the community itself.6 In a similar vein, the edited 
volume Letting Go?: Sharing Historical Authority in a User-Generated World probes 
what it means for museums and museum practitioners to share authority with 
the public in an increasingly complicated world.7 The popularity of the term 



Wingo_book.indb 10 15-Jun-20 9:41:48 PM 

10 Introduction 

“a shared authority” can be traced back to Michael Frisch’s book A Shared 

Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History. In this 
sweeping collection of essays, Frisch delves into the potential of treating the 
public as equal partners in history-making.8 

Given the works outlined above, it should come as no surprise that 
public and digital history have intertwining trajectories. This is not because 
publishing academic scholarship online calls upon some cosmic forces that 
merge the web and the ability to reach a wider public, and thus digital public 
history is born. Stommel succinctly states, “Doing public work is diferent 
from making academic work public. Available is not always accessible.”9 

Writing for the web requires a similar ability to communicate beyond the 
academy. Sheila Brennan also argues that “understanding audiences is not 
a skill most humanities scholars are taught in graduate school, but it is a key 
element for successful digital projects.”10 

Good communication skills aren’t the primary reason digital and public 
history can be a powerful pairing. Digital tools and platforms open oppor
tunities for public humanists who have, more often than not, been in the 
vanguard of the “digital turn.” Public digital humanities practitioners (espe
cially archivists and librarians) have always been one step (or more) ahead 
of traditional humanists in integrating digital tools and critically examining 
structures of information on the web.

-

-

11 Public historians specifcally, as Simon 
and the contributors to Letting Go? demonstrate, have the drive to experiment 
as they work to make good, relevant history. It was the insatiable curiosity of 
historians who experimented with the digital medium that forced a feld to 
grow around them.12 Incidentally, this is also what makes digital and public 
history so much fun. 

A few preeminent scholars have specifcally examined how the digital 
afects public history. As Sharon Leon argues, “to use fully the afordances of 
digital technologies, public historians have begun to shift the ways in which 
they work, organize and structure historical content, and engage with public 
audiences.”13 Leon reserves a section of her argument to specifcally address 
the web as a portal through which the public can engage with history as 
active participants, rather than just as passive consumers. This follows a shift 
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in the very infrastructure of the web itself, from “read” to “read-write.”14 The 
web generates exciting opportunities for public engagement outside of and in 
addition to traditional venues. 

In 2017, Stephen Robertson and Lincoln Mullen assembled twenty-fve 
prominent digital historians, including Leon and one of our editors ( Jason 
Heppler), to provide historians with the rationale and language to discuss 
digital scholarship in productive ways. The working group argues that one 
of the key diferences between digital public history and print narratives is 
that digital projects often “[incorporate] the sources themselves as a central 
element, which can allow for more analysis and engagement. They also often 
take advantage of the digital medium to incorporate non-textual sources as 
well as visual argumentation including graphs and maps.”15 Also included in 
Robertson and Mullen’s working group were Edward Ayers and William G. 
Thomas III, two authors of one of the frst web-based digital history projects. 
The Valley of the Shadow Project chronicled daily life in two counties, one north 
and one south of the Mason-Dixon line, in the Civil War. The project sought 
materials and other ephemera from local community members (as well as 
archives, libraries, and museums) to contribute to the digital archive. 

That’s right. Digital projects involved community from its earliest days. 
And it is with the intersection of digital and public humanities and 

history in mind that we turn our attention to the “community engagement” 
portion of DiCE. Communities commonly defne themselves through three 
facets: shared demography, experiences/interests, and geography. Community 
exhibits itself, as Benedict Anderson once wrote, as a “deep, horizontal com
radeship” that binds groups of people together.

-
16 In the pages ahead, our 

communities fnd themselves in shifting Venn diagrams of these facets. For 
example, the predominantly African American community of Rondo in St. 
Paul, Minnesota, defnes itself through demography and geography, but also 
a shared fracture of that community by a concrete freeway bifurcating its 
neighborhood. The people of La Crosse, Wisconsin, share a statue with a con
troversial history even as its collective historical memory remains contested. 
This three-pronged defnition of community, as these examples indicate, is 
fairly common throughout our volume. 

-
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We also observed an exciting trend in our collection: some projects used 
digital tools to bring together a community that did not previously recog
nize themselves as such. One of Amy Sullivan’s projects brought together 
harm reduction workers in Minneapolis active in the 1980s via social media. 
Sullivan’s event included people who organized the country’s frst women-fo
cused needle exchange programs, among others. In so doing, the participants 
realized that they formed a broader community of harm reduction specialists; 
they comprised an important local and national history of which they didn’t 
even know they were a part. Similarly, James Connolly and Patrick Collier 
maintain an online collection of daily diaries from residents of Muncie, 
Indiana. The diarists submit and interact with each others’ entries anony
mously. They form a virtual community and have never met in person—that 
they know of, anyway.

-

-

-

17 We don’t have a crystal ball, but we suspect that 
many more academic projects will explore this type of community formation 
in the future. 

When we use the term “community engagement,” we refer to reciprocal 
(rather than extractive) academic collaborations with communities where 
each side is accountable to a project. This is akin to the fne distinction Frisch 
makes between “shared authority” and “a shared authority”; the former 
implies that historians have authority that they may deign to share, while 
the latter is built upon equal meaning-making by its very defnition.18 Simon 
likewise distinguishes between co-creation and collaboration: “Co-creative 
projects originate in partnership with participants rather than based solely 
on institutional goals.” She continues, “While co-creative and collaborative 
processes are often quite similar, co-creative projects start with community 
as well as institutional needs.”19 Our decision to include or exclude a project 
from this volume typically fell along this line: are the projects built with com
munities, or for communities?

-
20 We sought projects for this volume that did 

not just provide venues through which community voices are heard, but that 
actively sought their equal co-creation. 

Community-engaged practice is closely aligned with the goals and 
methods of civic engagement and civic tech, or the creation of tools “to improve 
public life.”21 Supporting our belief that the powers of digital humanities can 
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be wielded for good, a major goal of civic engagement projects is to efect 
positive social change in a variety of ways, such as by infuencing public policy 
or contributing expertise or labor to a community organization. Efecting 
broader social change is not a necessary outcome for DiCE projects, though, 
as our projects demonstrate, it may indeed be an outcome. 

Similarly, DiCE projects often draw upon the approaches and values 
developed in the feld of academic civic engagement, which encompasses 
community-based research, place-based engagement, public scholarship, and 
service learning or community-based learning. Over the past three decades, 
higher education networks and consortia such as the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities, Bringing Theory to Practice, Campus Compact, 
the Corella and Bertram F. Bonner Foundation, Imagining America, and 
Project Pericles have advanced the institutionalization of civic engagement 
on individual campuses and advocated for the importance of the civic mission 
in higher education. By drawing together practitioners, these networks have 
supported pedagogies focused on student development and learning through 
mutually benefcial campus-community partnerships and the valuing of 
engagement as components of faculty scholarship and work.22 Scholars and 
leaders in the feld have increasingly raised questions of equity in engaged 
practices and advocated for projects that are co-created with community 
stakeholders.23 

While higher education’s civic engagement mission provides broader 
frameworks for considering student development, campus-community collab
orations, and faculty work, it rarely takes into account digital methodologies. 
Though student involvement is not mandatory in DiCE projects (and only 
half of the projects highlighted in this book have it), we believe that DiCE is, 
at least in part, an extension of the academic civic engagement movement. 

-

It fgures that digital and public history scholars have something to 
say about community engagement. “The public digital humanities starts 
with humans, not technologies or tools,” Stommel notes. “[Its] terrain must 
be continuously co-constructed. There is no place within the public digital 
humanities for exclusion or anti-intellectualism. No place for hierarchies. . .”24 

The Arguing with Digital History working group also focused on the ethical 
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considerations of community-engaged practice. Emphasizing community 
authority, they argue that “historians working with communities have an 
obligation to engage with those communities on their own terms.”25 In Debates 

in the Digital Humanities, Wendy Hsu addresses the potential power of com-
munity knowledge by asserting that when scholars practice listening, they can 
“learn from the public,” and that when we do, we can yield a “more efca-
cious and engaged public humanities work.” She ends the chapter with a plea: 
“Humanists, I urge you to leverage your knowledge of the digital as a tool of 
community building. Working, listening, and making in proximity with com-
munities will bring us closer to the co-imagination of a socially just world.”26 

As the tone in all these works indicates, digital and public history schol-
arship about community-engaged practice has primarily been geared toward 
practitioners in the feld. In large part, these works have focused on driving 
questions and practical information for public historians as they pursue com-
munity-engaged work. These publications are certainly important; however, 
we need to shift the conversation of DiCE back to the community. 

Where our collection seeks to intervene is by exploring the impact of 
technology on community engagement from the perspective of academics and 
the communities we serve. Our volume tries to reverse the typical practice of 
talking about communities by talking with communities. We examine the ways 
that technology has empowered communities, promoted collaboration, con-
structed or collapsed barriers, and sparked new dialogue. We believe the case 
studies in this volume raise important questions for the broader civic engage-
ment movement and public digital humanities felds: Who benefts from the 
digital projects and the knowledge they produce, and how? Who owns them? 
How does DiCE impact the benefts and risks to communities when they 
partner with the academy? What are the pedagogical implications? How can 
physical and digital projects compliment each other? 

About this Volume 

Before we introduce each chapter, we want to call attention to a few overarch-
ing themes of this volume. First, we argue that digital engagement may help 
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reinvigorate humanities felds such as history, but it must do so in ways that 
contribute to the community and minimize risk. From the position of a histo
rian, William G. Thomas III astutely remarked over ten years ago, “The Web 
2.0 movement might allow historians and the public to make history together 
rather than separately. The professional barriers are signifcant, but our pro
fessional relevance is also at stake in the digital age.”

-

-
27 Given the sharp decline 

in humanities majors over the past decade, we think Thomas was correct 
in his assessment that humanists need to actively assert their relevance.28 

Community engagement is certainly one way to do that, but communities 
aren’t here to save our disciplines. As Wingo asserts in a later chapter, “com
munities aren’t an endless supply of generosity that scholars can mine at will 
with no reciprocity or compensation.”

-

29 Communities typically have more 
of a stake in the projects than their academic partners. Fruitful partnerships 
between communities and the academy help pave the way for digital projects 
that provide access to community sources while also enabling communities to 
act as archivists, curators, and experts themselves.30 

Towards that end, our academic contributors made every efort to 
include their community partners as co-creators in their chapters as well as 
in the projects they describe. This looks diferent in each chapter, taking the 
form of full-fedged co-authorship, interviews, devoted written sections or 
vignettes, and solicited feedback. Although we privilege digital community 
engagement, we would not want to promote the idea that such projects are 
entirely digital. The labor involved includes countless hours of face-to-face 
time that are often unbound from the quarter, semester, or academic year. 
The amount of time spent in church basements, at powwows, at community 
centers, in neighborhoods, and in living rooms is an essential ingredient of 
co-creation and trust-building. In other words, our contributors keep their 
focus on people, not technology. 

Second, our volume is not all-encompassing. We are missing import
ant voices among Indigenous peoples, disability studies, and Queer studies, 
among others. We also recognize that our chapters are American-focused and 
that there is a growing interest in facilitating international public history con
versations.

-

-
31 These voices are not absent for lack of trying. The academy often 
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overburdens those engaged with undervalued public scholarship and com-
munities. Some of the people we asked could not participate for any variety 
of reasons, knowing that they had to balance contributions to this book with 
other commitments. 

We also recognize that these and other communities with whom we 
partner could become targets of harassment in a digital environment where 
doxxing, cyberbullying, surveillance, threats of, or actual, violence, racism, 
sexism, and bigotry are sadly prevalent. We hope that does not dissuade poten-
tial partners and institutions from working together to carve out safe spaces 
to co-produce compelling projects. The choice of digital tools and approaches 
to partnerships should always refect mindfulness concerning privacy and 
harassment. Some of these issues are addressed in the pages ahead. 

Third, academic-community partnerships often navigate complicated 
imbalances of power, particularly if the academic collaborators are white and 
the communities with whom they partner are marginalized or underrepre-
sented. Since there is no universal code of collaborative conduct, we asked 
the contributors to address how they adapted their partnerships to refect a 
more egalitarian practice. Each negotiation of power happens on an individ-
ual basis and is often contingent on the people involved. We hope that the 
examples to come will at least provide some insight into successful practices. 

Furthermore, public scholarship in general is undervalued in the 
academy. For non-tenure-track faculty, librarians, practitioners, and staf, this 
type of labor is often conducted outside of their assigned duties. Some places 
have institutionalized community engagement as part of their mission; others 
have not. The academy rarely afords these scholars the security and remu-
neration needed to advance their projects and careers. Speaking to tenure 
and promotion specifcally, a joint white paper by the American Historical 
Association, Organization of American Historians, and National Council 
on Public History has noted that community engagement—“a vital compo-
nent of public history”—is largely “relegated to the undervalued category of 
service.” The efect is that public historians take on a larger workload. To 
remain engaged in the feld they must remain publicly engaged scholars, yet 
their promotion is largely judged on the basis of traditional publications.32 
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Women often bear the brunt of this undervaluation. They have taken 
on key leadership roles in digital public history and community engagement 
projects (indeed, most of our contributors are women), yet that labor is still 
undervalued by professional structures. While we know that women are 
under-cited across academic felds, the same structures in academic labor also 
slow the advancement of women and fail to recognize contributions, lead
ership, and innovation.

-
33 These structures, labor, and prestige will require 

continual work and revision. 
* The nine DiCE projects that follow refect a diversity of topics and forms 

of academic-community collaborations. They share common struggles with 
central issues such as how to establish generative relationships, support shared 
authority, and fnd ways to sustain projects through uncertain economic and 
political moments. DiCE projects emerge in academic courses, as the product 
of individual professors’ activism or research projects, or in alliances formed 
by entities such as libraries and archives both attached to and detached from 
the academy. The DiCE projects featured in this book all reconstitute or 
amplify voices otherwise marginalized or silenced in history and the present. 
We believe that academics and communities can learn from each others’ 
methodologies, and have assembled a collection of inspiring chapters that 
share a common commitment to co-creative collaborations. 

We open with what is perhaps the most seamless co-authorship rep
resented in the book: the SNCC Digital Gateway. The Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), formed in the 1960s as a multiracial grass
roots activist movement, focused on Black voter registration in the American 
South. SNCC veterans were frustrated by the academy’s Great Man focus 
for a movement that rejected the top-down approach to leadership and 
actively invited women to participate. In 2013, they did something brave: 
they approached Duke University Libraries and the Center for Documentary 
Studies and asked them to help tell a diferent story. The result was the SNCC 

Digital Gateway, a web portal with SNCC artifacts, interviews with veterans, 
and modern resources for other activist organizers. Part of their funding stip
ulated that one of the deliverables be a document about the collaboration. 
Karlyn Forner, the project manager, introduces the collaborative document 

-

-

-
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in Chapter 1, and the remainder is a guide to the successful partnership, 
co-authored by sixteen community and campus partners. 

Chapter 2 features the People’s Archive of Police Violence in Cleveland 

(PAPVC). In November  2014, Cleveland police ofcer Timothy Loehmann 
shot and killed Tamir Rice, a twelve-year-old Black youth. The following 
August, the Society of American Archivists convened in Cleveland for their 
annual conference, among them Melissa Hubbard, who, along with others, 
approached community groups seeking justice and the prevention of future 
violence to document police violence in the northern Ohio city. Unlike the 
SNCC Digital Gateway and many of the other projects in this volume, the PAPVC 

is freestanding, unattached to any academic institution. It is an anomaly in 
our collection. Hubbard explores the ethics of creating the archive, issues of 
ownership, and positionality. The Cleveland community partners involved in 
the PAPVC are the exact audience the SNCC Digital Gateway hopes to serve. 

The three chapters that follow all center around a shared methodology: 
the History Harvest. The History Harvest is a pedagogically driven commu
nity digitization event in which community participants bring their items 
of signifcance for contribution to a digital archive. Chapter 3 examines the 
partnership between Rebecca Wingo, her students at Macalester College, 
and the Rondo community. In the late 1960s, the twin cities of Minneapolis 
and St. Paul weaponized interstate construction by building a highway 
through the central business district of a predominantly Black community 
called Rondo. Marvin R. Anderson, the co-founder of Rondo Avenue, Inc., 
spent the better part of ffty years fghting for recognition for what happened 
to his community. The partnership between Wingo and Anderson resulted in 
a three-year collaboration producing the Remembering Rondo History Harvest, 
the co-creation of panels for the Rondo Commemorative Plaza, and an 
internship on the RCR project that seeks to build a land bridge over the 
highway. The depth of the partnership (and ultimately friendship) between 
Anderson and Wingo demonstrates the value of longevity in community 
engagement—when scholars and communities focus on broader goals rather 
than singular points of engagement, the sky’s the limit on the types of projects 
that can follow. 

-
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The fexibility of the History Harvest is one of its strengths. Chapter 4 
discusses the same methodology, reimagined and reshaped to ft the histor
ically Black Antioch A.M.E. Church northeast of Atlanta. In this chapter, 
co-authors Julia Brock, Elayne Washington Hunter, Robin Morris, and 
Shaneé Murrain discuss their variation on the History Harvest with the 
Antioch A.M.E. Church. As with Rondo, the production of the archive 
produced generative conversations and served as a mechanism by which the 
archive actually became secondary to developing a long-standing partnership 
between the congregation and the collaborators at the University of West 
Georgia and Agnes Scott College. The partners involved are still negotiating 
and navigating community needs. 

-

Chapter 5 explores the History Harvest as an instrument for mean
ing-making. Amy Sullivan, a collaborator on the frst Rondo History Harvest, 
turned the model toward her own research. She and her students hosted what 
can only be described as two overdue reunions, one between harm reduc
tion specialists active in Minneapolis in the 1980s, and the other between 
Oklahoma Girl Scouts cut of from one another and their camp after the 
murder and sexual assault of three campers in 1977. Both groups experi
enced extreme trauma and silencing. What’s genuinely compelling about 
Sullivan’s application of the History Harvest, however, is that she reconsti
tuted these powerful groups via digital means. As previously mentioned, the 
harm reduction activists and advocates in Minneapolis did not even recognize 
their role in the history of harm reduction until Sullivan assembled them for 
the Harvest. Likewise, the Girl Scouts knew they were part of a signifcant 
story but were never aforded an opportunity to share and document their 
experiences. They sufered their PTSD alone, until Sullivan used a Facebook 
group to bring former campers together in Oklahoma. Campers few in from 
all over the country to attend the reunion. The furthest was from Oregon. 

-

-

-

-

The project featured in Chapter 6, Everyday Life in Middletown (EDLM), 
also used digital means to form their communities. In EDLM, Patrick Collier 
and James Connolly at Ball State University follow up on Middletown Studies, 
founded in Muncie, Indiana, in 1929. Based on the British theory of Mass 
Observation, the project seeks (and historically sought) to record the minutiae 
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of the daily life of ordinary American citizens by soliciting diaries. EDLM’s 
diarists are anonymous and their work is screened for any information that 
may reveal their identities. Diaries interact with each other anonymously as 
well, sparking conversations across race, gender, and socioeconomic status 
that may not otherwise occur. The project site is a searchable digital archive 
of day diaries that includes visualization tools developed by the project team 
to produce accessible textual analysis. While EDLM is place-based in Muncie, 
Collier and Connolly hope to export the model to other communities. 

Chapter 7 counters another form of invisibility—the Invisible Project 

is a placed-based collection of digital stories designed to raise awareness 
about homelessness in Porter County, Indiana. The project is the result of a 
partnership between two Valparaiso University professors, Allison Schuette 
and Elizabeth Wuerfel (Departments of English and Art, respectively), and 
Megan Telligman, the then-coordinator of the Porter County Museum (now 
at Indiana Humanities). Together with Valparaiso students, the team created 
a hybrid project that combined the searchable online archive of digital stories, 
art, and infographics with a travelling exhibition that toured the county, and 
audio spotlights on public radio. The authors address the ethics of telling the 
stories of homelessness when it carries so much stigma. They navigate this in 
a variety of ways, including giving fnal say concerning publishing the edited 
stories to the individuals interviewed. Local advocates later used the project to 
infuence the mayor’s decision to build new afordable housing. 

The next project, Hear, Here, also signifcantly infuenced public policy 
in La Crosse, Wisconsin, when it contributed to the retirement of a large, 
caricaturish statue of a Native American located on sacred Ho-Chunk lands. 
Hear, Here is a pedagogical oral history project produced by Ariel Beaujot, 
a history professor at the University of Wisconsin–La Crosse. The project’s 
main interface is a series of signs posted around downtown La Crosse inviting 
passersby to call a phone number and listen to a place-based oral history; the 
caller is then invited to contribute their own story. Beaujot and her students 
actively partnered with local community organizations to amplify the voices 
of marginalized communities in La Crosse, once a “sundown town.” There 
is a web portal with archived stories, a contribution hub, and a sample 
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curriculum for expansion of the project into other classrooms and cities. As 
the project collected stories, Beaujot noticed a confuence around a downtown 
statue called “Hiawatha.” She then sought out story contributors and local 
activist groups to see how her project, students, and skills as a historian might 
be useful. The statue is slated for relocation to private property away from La 
Crosse’s historic downtown. 

Wrapping up the volume, Aubrey Thompson, a staf member at the 
University of California, Davis, and Ildi Carlisle-Cummins of the California 
Institute for Rural Studies refect on the lessons they learned while collabo
rating to research and produce the podcast episode “There’s Nothing More 
Californian than Ketchup,” which explores the controversial history of the 
mechanical tomato harvester. The fruits of their collaboration became the 
frst podcast of the California Institute for Rural Studies’ Cal Ag Roots project, 
which “puts historical roots under current California food and farming change 
movements by telling the story of California agricultural development in inno
vative, useful and relevant ways.” Their chapter includes text and audio con
versations between the two collaborators about how their research attempted 
to bridge the campus-community divide while drawing on academic and 
community knowledge to provide historical background on contemporary 
agricultural issues. The authors grapple with their own positions as scholars 
and advocates and the institutional responsibility of UC Davis in the creation 
of the tomato harvester, which made California’s Central Valley the center 
of U.S. tomato production but also concentrated farm production and put 
farmer laborers out of work. 

-

-
-

In addition to the campus-community collaborations highlighted in 
these chapters, DiCE projects often require campus collaboration among 
faculty, archivists, librarians, technology specialists, and civic engagement 
professionals to create ethical, efective, and sustainable projects. These 
campus collaborations must overcome institutional silos, diferent reporting 
structures, and systems that may not sufciently recognize the often-invisible 
labor that academic staf contribute behind the scenes. For example, civic 
engagement staf can facilitate projects that build on existing partnerships, 
train class-based projects in ethical engagement, and nurture community 
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relationships after individual class projects have ended. Archivists and librar
ians too consider ways to maintain projects and make them accessible for 
stakeholders beyond the boundaries of a course. Successful campus collabo
rations draw upon the assets of higher education for community beneft and 
help higher education institutions fulfll their civic missions. 

-

-

* As we noted previously, DiCE is a blending of digital public human
ities and community engagement practices. But what exactly does the digital 
change about community engagement? Primarily, it asks new questions about 
our technological choices, the ownership of digital material, the sustainability 
of the technology chosen for a project, and access to funding. While books 
have a well-defned path for preservation, digital products do not. One only 
needs to look as far as Myspace and its accidental deletion of twelve years 
of music produced by its community to see the fragility of digital material.

-

34 

There are both up-front and long-term decisions to be made about infra
structure, tools, platforms, and frameworks, as well as ease of use, for diferent 
technology options. Choices about infrastructure, like any aspect of a DiCE 
project, require input from the community. Such projects need to meet com
munity members where they are—whether that engages ease of use, capabili
ties that can take into account things like language or culture, or accessibility. 
Such choices also mean determining who becomes responsible for a project’s 
long-term access and preservation, among academic staf and community 
members, as well as funding sources. Despite the internet’s seeming ubiquity 
and easy access, the “cloud” has monetary and labor costs that are borne by 
institutions, projects, and people. Similar to any digital humanities project, 
such choices must be thought through; what changes is that those decisions 
are coordinated with the community. 

-

-
-

It is equally signifcant that there are some aspects of community engage
ment that do not change with the addition of the digital. Digital technologies 
do not change the need to decenter the academy by placing the community’s 
own knowledge and questions at the fore, which opens the opportunity for 
genuine co-creation.

-

35 Poorly conceived, however, a digital project may ofer 
a substandard substitute for real engagement—a form of distancing rather 
than creating relationships across diference. Digital technologies also do not 
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change the need to take deliberate steps to earn community trust, built at the 
speed of the community. This is an organic process of face-to-face contact, 
transparency, and open communication, as well as a healthy mixture of struc
tured and informal engagement (regular check-ins and attendance at commu
nity functions). In the best-case scenario, stakeholders legitimately enjoy one 
another, and these small encounters can build up to larger successes. 

-
-

It’s past time for a volume of this nature, and we hope the examples to 
follow inspire new projects that advance the conversations about community 
engagement in the digital age. Community members have the most at stake 
in the success of the project. Their inclusion in this volume is essential—their 
voices, their willingness to trust academic institutions, their comfort with 
sharing stories, and their eagerness to co-create form the backbone of any 
DiCE project. We’ve tried to reciprocate their time, trust, and eforts by pub
lishing this volume as an open access book, which we hope, in some small 
way, reduces potential barriers between our work and those we seek to serve. 
Like other forms of academic-community partnerships, digital community 
engagement can be either empowering or disempowering. We do this for our 
partners and those partners to come. 

-
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Learn from the Past, Organize for the Future 

Building the SNCC Digital Gateway 

Geri Augusto, Molly Bragg, Bill Chafe, Charles Cobb, Courtland Cox, 
Emilye Crosby, Kaley Deal, Karlyn Forner, John Gartell, Wesley Hogan, 

Hasan Kwame Jefries, Jennifer Lawson, Naomi Nelson, Judy Richardson, 
Will Sexton, and Timothy Tyson 

Introduction 

Karlyn Forner 

It’s one thing—I’m thinking from the university or institutional perspective—to 
consult with community people or movement veterans or activists. It’s another 
thing to have them actually participating in it in an equitable way on ownership 
and decision-making and content. 

—Charlie Cobb, SNCC veteran 

There were times when this project slowed down because [the SNCC veterans] did 
not respond quickly enough. Because [the university partners] would do nothing 
until we said what we had to say, commented on it, directed it, do whatever we 
had to do. When they said scholar activists, they mean that in the fullest sense of 
the word. 

—Judy Richardson, SNCC veteran 

What makes this unique is not just the relationships with each other but the telling 
the history from the inside out and bottom up. We all know that it is not the norm. 

—Courtland Cox, SNCC veteran 

While there exists a rich body of literature about public history and shared authority, 

this chapter does not cite it. Instead, the collaboration between SNCC veterans, scholars, 

and archivists grew out of lived experience, as well as a collective willingness to try some

thing and see it through. As Naomi Nelson, director of Duke University’s Rubenstein 

Library, explained, “the ‘literature’ we consulted was not formal historiography, but the 

-
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lived history of the Movement, the transfer of informational wealth from community 

organizers, and the hard-won insight of the movement veterans.” The experiences of 

the movement veterans, scholars of grassroots organizing, and archivists committed to 

accountability framed the collaboration and guided the project through the challenges 

and opportunities along the way.1 

In 2013 the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) Legacy 
Project, the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke University (CDS), and 
Duke University Libraries (DUL) formed a partnership to chronicle SNCC’s 
historic struggles for voting rights and to develop ongoing programs that 
could contribute to a more civil and inclusive democracy in the 21st century. 

During the 1960s, SNCC (pronounced “snick”) became the cutting 
edge of the direct-action Civil Rights Movement, focusing on both political 
freedom and equal economic opportunity. SNCC was the only national, 
Southern-based civil rights organization begun and led primarily by young 
people. Its full-time student workers, “feld secretaries,” worked with local 
Black communities to help them organize and take control of their own lives. 
As SNCC activist and SNCC Legacy Project (SLP) member, Charlie Cobb, 
explained: 

At a deeper level than the immediate political concern with voter regis
tration, SNCC’s work was also about cultivating new local leadership and 
reinforcing existing local leadership. SNCC feld secretaries did not see 
themselves as community leaders but as community organizers, a distinc
tion that empowered local participants by reinforcing the idea at the heart 
of SNCC’s work in every project that “local people” could and should take 
control of their own lives. 

-

-

Movement veterans formed the SNCC Legacy Project in 2010 to preserve the 
history of SNCC’s grassroots organizing work and to assist today’s educators, 
activists, and students in ongoing struggles for self-determination, justice, and 
democracy. Three years later, SLP formed a partnership with Duke University 
that brought together SNCC veterans, noted civil rights scholars, library pro
fessionals, and students in a multi-faceted, multi-year project that sought to 
change the normative story of the Civil Rights Movement. The people sitting 

-
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Figure 1.1: SNCC Digital Gateway Project Partners (from left to right); frst row: Will 
Sexton (DUL), John Gartrell (DUL), Wesley Hogan (CDS), Karlyn Forner (DUL); 
second row: Jennifer Lawson (SLP), Geri Augusto (SLP), Charlie Cobb (SLP), Emilye 
Crosby (SUNY Geneseo), Judy Richardson (SLP), Hasan Kwame Jefries (The Ohio 
State University); back row: Courtland Cox (SLP), Molly Bragg (DUL), Naomi Nelson 
(DUL), and William Chafe (CDS). Courtesy of the Center for Documentary Studies 
and the SNCC Digital Gateway Project. 

at the table shared a common vision. They wanted to tell the story of SNCC’s 
organizing from the bottom up and inside out—exploring SNCC’s thinking 
and how their work at the grassroots afected how people organized to change 
history—and to make SNCC materials more widely accessible to students, 
teachers, activists, and citizens. “At the frst meeting, we didn’t even know 
where it could lead and what it could be, but there was that willingness and 
that interest and the trust,” SNCC veteran Jennifer Lawson explained. 

The collaboration’s pilot website, One Person, One Vote: The Legacy of SNCC 

and the Fight for Voting Rights, launched in March 2015, and thanks to support 
from a three-year grant from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, the project 
partners were able to expand that work into the SNCC Digital Gateway website. 

The SNCC Digital Gateway tells the story of how young activists in SNCC 
united with local people in the Deep South to build a grassroots movement 
for change. It unveils the inner workings and thinking of SNCC as an 
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organization by examining how it coordinated sit-ins and Freedom Schools, 
voter registration and economic cooperatives, and anti-draft protests and 
international solidarity struggles. Profles highlight individuals’ contributions 
to the Movement; a timeline traces the evolution of SNCC’s organizing; 
“Inside SNCC” pages delve into SNCC’s internal organization; and a map 
highlights important sites of organizing. 

Figure 1.2: Contemporary and veteran activists in conversation at the “Arts and Culture 
in the Movement” breakout session at the closing events of the SNCC Digital Gateway 
project at North Carolina Central University in Durham, North Carolina, March 24, 
2018. Photograph by Kim Johnson. Courtesy of the SNCC Digital Gateway Project. 

During all phases of the project, SNCC partners have been central in 
shaping the telling of SNCC’s story. They have worked collaboratively with 
historians of the Movement, archivists, project staf, and students to weave 
together grassroots stories and primary source material and create new mul
timedia productions that illuminate this history for new generations. The per
spectives of the activists are front and center throughout the website. In the 
“Our Voices” section, veteran activists explain important themes and ideas 
from SNCC’s history in their own voices. The “Today” section then ties this 

-
-
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history to the present, featuring contemporary activists’ refections on how 
SNCC’s organizing informs their struggles today. 

Beyond telling history from the inside out and the bottom up, the SNCC 
Legacy Project and Duke also sought to create a replicable model for part
nerships between activists and scholars. Collaborations between activists 
and universities have a long, fraught history. “For SNCC, it’s not unusual 
for people to misuse what we have done for purposes that go in another 
direction,” SNCC veteran and SLP president Courtland Cox explained. A 
pattern of exploitive relationships with elite white institutions and scholars 
had created deep distrust among SNCC veterans. 

-

To make their eforts transparent and of potential use to others, partners 
from SLP and Duke set out to formally document what made their collabo
ration between activists and the academy work. What follows is a working 
paper collaboratively written by sixteen partners of the SNCC Digital Gateway 

project. It lays out what project partners found to be the essential components 
for a successful partnership, one that’s built on equitable relationships, mutual 
respect, trust, and a common vision. Copies of this working paper, as well as 
the longer unabridged version, can be found in the “Resources” section of the 
SNCC Digital Gateway website. 

-

Figure 1.3: SNCC Digital Gateway logo. Courtesy of the SNCC Digital Gateway Project. 
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Building Partnerships Between Activists & the Academy 

This working paper was collaboratively written by the partners of the SNCC 
Digital Gateway project, including: Geri Augusto (SLP), Molly Bragg (DUL), 
Bill Chafe (CDS), Charles Cobb (SLP), Courtland Cox (SLP), Emilye Crosby 
(SUNY Geneseo), Kaley Deal (project coordinator), Karlyn Forner (project 
manager), John Gartell (DUL), Wesley Hogan (CDS), Hasan Kwame Jefries 
(The Ohio State University), Jennifer Lawson (SLP), Naomi Nelson (DUL), 
Judy Richardson (SLP), Will Sexton (DUL), and Timothy Tyson (CDS) 

Project Partners 

It’s possible, with the right people and the right place, to make things happen that 
otherwise cannot happen. 
—Bill Chafe, founder of the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke University 

Activist Partners 

Are organized. 

The SNCC Legacy Project was established in 2010, following the 50th anni
versary conference celebrating SNCC’s founding. Within six months, the orga
nization had a governing board, its own 501(c)(3) status, and the support of a 
signifcant number of SNCC veterans. Its mission was to preserve the history 
of SNCC’s work and to assist today’s scholars, activists, and organizers in 
continuing the struggle for human and civil rights. The SLP’s 501(c)(3) status 
gave it an institutional equivalency in the partnership with Duke University 
Libraries and the Center for Documentary Studies. SLP had established 
ways to solicit feedback from SNCC veterans and could make decisions as 
an organization. As a legal entity, SLP could enter into agreements with the 
university, own copyright, etc. 

-
-
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Have a clear purpose but are fexible on the means. 

It was essential that the SNCC Legacy Project was clear and united regarding 
the purpose of and vision for the project. One of SLP’s major objectives was to 
create new works to interpret and provide fresh perspectives on SNCC’s ideas 
and experiences for a twenty-frst century audience. Before entering into a 
partnership with Duke, the SLP Board had developed proposals for diferent 
ways to tell SNCC’s history from the perspective of the activists themselves 
and how to pass their “informational wealth” on to subsequent generations. 
They brought this prior work into partnership with Duke. While SLP was 
clear on vision, they were also fexible about the means of carrying it out and 
embraced new opportunities that presented themselves throughout the course 
of the project. 

Have strong relationships around which to marshal support. 

Many movement veterans distrusted scholars. Too many, they felt, had 
failed to include the perspectives of the activists and gotten the story of the 
Movement wrong. Elite universities also had a long history of exploitive rela
tionships with activists. “There was a lot of suspicion among members of our 
[SLP] Board about Duke and this relationship and questions of ownership 
and all of this,” SNCC veteran Charlie Cobb explained. The SLP partners 
who were working with Duke needed to demonstrate to their board members, 
as well as the broader community of SNCC veterans, how the collaboration 
would be equitable and would get a more authentic telling of SNCC’s story 
to a wider audience. SLP partners drew on the strong relationships that had 
developed within SNCC to marshal support as well as to diligently represent 
the interests of SNCC veterans throughout the collaboration. These eforts 
became easier as the project produced tangible work that won the approval 
of SNCC veterans. 

-
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Figure 1.4: Naomi Nelson (DUL), Bruce Hartford (SLP), and Courtland Cox (SLP) at 
the collaboration’s frst meeting at Duke University, November 2013. Courtesy of the 
SNCC Digital Gateway Project. 

University Partners 

Have a history of valuing the stories of everyday people. 

Beginning in the 1970s, the Duke Oral History Program had trained a 
generation of scholars that valued the voices of ordinary people and pushed 
the boundaries of what kinds of stories could be told. Over four decades, it 
produced forty-fve Ph.D.s. Nearly thirty of their dissertations on grassroots 
activism were published, and eighteen of these won national book prizes, 
helping to change, signifcantly, the way historians write about the Civil 
Rights Movement. The program’s commitment to everyday people in many 
ways paralleled SNCC’s approach to grassroots organizing. Over time, its 
success created leverage and support in the university, which eventually led 
to the founding of the Center for Documentary Studies in 1989. By the time 
the SNCC Legacy Project approached scholars and librarians at Duke about 
a partnership, there was a strong base of people and institutions committed to 
local movement studies, as well as a favorable environment within the univer
sity for a project of this kind. 

-

Have institutional will. 

The SNCC Legacy Project found institutional will within Duke University 
in the form of people who were willing to commit to the project. Support 
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from Naomi Nelson, the director of the David M. Rubenstein Rare Book 
& Manuscript Library; Wesley Hogan, the director of the Center for 
Documentary Studies; and William Chafe, founder of the Duke Oral History 
Program and the Center for Documentary Studies, and a former dean of 
Duke’s Trinity College of Arts & Sciences, was essential in getting the project 
of the ground. They believed in the vision of the project, but more important, 
they were willing to put in the time and energy to bring that vision to fruition. 
Working together, they secured funds for the initial project and mobilized 
resources within their respective institutions, which was possible because the 
project aligned with the university’s mission and programmatic goals. 

Are fexible. 

By entering into the collaboration with activists, university partners demon
strated an openness to nontraditional ways of working and creating knowl
edge. Two concepts common to the library and academic world—objectivity 
and efciency—had to take a back seat in the partnership. Content produced 
for the website met rigorous citation standards, but it told history from the 
point of view of those who created it. The premise was that the input and 
insights of the activists were absolutely essential to getting the story right. 
University partners needed to accept that working in an equitable relation
ship with activists sometimes required more work and lengthy, ongoing, 
small-“d” democratic conversations. University partners at Duke were also 
fexible in the day-to-day work and committed to fnding a way when poten
tial roadblocks emerged. They were willing to restructure the project as they 
learned by doing, to bring in new collaborators as opportunities arose, and to 
undertake simultaneous but distinct projects to further the broader vision of 
the collaboration. 

-
-

-

-

Shared Mission, Shared Values 

There is a common set of values that the activists and the academics shared in this 
project that helped make it work. 

—Hasan Kwame Jefries, historian at The Ohio State University 
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Part of the reason that the SNCC Digital Gateway was able to succeed was 
because project partners were committed to a common mission and held 
shared values. The veteran activists, archivists, scholars, and project staf 
were uniformly committed to telling SNCC’s and the Movement’s history 
from the bottom up and what they came to call “inside out”—that is, schol
arship directed and created by those who lived it. Although there were dis
agreements about how to best implement this, there was never a question 
about what the primary purpose of the collaboration was and how the history 
needed to be framed. 

-
-

Scholars whose work had earned the respect of the activists brought project 

partners together around a shared vision. 

The civil rights scholars on the project were essential in forging the collabo
ration. Historians Emilye Crosby, Wesley Hogan, and Hasan Kwame Jefries 
had a demonstrable track record of academic- and activist-approved schol
arship. They had built trusting relationships with activists over the years. 
Throughout the collaboration, they mobilized this earned respect to bring 
the activist and university partners together around a shared vision. 

-

-

SNCC’s history of organizing—taking ideas, putting them into action, 
and fnding solutions—infused the day-to-day work of the SNCC Digital 
Gateway project. A shared belief in the importance of the project pushed 
project partners to engage, problem-solve, persist, and make things happen. 
In many ways, this approach paralleled how SNCC approached its work in 
the 1960s. SNCC veteran Courtland Cox explained: 

When you think about SNCC at its essence, it was always trying to develop 
new ways and new methodologies of solving problems, and that’s what it 
was. Whether you’re talking about the Freedom Schools or whether you’re 
talking about the MFDP [Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party], or things 
that didn’t exist, we created it. And as I keep telling people, the basis of 
genius is what? Making sh*t up. So that’s what we did. 
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Beyond holding a shared vision, project partners could take ideas and put 

them into action, and project staff could follow through and get the work 

done. 

As a group, project partners were willing to problem-solve and fgure out 
ways to make things happen. People were “prepared to think about whether 
there are ways to get around the problems, even if they’re outside of common 
practice,” as historian Emilye Crosby explained. This openness to thinking 
about things in new ways and trying new approaches was essential to the 
project’s success. The project regularly encountered new challenges and 
opportunities that weren’t anticipated, but project partners and staf were 
able to adapt the project based on experience and need, solving problems 
and responding with fexibility. The project adapted and evolved organically 
over its four years. The fnal SNCC Digital Gateway website holds true to the 
vision laid out in the original proposal, but nearly all the specifcs have been 
reimagined and refashioned to ft the shifting circumstances and new ideas 
the project encountered along the way. 

An Equal Partnership 

The early and unwavering commitment by partners at Duke University to 
having movement veterans participate in an equitable manner in all aspects 
of the project was essential to the collaboration’s success. At the project’s 
frst meeting, the SNCC Legacy Project, Duke University Libraries, and the 
Center for Documentary Studies agreed that movement veterans were to be 
equitable partners in terms of ownership, decision-making, and content. This 
commitment was made real in a number of ways: 

Governance 

SLP, DUL, CDS, and scholars had equal representation and an equal say on 
the Advisory Board that oversaw governance for the project and the Editorial 
Board that was in charge of content decisions. 
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Decision-Making 

No decision was made without consulting the appropriate project partners, 
and most importantly, the movement veterans. The process could be slow and 
time-consuming, but it was critical to the project’s success. As Naomi Nelson 
of Duke Libraries explained, “We’ve all been able to hold this idea in our 
head that everybody owns this project.” At its core, it refected SNCC’s own 
commitment to small-“d” democracy and building consensus. 

Ownership 

Ownership was a primary concern for SNCC partners, as they were the 
creators of the history to be told on the SNCC Digital Gateway. In the frst 
meeting, Duke Libraries and the SNCC Legacy Project agreed that their 
common goal was to create access to SNCC materials and get them out in the 
world. They moved forward with an agreement to make the material as open 
as possible via Creative Commons licenses and contract language prohibiting 
future paywalls or similar requirements. Copyrights for attributed new works 
created for the SNCC Digital Gateway would belong to the authors, while 
copyrights for unattributed new content would be owned by the SNCC Legacy 
Project. The authors and SLP then granted Duke non-exclusive, perpetual 
licenses to publish and provide access to the content using Creative Commons 
licenses. This creator-centric approach refected SNCC values regarding the 
value of work and respecting the rights of the creators who do the work. 

Memorandum of Understanding 

In the frst six months of the partnership, Duke University and the SNCC 
Legacy Project wrote a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) to document 
their commitment to equitable ownership and participation in decision-mak
ing, as well as to open access. This was an important step in building trust 
early in the collaboration. It was important that SLP came into drafting the 
MoU with clear terms of what it wanted, as well as experience working with 
large bureaucracies. On the other side, Naomi Nelson of Duke Libraries, who 

-
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was responsible for shepherding the agreement through the university’s legal 
department, saw SLP’s terms as reasonable and in alignment with Duke’s 
aims and values. Despite university pushback, she was able to preserve the 
statements of joint copyright between SLP and Duke. Meanwhile, SLP was 
understanding of the need for Duke to include complicated legal language. 
This agreement helped create a basis of trust early in the collaboration. 

The commitment to equitable participation helped build strong rela
tionships among project partners and fostered a respectful way of working 
together. Scholars, archivists, and project staf were dedicated to carrying out 
the SNCC partners’ vision. As John Gartrell of Duke Libraries explained to 
the SNCC partners, “We’re always accountable to you all.” 

-

Figure 1.5: Charlie Cobb (right) in the SNCC Digital Gateway project room at Duke 
University Libraries working with Todd Christensen (left) and other members of the 
project team, November 2015. Photograph by Kaley Deal. Courtesy of the SNCC 
Digital Gateway Project. 

Told from the Perspectives of the Activists 

We were trying to make a very difcult conceptual switch and say that the people 
who made the history have vital insights, and we will not understand all of this 
other data that we have unless they’re able to narrate and explain. 

—Wesley Hogan, director of the Center for Documentary Studies 
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From the project’s earliest conceptions, the SNCC Digital Gateway had two 
primary purposes: to tell the history of SNCC from the perspective of the 
activists themselves and to pass their “informational wealth” on to subsequent 
generations. As the SNCC veterans saw it, the essential “how-to’s” of the 
freedom movement had often been lost after each generation. The tactics and 
strategies of grassroots organizing have had to be found, discovered, and put 
together by each activist generation. The SNCC Digital Gateway would be a 
way to remedy this. 

SNCC veterans’ knowledge and experiences were crucial to the work. 
Traditionally, scholars have been the primary tellers of activists’ stories. The 
name recognition of a handful of activists has given them the opportunity to 
tell their story in their own voices, but more often, scholars have been those 
who uncover the lesser-known stories and interpret them for the present day. 
While the makers of history appear as subjects, they rarely get to shape and 
interpret the story in a way that accurately refects their experiences and 
understandings. 

In the SNCC Digital Gateway Project, SNCC veterans took the lead in 
framing the story and shaping the content, both on the Editorial Board and 
as Visiting Activist Scholars (see below). The scholars on the Editorial Board 
were critical in determining content, but they played a supporting role in 
fnding documentation, clarifying, and bringing to life the visions put forward 
by the SNCC veterans. The process for creating content ultimately drew on 
project partners’ three diferent realms of expertise: new content was led by 
the activists and informed by the scholars, and its presentation was structured 
by the librarians. Together, the partners saw themselves as true partners in 
the production of knowledge, with SNCC veterans leading the way. 

Building Trust 

The trust factor is gonna happen over time. It’s not gonna happen from jump. 
And it’s through the work. 

—Judy Richardson, SNCC veteran 

You’re gonna have to show me through actions. 
—Courtland Cox, SNCC veteran
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Activist partners are involved in and guide the day-to-day work of the project. 

One of the ways the project prioritized the knowledge and experiences of 
SNCC veterans was by creating the Visiting Activist Scholar position. In this 
capacity, SNCC veterans came to Duke’s campus to guide the project staf and 
student project team in creating content, work for which they were compen
sated. The SNCC veterans provided on-the-ground oversight in the work of 
writing history and were people that SNCC Legacy Project members trusted 
to get the story right. They also created new content for the website—includ
ing audio, video, and written narratives—that told the history from SNCC’s 
perspective. 

-

-

The Visiting Activist Scholar position helped build trust between the 
activist and university partners. The frst two Visiting Activist Scholars—jour
nalist Charlie Cobb and flmmaker Judy Richardson—were SNCC veterans 
and members of the SLP Board and the project’s Editorial Board. This was 
a strategic decision. Both Charlie and Judy were involved in the earliest con
ceptualization of the project and were already invested in its success. Their 
physical presence on campus and direct interactions with the project staf 
and team shaped the project work and helped assuage the concerns of the 
SNCC Legacy Project. “Their being on the project was a big, important issue 
because I knew there were going to be ups and downs, and everything wasn’t 
going to be smooth,” SLP chairman Courtland Cox remembered. “But if they 
were involved, I could feel that things were going fne.” 

-

-

Project staff are able to transform ideas into tangible outputs. 

The project staf needed to have a range of skills to carry out such an expan
sive project. These included knowing the content, listening to project partners’ 
wishes and ideas and incorporating them into the work, implementing tasks 
efciently and efectively, problem-solving, and adapting to the shifting 
project needs. It was essential that the project manager and coordinator had 
the buy-in of the activist partners. They needed to prove that they could carry 
out project partners’ visions and create an atmosphere of accountability. This 
was central to earning the trust of the activist partners and Editorial Board. 

-
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Figure 1.6: SNCC Digital Gateway project partners after fnal joint meeting of the 
Editorial and Advisory Boards at Duke University, March 25, 2018. From left to right, 
frst row: Wesley Hogan (DUL), Charlie Cobb (SLP), Judy Richardson (SLP), Naomi 
Nelson (DUL), Danita Mason-Hogans (CDS), Emilye Crosby (SUNY Geneseo), John 
Gartrell (DUL), Karlyn Forner (DUL), and Kaley Deal (DUL); back row: Jennifer 
Lawson (SLP), William Chafe (CDS), Geri Augusto (SLP), Courtland Cox (SLP), 
Bruce Hartford (SLP), and Molly Bragg (DUL). Courtesy of the SNCC Digital 
Gateway Project. 

Over time—and through the work—the project staf demonstrated that 
they could transform ideas into tangible outputs that accurately refected 
project partners’ desires. They developed a process of asking targeted ques
tions, listening closely, and creating concrete options for moving forward for 
the Editorial Board to choose from. Editorial Board members came to trust 
the project staf as good problem-solvers and synthesizers. They could feel 
confdent that they could leave something unfnished or unsettled until the 
next time they got together and that the project staf would successfully pull 
together an option that everyone could agree on. The reliability and follow-
through on the part of the project staf was important in building strong 

-
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working relationships and trust. They approached the work with sensitivity 
and accountability, making sure that project partners were heard and that 
their concerns were addressed. 

Project partners use a variety of strategies to deal with confict. 

Regular communication was central to keeping project partners on the same 
page and addressing conficts before they arose. “We follow up. We touch base. 
We follow up. And something gets done,” John Gartrell of Duke Libraries 
explained. Project partners were also adept at reading people and the nuances 
of situations. Many potential problems were averted because of ongoing side 
conversations between diferent project partners. Sometimes this involved one 
SLP member talking to another SLP member about a particular issue; or the 
project manager talking with a scholar and SLP member about how to best 
approach a pending decision; or the directors of Rubenstein Library and CDS 
consulting on how to manage conficting expectations of activist partners and 
the broader university. These ongoing formal and informal conversations 
were instrumental in holding the project together. 

Inevitably, conficts arose in the work, and project partners discovered 
that sometimes the best way to move forward was to not deal with an issue 
head-on. It was a strategy of confict avoidance as opposed to confict res
olution. Instead of insisting on complete agreement on vision or structure, 
project partners forged through impasses by focusing on the specifcs of the 
work. “We started the work, and we came back to those sticking points in a 
piece-by-piece manner,” project manager Karlyn Forner explained. Avoiding 
direct confrontations by moving forward on what project partners could 
agree on kept the project on track and leaving disagreements to be settled at 
a future date actually helped mitigate the conficts. 

-

A foundation of respect and trust, as well as steady progress, also helped 
project partners overcome moments of disagreement. The tenants of equita
ble partnership and shared vision were always bigger than the current point 
of contention. One-on-one side conversations smoothed the waters. Tangible 
options that refected project partners’ desires kept the work moving forward. 

-
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Project partners also did not get caught up in the drama of hurt feelings. 
Despite difering opinions, everyone around the table agreed that the most 
important thing was telling SNCC’s history. That shared vision of the project 
always took precedence. 

As of this writing, the collaboration between the SNCC Legacy Project and Duke 

University continues its eforts to tell SNCC’s history from the bottom up and the inside 

out, and to develop programs that contribute to a more civil and inclusive democracy in 

the twenty-frst century. 

Notes 

1. For more information about the evolution of the collaboration, see Courtland 
Cox, Karlyn Forner, John Gartrell, Wesley Hogan, Jennifer Lawson, Isabell 
Moore, Naomi Nelson, “Archival Ties: The SNCC Digital Gateway” Zapruder 47 
(September-December 2018). 
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Archival Resistance to Structural Racism 

A People’s Archive of Police Violence in Cleveland 

Melissa A. Hubbard 

On November 22, 2014, twelve-year-old Tamir Rice was shot and killed by 
police ofcer Timothy Loehmann while playing with a toy gun outside the 
Cudell Recreation Center on the west side of Cleveland. Four days later, sur
veillance camera footage of Tamir’s last moments was released to the news 
media. As these facts unfolded in the public eye, multiple narratives were 
operationalized to explain this tragedy. Only four months earlier, eighteen
year-old Michael Brown had been shot and killed by police in Ferguson, 
Missouri. Local residents there responded with protests and utilized social 
media to express their thoughts and feelings about the incident, leading to 
increased media interest in the case and a national conversation about police 
violence and racist policing. Tamir Rice’s nationally publicized death imme
diately became a part of that story, often presented as disturbing evidence that 
police violence against Black people is worse than most white Americans had 
previously believed, and was part of a long history of structural racist violence. 
Writing for the Washington Post, Stacey Patton made a historical connection 
between the deaths of Black children and teenagers at the hands of police and 
the violent injustices of slavery and the Jim Crow era. Tamir Rice was one 
of several young people named in the essay, along with Emmitt Till, Jordan 
Davis, Darius Simmons, Trayvon Martin, Michael Brown, Aiyana Stanley-
Jones, and Renisha McBride.

-

-

-

1 

At the same time, a parallel media narrative placed blame for Rice’s 
death not on racist policing, but on the boy’s background. On November 28, 
2014, the Plain Dealer, Cleveland’s major daily newspaper, published a story 
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titled “Tamir Rice’s father has history of domestic violence.” In June 2015, 
the Associated Press released an article about Rice’s death titled, “Boy with 
pellet gun warned by friend before police shooting,” implying that Rice’s own 
behavior was to blame for his death. When Tamir’s mother, Samaria Rice, 
publicly called for Cuyahoga County prosecutor Tim McGinty to recuse 
himself from the investigation and prosecution of the police ofcers involved 
in Tamir’s death, McGinty responded by claiming she was “economically 
motivated” rather than acting out of a desire for justice.2 

While these narratives played out nationally, diferent stories could be 
told in Cleveland, where many residents know that Tamir Rice’s death was 
not anomalous in the city but part of a long legacy of racist policing that 
frequently has violent and deadly consequences. In November  2014 when 
Tamir was killed, the Cleveland Division of Police (CDP) was already under 
investigation by the United States Department of Justice for improper use of 
force. The report on the two-year investigation described systemic excessive 
use of both deadly and “less lethal” force by the CDP, arguing that these prac
tices emerged from multiple structural defciencies within the department.

-
3 

Now we have three stories about Tamir Rice’s death. In one, he is a 
symbol of a nation grappling with its ongoing legacy of racist violence, 
police reform, and accountability. In another, he is a boy raised in violent 
circumstances, perhaps doomed to a violent death. In the third story, he is 
one of many victims of an urban police force structured to produce violence. 
None of these stories are really about Tamir. Many records have been used 
to construct the stories above. One of the most important primary sources of 
Tamir Rice’s death is the video of the shooting and its aftermath, in addition 
to ofcial records created by the CDP and the U.S. Department of Justice. 
There are fact-based newspaper articles, some of which rely on frsthand 
reports from witnesses and family members. There are editorials appearing 
in every form of news media, most using one of the above stories as a frame. 
There are countless individual pieces of social media content created as indi
viduals around the world publicly engaged in dialogue about Tamir’s death. 
Separated from the context of his life and his community, records about 
Tamir’s death can serve any of the larger narratives described above. 

-
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This essay is about collecting records of police violence in Cleveland, the 
stories those records can tell, and how archives can be deliberately constructed 
to enable the creation of counter-stories that serve to challenge, disrupt, or 
complicate dominant narratives in productive ways. I began this essay by 
writing about Tamir Rice because what happened to him led me, then a new 
Cleveland-area resident and the Head of Special Collections and Archives 
at Case Western Reserve University, to get involved in A People’s Archive of 

Police Violence in Cleveland (PAPVC). PAPVC is a digital archive that collects, 
preserves, and shares the stories, memories, and accounts of police violence as 
experienced or observed by Cleveland citizens. The stories of archivists and 
librarians matter also when we construct historical narratives from archival 
records. Knowing who selected, organized, described, and preserved those 
records, and why, helps explain their full context. Everyone who worked on 
PAPVC had two primary goals: frst to support the people directly afected by 
police brutality in Cleveland, and ultimately, to end police violence. These 
goals shaped both the process we engaged in and the decisions we made as 
we built the archive. 

Overview of A People’s Archive of Police Violence in Cleveland 

In August of 2015, the Society of American Archivists (SAA) held its annual 
conference in Cleveland. Three months prior to that, archivist Jarrett Drake 
had issued a call on Twitter inviting those who were planning to attend the 
conference to join him in developing a service project that would help the 
communities impacted by police violence in Cleveland. Multiple archivists 
volunteered, and work on the project began immediately, resulting in A 
People’s Archive of Police Violence in Cleveland. 4 

The idea for the archive did not originate with the archivists involved. 
Instead, we decided we would do anything the community needed, including 
manual labor or other basic tasks. After reaching out to Cleveland community 
groups about their needs, we connected with an organization called Puncture 
the Silence (PTS), a local chapter of the national Stop Mass Incarceration 
Network (SMIN), which had been organizing opposition to police brutality 
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in Cleveland. After we explained what archivists do, PTS members suggested 
that we could help them create a web space for records they already possessed, 
in addition to serving as a repository for future oral histories and other new 
records of police violence in Cleveland. In addition to creating the Omeka
based website for PAPVC and populating it with existing content, archivists 
also partnered with PTS and other Cleveland activists to collect oral histories 
from individuals in neighborhoods afected by police violence, which were 
later added to the digital archive. 

-

Since the original archive was created, the role of the PAPVC project as 
a site for community organizing and memory work in opposition to police 
violence has evolved. PTS members control the collection development 
choices, and they have focused on adding material related to local activism. 
Thus, the archive highlights not only the stories of those afected by police 
brutality, but also ongoing work opposing racism and structural violence in 
the criminal justice system in all its forms. While the current national narra
tive about resistance to police brutality often begins with mass protests held in 
Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014, that story renders invisible the grassroots work 
taking place in cities across the country and spanning decades. Just as those 
who live in Cleveland have long experienced racist policing, they have also 
resisted state violence by organizing primarily within those neighborhoods 
most afected. Viewing and listening to the records on PAPVC ofers a glimpse 
into that longer history, contextualizing the current moment by placing it 
within a tradition of organized resistance that started long before national 
mainstream media began to engage in the recent focus on people of color 
victimized by the police. 

-

The PAPVC project has also evolved to take on an educational aspect 
that arose from community requests. In one instance, a group of eighth grade 
students at a local school reached out to the PAPVC team asking for advice on 
how to organize against police violence as young people. In another, a teacher 
at the Cuyahoga County Juvenile Justice Center requested that PAPVC vol
unteers speak to her class of 18-year-old incarcerated students. When we met 
with the students, we talked to them about the project and invited them to 
record their stories for the archive if they wished to do so. Most declined, but 

-
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they did engage in lively conversations about the role of policing in their own 
lives and how they believe the criminal justice system should change. These 
examples demonstrate that there are no clear boundaries around PAPVC as 
an “archive.” It is a repository for records and a digital space for community 
memory, but it is also a political project that serves as one node in a web of 
ongoing local and regional organizing around systemic injustice. PAPVC tells 
many stories about the history of police violence and associated resistance, 
but it is also part of that story, created at a particular point in time and for 
particular political and personal reasons for those involved. 

Dominant Narratives and Counter-Stories 

The introduction to this essay was partially inspired by Richard Delgado’s 
“Storytelling for Oppositionists and Others: A Plea for Narrative Legal 
Storytelling.”5 In that essay, Delgado presented stories told from diferent per
spectives about the same event to demonstrate that there is a “war between 
stories” attempting to defne and describe reality. Delgado argued that when 
the same stories are told over and over again, they become the dominant 
reality. Dominant groups often employ stories that reinforce oppressive 
systems and absolve dominant groups of responsibility for dismantling those 
systems. The Cleveland Plain Dealer’s choice to focus on Tamir Rice’s parents’ 
history of violence, despite the fact that it was irrelevant to Tamir’s death, is 
an example of a dominant group story. Such framing suggests white people do 
not need to challenge racist police violence because Black families and com
munities are inherently dysfunctional, and Black male bodies are dangerous 
and doomed to destruction by police whose job is to keep white people safe. 
The author of the Plain Dealer article didn’t have to explicitly write that Black 
men and boys are inherently dangerous, because that story is so common 
in American media that white readers would make the connection without 
prompting.

-

-

6 

According to Delgado, counter-stories can interrogate or challenge the 
dominant reality by exposing systems of oppression. The media narrative 
that situated Tamir Rice’s death within a pattern of excessive police violence 
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against Black men and boys is a counter-story. By piecing together multiple 
instances of unarmed Black people being shot and/or killed by police ofcers, 
and connecting those stories to the history of racist violence in America, some 
members of the media constructed a narrative suggesting that anti-Black 
racism was to blame for the violent deaths of these individuals. While this 
counter-story is powerful and has drawn attention to racist policing, it fre
quently cherrypicks incidents of police violence from around the country. By 
weaving a national narrative into these stories, it removes them from their 
local context, where solutions are most likely to be found. 

-

In their article on A People’s Archive of Police Violence in Cleveland, Stacie 
Williams and Jarrett Drake outlined the history of the relationship between 
the Cleveland Division of Police and the Black community, while also situ
ating PAPVC within that history. By engaging directly with this local context, 
PAPVC resists both the dominant narrative that Black people are inherently 
violent and the counter-story that police violence is a national problem occur
ring in isolated incidents. Rather, the intervention highlights that police bru
tality is a problem that evolved locally over a long period of time in multiple 
locations across the country. PAPVC also enables the creation of multiple 
counter-stories. Additional records confrm racist policing and excessive use 
of force as longstanding structural problems in the Cleveland community, 
but this archive is unique in ofering frsthand perspectives from those most 
afected by police brutality. Encountering the stories in PAPVC pushes those 
who engage with the archive to acknowledge that police violence is not an 
abstract problem to be solved, but rather a system that structures people’s 
lives in Cleveland. Listening to individuals’ accounts of their encounters with 
police violence allows one to develop an afective sense of the harm done by 
decades of racist policing that cannot be conveyed by secondary accounts. 

-

-
-

At the same time, PAPVC tells stories about the history of resistance to 
racist policing in Cleveland, in both frsthand accounts and in records of PTS 
and other activist groups. Police violence received a great deal of national 
attention in 2014, but the story of resistance in Cleveland has changed over 
time, and has never disappeared, even when national media focused on other 
issues. Police brutality is a constant presence in the city of Cleveland, as is 
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resistance to racist policing. Police violence is a complex structural problem 
that impacts lives in many ways, and it cannot be solved with individual 
reform eforts aimed at specifc aspects of the structure. In discourse about 
the problem of police brutality, it is especially important to center the views 
of those who have been directly impacted by the problem and who have been 
working to solve it for many years. PAPVC allows users to understand how 
these multiple strands of violence and resistance are woven into individu
als’ lives as expressed in their stories, such as the oral histories found in the 
archive. PAPVC challenges those who seek an end to police violence to avoid 
the simplicity of replacing one dominant narrative with another, and instead 
to make room for multiple counter-stories that center on the lived experiences 
of those most afected. By prioritizing frsthand narratives, it avoids turning 
victims of police violence into symbols, and emphasizes their subjective 
experiences and interpretations. It also situates police violence within one 
particular city, acknowledging that the stories and histories told in other cities 
may have similarities but will not be the same. Police violence is a national 
problem, but if it is to be ended solutions must be local, grounded in history, 
and focused on justice and care for those afected. 

-

Items from the Archive 

The multimedia items included here refect PAPVC ’s emphasis on storytelling 
as an act of resistance. Many of the oral histories from the archive, like the 
one by Brenda Bickerstaf, weave personal narratives of repeated exposure 
to police violence along with expressions of a commitment to activism. 
Remembering lives lost is also an important theme. The image of a poster 
commemorating Tamir Rice is one of many such items that appear in PAPVC, 
along with commentary from activists about the lives and deaths of the people 
pictured. The last three items included here refect the narrative and memory-
work that Cleveland activists were doing prior to the creation of the digital 
archive. Those who resist structural violence and oppression have long told 
their stories as a way of galvanizing public support for their cause, and have 
also collected materials documenting the histories of their struggles as a means 
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of maintaining evidence of their work and its impact. Digital or digitized 
versions of items representing this work are included throughout the archive. 
These items were donated by individual activists who had been maintaining 
them in their personal physical and virtual spaces. By viewing them alongside 
the oral histories and other narrative testimonies included in PAPVC, a visitor 
to the archive can develop a sense of the larger narrative of the long struggle 
against police violence in Cleveland. 

#1 Oral history interview with Brenda Bickerstaf, describing her personal history 
with police violence, as well as her commitment to activism. A recording of the 
interview can be found here: http://archivingpoliceviolence.org/items/show/7 

Transcript: Okay, well frst back in January  26, 2002, my brother Craig 
Bickerstaf was murdered by police on East 105th and Lee. July—retract 
that—back in 2012, March of 2012, I was wrongfully indicted by an ofcer, 
a detective by the name of Vincent Lucarelli. I have an investigation business 
as well. Was trying to get an individual out of jail. Apparently he was having 
a relationship with my client’s girlfriend, and I found that out after—you 
know, once I got indicted. We pulled text messages and found out he was 
not only having, trying to have relations with her. He had been, had rela
tions with other women. So they dismissed the case against me, and he was 
terminated from his job. July 26, 2015, my niece Ralkina Jones was found 
dead in the Cleveland Heights jail, and that is still under investigation. So 
unfortunately, our family has been—not, I won’t say brutalized, but we’ve 
had some pretty tough experiences with the police. And it’s just, it’s a hard, 
it’s a hard thing to deal with, especially me losing Ralkina now. And now she 
has to be on a poster like Craig because of the situation she went through. 
And she was arrested, however that wasn’t the issue. The issue was that she 
died in their custody. And we’re trying to fnd out why she died in their 
custody. Unanswered questions and things we went through when we were 
dealing with Craig. And it’s just, it’s just a hard thing to deal with. But I’m 
not going to give up on it . . . . I want people to be able to stand up. Don’t 
be afraid. Don’t be afraid to speak about it, because a lot of people are. Like 
today, we’re right here on 105 and Saint Clair. I’m here because I’ve been a 
victim of it, my brother’s been a victim of it, and now my niece has been a 
victim of it. And I’ve been a true advocate of this. And I want people to be 
able to be comfortable and speak about it and don’t worry about any type of 
retaliation. I want them to come forward. Do not be afraid. 

-

http://archivingpoliceviolence.org/items/show/7
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#2 Figure 2.1: Poster remembering Tamir Rice, reading “Tamir Rice. Killed November 
22 by Cleveland Police.” Images of posters like this one honoring those killed by police 
appear alongside commentary written by longtime Cleveland activist Bill Swain in 
the PAPVC website. 
http://archivingpoliceviolence.org/items/show/463. 

#3 Figure 2.2: Palm card publicizing the People’s Tribunal on Police Brutality, organized 
by Puncture the Silence in 2015. The need to provide ongoing access to videos of this 
event was the initial catalyst for creating PAPVC. 
http://archivingpoliceviolence.org/items/show/141 
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#4 Figure 2.3: Photograph from a march protesting police violence in Cleveland. 
http://archivingpoliceviolence.org/items/show/294 

#5 Figure 2.4: Clipping of a newspaper article about Puncture the Silence from the 
Cleveland Plain Dealer. PAPVC documents press coverage of local activism, as well as 
the activists’ own perspectives. 
http://archivingpoliceviolence.org/items/show/307 

http://archivingpoliceviolence.org/items/show/294
http://archivingpoliceviolence.org/items/show/307
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Communities, Individuals, and Institutions: 

Building Archives Through Relationships of Care 

PAPVC was founded through a collaborative process developed by the indi
vidual archivists and activists who chose to participate, and it has never been 
afliated with any university or professional organization. Working without 
institutional support or constraints enabled us to put building relationships 
of care at the center of our processes for developing PAPVC. Ethical consider
ations were often at the heart of our conversations, as we built and managed 
the archive in collaboration with the PTS activists and other Cleveland 
community members, but we did not seek guidance from particular profes
sional or academic codes of ethics. Instead, we tried to address the needs 
of those most afected and hurt by the problem we were addressing, to pri
oritize them, and to include those who had been seeking solutions to that 
problem far longer than we had. There is a growing body of literature about 
the application of ethics of care frameworks to library and archival practice. 
Michelle Caswell and Marika Cifor wrote about the need for archivists to 
activate radical empathy by situating themselves within a web of relationships 
of afective responsibility with record creators, the subjects of records, users 
of records, and the larger community.

-

-

-

-

7 Bethany Nowviskie argued that digital 
librarians and others engaged in digital humanities work should develop 
“an appreciation of context, interdependence, and vulnerability” and orient 
themselves toward “worldly action and response” rather than “objective eval
uation and judgment.”

-
8 These arguments cast the professional practitioner 

not as a distant, objective, unobtrusive observer, nor as a powerful expert 
arbiter of community needs, but as a subjective human fully embedded within 
and dependent upon various communities, responsible for developing rela
tionships of care with other members of those communities. 

-

Regardless of how an academic archivist views herself in relation to the 
communities she works with, she cannot control how those communities view 
and respond to her and to her position. Professions and academic institutions 
wield great power, and academic archivists often embody that power in their 
interactions with community members outside the profession or the university. 
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In the very act of describing themselves as professionals with particular skill 
sets, archivists and librarians assert expert power, the ability to infuence 
people because of perceived superior knowledge and skills.9 Colleges and uni
versities have a great deal of institutional power, shaping the communities in 
which they reside in profound ways. In community outreach work, academic 
professionals try to wield that power for the beneft of community members, 
but power can separate the professional from others in the community. It is 
often assumed in these relationships that the professional does not have the 
same needs as the “community.” Relationships between universities and their 
local neighborhoods are often tense, for good reason. 

-

These power dynamics are explored in the literature on the ethics of 
“participatory action research,” a type of social science research that seeks to 
involve the subjects of research in the design, methodology, and execution of 
the project. Participatory action research developed as a response to ethical 
concerns about researchers attempting to study marginalized communities 
and causing harm through the use of methodologies that fail to fully account 
for the impact of the research on those communities.10 Ethical dilemmas still 
arise in this type of research, however, particularly around communication, 
trust, consent forms, and power dynamics.11 

We encountered all of these issues in the course of working on PAPVC. 
Consent forms for those who donated oral histories or other records to the 
archive were a particularly complex example. Consent forms required for 
IRB-approved research projects can be confusing to participants, actively 
limiting their understanding of the nature of the project and any risks 
involved.12 Although we did not undergo any IRB approval process for this 
project, we were particularly concerned about consent because of the poten
tial for police retaliation against those who chose to share their stories about 
police violence. We also wanted people to understand their individual rights 
related to copyright and the legal risks associated with statements that might 
be considered libelous. At the same time, we wanted to clarify what the archive 
would and would not do with donated records, and mitigate legal risk for the 
volunteers who created the archive. Stacie Williams, one of the archivists most 
actively involved in developing PAPVC, consulted a lawyer as we drafted the 

-
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consent form, developing language to address all of those concerns. One PTS 
member strongly and repeatedly objected to the use of dense legal language 
in the form, arguing that it was confusing and so long that many were likely 
not to read it in full. This consideration became particularly complicated 
when we spoke to the incarcerated students in the Cuyahoga County Juvenile 
Justice Center. While all of the students were 18 and thus legally able to 
consent, we feared that they may have felt coerced to participate if they saw us 
as authority fgures. We agreed to address these concerns by creating a “plain 
language” explanation of the consent form that we distributed along with the 
legal form for participants to sign. We also covered all of the issues described 
above in conversation, attempting to gauge participants’ understanding as 
we answered all of their questions. We tried to emphasize that consent was 
no mere formality, but an agreement between the participant and PAPVC in 
which both parties had rights, responsibilities, and risks. I do not believe that 
any of the participants I worked with felt coerced to participate, or that they 
did not understand the terms of participation, but of course I must accept 
the ethical discomfort of never knowing whether that is completely true. I am 
certain that our conversations about consent led some potential participants 
to choose not to share their stories in the archive. 

While operating PAPVC independently of institutional control enabled 
us to put relationships of care at the center of our decision-making processes, 
it was also important to consider the ethical implications of deliberately 
choosing to create and maintain a memory project without infrastructural and 
institutional support. Christine Paschild has argued that community archives 
may reinscribe the marginalization of the communities they document by 
maintaining their important records within sites that have limited resources 
and lack professional support.13 By contrast, Bergis Jules noted that large 
collecting institutions such as academic library special collections are often 
beholden to donor interests, rendering them all but incapable of properly 
caring for and providing access to materials that don’t ft “clean narratives 
of history” preferred by the donor class.14 In writing about archives that spe
cifcally document human rights abuses perpetrated against people of color, 
Tonia Sutherland argued that by failing to document instances of lynching 

-
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across the United States, mainstream collecting institutions have made it 
nearly impossible for families of victims to seek truth and reconciliation. This 
suppression of historical records of injustice grants “archival amnesty” to 
abusers and implicitly endorses violence against Black people.15 If archivists 
today hope to do a better job of facilitating future investigations into abusive 
and racist policing and other ongoing human rights crises, we need to think 
carefully about the role of collecting institutions and professional archivists 
and librarians in building and maintaining collections related to violence. 

Refecting on my work with PAPVC, I fnd that engaging with commu
nity archives related to difcult or marginalized histories encourages us to 
think carefully about the boundaries between individual professionals, insti
tutions, and communities. The individuals who created and maintain PAPVC, 
both the professional archivists and the community activists, are individually 
situated within multiple institutions and communities, and we brought those 
communities and institutions into dialogue with one another through our col
laboration. In the case of PAPVC, the geographic coincidence of the Society 
of American Archivists (SAA) holding their annual conference in Cleveland 
served as the catalyst for the project. Although SAA was never formally 
involved as an institution, it provided justifcation for many professional archi
vists to travel to work on the project, and collecting oral histories for PAPVC 

became an informal activity that shaped the conference discourse. Just as 
professional associations helped to shape PAPVC, the archive has also shaped 
the profession. In 2016, I traveled with two of PAPVC ’s community activists 
to speak at DPLAFest, a conference for the digital library and archives com
munity. A group of PAPVC volunteers also spoke with graduate students in an 
Information Studies program at the University of California, Los Angeles. 

-

-

-

-

-

In these ways, institutions provided space for productive dialogue 
between professional and community archivists, but in a way that reverses the 
typical power relationship. Community outreach projects are often developed 
as a way for powerful institutions to “give back” to local communities. In these 
cases, the community activists were ofering their valuable perspectives based 
on lived experience to professional archivists and librarians. When we spoke at 
DPLAFest, the conference organizers paid for the community activists’ travel 
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expenses, but not for mine. In that situation, it was clear that their expertise 
as long-term activists grappling with issues of how to document violent and 
racist policing appropriately was valued by the DPLA community. They were 
the ones with something to ofer to the institution, and the material conditions 
of the arrangement refected that. 

These situations can also dissolve the boundaries between overlapping 
communities in ways that can be productive for collaboration. Through my 
engagement with the activists, I learned more about the history and realities of 
Cleveland, which allowed me to become more embedded in the community. 
At the same time, they became members of the archival profession in some 
ways, learning new skills and contributing to professional discourse and edu
cation. Although PAPVC was developed with an ultimate goal of ending police 
violence, it had a secondary impact in the archival community by bringing in 
new voices and new ways of thinking about these kinds of memory projects. 

-

I propose that when we think about archival custody and stewardship, 
we move away from the binary construction of institutional or community 
ownership and control toward thinking about an ecosystem of individuals, 
communities, and institutions that care for and use these materials. Each 
member of the system is connected to each other member, and all members of 
the system co-evolve. Just as a robust biological ecosystem has high capacity 
to support life in a complex web of ecological niches, a robust archival eco
system has a high capacity to support records, documentation, and memory 
in a complex web of communities and institutions. In many cases, collecting 
institutions may not be the right niche for any particular collection. However, 
institutions can provide resources to community archives in the form of pro
fessional labor, funds, administrative support, and space. Archivists who work 
in institutions that cannot support projects like PAPVC can still resist archival 
amnesty for oppressors by fnding ways to use their professional skills to support 
community initiatives. In doing so, they may serve as a bridge between the 
“community” and the “institution,” bringing the two into dialogue with one 
another about how all members of the system can support historical docu
mentation in service of justice and care. Yuself Omowale argued that Western 
collecting institutions were developed as part of the colonial project, and thus 

-

-

-
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reproduce colonialism when they acquire materials from marginalized com
munities, inscribing colonialism into the archive and projecting it into the 
future.

-

16 Projects like PAPVC enable us to think deeply about what values we 
hope to inscribe into the memory sites that we build, focusing on the futures 
that we hope to project forward. 

Conclusion 

PAPVC is an archive shaped by the community it documents, by the historical 
context of the subject it documents, by the personal and political motivations 
of those who developed and maintain it, and by the negotiated ethical frame
works used to guide decision-making as the archive came together. It is also 
an active site of political organizing and education in opposition to police 
violence and mass incarceration. As the needs of the Cleveland community 
and the activists maintaining PAPVC change, the archive itself will continue 
to change. It could not be so dynamic if the archivists and librarians involved 
had approached it using traditional modes of collecting to suit the needs of an 
institution and its primary user base. While PAPVC can serve as a historical 
record of police violence in Cleveland, its primary function is to participate 
in an active conversation that is both local and national in scope. Its indepen
dence from institutional control and standard professional practice is critical 
to enabling it to function this way. Institutional collecting often begins from a 
dominant narrative, with curators and archivists seeking records that support 
that narrative, or perhaps challenge it in specifc ways. The goal of institu
tional collecting is usually to support the needs of that institution’s users. The 
goal of those who created PAPVC is to mitigate the harm caused by police 
violence in Cleveland, and ultimately to end police violence in the city. No one 
who worked on the archive believes that it alone can accomplish those goals, 
but all decisions made in the construction of the archive refect them. The 
choices made in building and maintaining the archive enable it to support the 
construction of narratives that challenge the dominant culture to make space 
for the voices, perspectives, and feelings of those afected by structural racist 
violence. We must understand police violence before we can end it, and the 

-

-

-
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national media narratives about it are insufcient for deep understanding. 
PAPVC presents counter-stories that ofer insight into the myriad ways that 
police violence shapes individual lives and communal spaces in Cleveland, 
as well as the long history of political resistance to racist policing in the city. 
Because it prioritizes those most afected and injured by police violence in 
Cleveland, and those most invested in ending it, the archive is not just a 
repository for records but a site of active historical narrative development, 
changing as necessary to support the stories that the community that created 
it wants to tell. 
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Harvesting History, Remembering Rondo 

Marvin Roger Anderson and Rebecca S. Wingo 

Marvin Roger Anderson has travelled all around the world and can’t imagine a better 

place than the Rondo neighborhood in his home town of St. Paul, Minnesota. After 

college, law school, and the Peace Corps, he returned to Minnesota to earn an MA degree 

from the University of Minnesota’s School of Library Science. In 1980, the Minnesota 

Supreme Court appointed him State Law Librarian, a position he held until retiring 

in 2002. 

In 1982, along with a childhood friend, he co-founded Rondo Avenue, Inc. 

(RAI). RAI is a community-based nonproft created to preserve and transmit the history, 

culture, and social impact of St. Paul’s predominately African-American neighborhood 

of Rondo. He served as the Project Manager and now Executive Director of the Rondo 

Commemorative Plaza (RCP), the nation’s frst public memorial honoring communities 

destroyed by interstate freeway construction, which opened in July of 2018; he chairs 

the Rondo Center for Diverse Expression—a small gathering site and museum; he also 

chairs an organization called ReConnect Rondo that seeks to determine the feasibility 

of building a land bridge or “highway lid” over the section of I-94 that bisected the 

community of Rondo. 

Rebecca S. Wingo is an Assistant Professor of History at the University of 

Cincinnati where she serves as the Director of Public History. She collaborated with 

Mr. Anderson on several public history projects (both digital and not) from 2015–2018 

when she was the Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow in Digital Liberal Arts at Macalester 

College. What follows is the story of that collaboration. 
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In the 1950s, the Minnesota Department of Transportation (MnDOT) 
began construction on a stretch of I-94 that would connect the downtowns 
of Minneapolis and St. Paul. Developers proposed two routes: a northern 
route that followed abandoned railroad tracks, and a central route along 
Rondo Avenue. Rondo Avenue was a wide, tree-lined boulevard that formed 
the main business district for the predominantly African American neighbor
hood. MnDOT chose the latter. Some residents took the lowball ofer on their 
home and moved away; others fought through the legal system; still others sat 
on their front porches with shotguns and waited for police. MnDOT claimed 
homes and businesses under eminent domain, and displaced over 750 families 
and 125 businesses. Minority communities around the nation faced similar 
destruction and robbery at the hands of highwaymen.

-

1 

From 1900 until the early 1960s, African-American men and women 
of St. Paul built churches, established businesses, educated their children, 
and formed social clubs and other institutions that led the fght against the 
persistent racism and oppression they often encountered on their jobs and 
throughout the greater St. Paul environs. Despite the social, political, and 
economic odds stacked against them, the community that became known as 
Rondo survived and thrived until it became one of the many Black neighbor
hoods across America destroyed by the twin demons of urban renewal and 
freeway construction. 

-

In her groundbreaking book Root Shock: How Tearing Up City Neighborhoods 

Hurts America, and What We Can Do About It, Mindy Fullilove writes, “starting 
in 1949, urban renewal and freeway construction swept America, bulldoz
ing and demolishing over 1,600 Black neighborhoods causing inhabitants to 
sufer ‘root shock,’” a “traumatic stress reaction related to the destruction of 
one’s emotional ecosystem.” According to Fullilove, “the experience of root 
shock—like the aftermath of a severe burn—does not end with emergency 
treatments but will stay with the individual for a lifetime. In fact, the injury 
from ‘root shock’ may be even more enduring than a burn, as it can afect 
generations and generations of people.”

-

2 Rondo is one of these communities. 
In 1982, community resident Marvin R. Anderson attended “Grand 

Old Day,” a celebration of a neighborhood in St. Paul on the eastern end 
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of Grand Avenue. An exuberant festivalgoer shouted, “Grand Avenue is the 
best neighborhood in St. Paul!” No it’s not, Mr. Anderson thought to himself. 
Rondo is. Determined to best Grand Old Day, he teamed up with his best 
friend, Floyd Smaller, to form Rondo Avenue, Incorporated (RAI). They held 
their frst annual Rondo Days festival commemorating their history and the 
vibrancy of their community in July 1983. 

Ever since, the community has rallied under the cry “Remember 
Rondo!” and in 2015, during a Healing Ceremony at Rondo Days, the mayor 
of St. Paul apologized. “Today we acknowledge the sins of our past,” Chris 
Coleman said. “We regret the stain of racism that allowed so callous a decision 
as the one that led to families being dragged from their homes creating a 
diaspora of the African-American community in the City of St. Paul.”3 

The stars aligned that following spring semester to reconstitute an old 
partnership between RAI and Macalester College. I (Rebecca Wingo) began 
my position at Macalester College just two weeks after Mayor Coleman’s 
apology. As a postdoc in Digital Liberal Arts (DLA) on a campus where 
DLA didn’t yet exist in any formal way, I focused my energy on developing 
a fagship course with longterm campus impact. My colleague in the history 
department, Amy Sullivan, was scheduled to teach an oral history course 
that semester and was exploring her options for potential community part
nerships. Our departmental chair played matchmaker, and Sullivan and I 

-

Figure 3.1: Logo for Rondo Avenue, Inc. and the Rondo Days Festival. 
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ended up approaching RAI together to propose a team-taught course called 
“Remembering Rondo: A History Harvest.” 

The History Harvest is a community-based, student-driven, collabora
tive digital archive. As the founders of the History Harvest at the University of 
Nebraska state, “It is . . . the shared experience of giving that is at the heart of 
the History Harvest concept. The project makes invisible histories and mate
rials more visible by working with and within local communities to collect, 
preserve and share previously unknown or under-appreciated artifacts and 
stories.”

-

-

4 The History Harvest recognizes that the bulk of historical artifacts 
are in private hands: history is in our basements, in our attics, on our mantles, 
and in that shoebox tucked under our beds. The History Harvest subverts the 
traditional role of archives, libraries, and museums by giving archival power 
back to the community. It builds upon the tenets of a shared authority.5 At 
the Harvest, people bring their objects of signifcance, and then they take 
their artifacts back home where they belong. There is no acquisition. And 
unlike Antiques Roadshow, everything is valuable. This model is empowering 
from both the community and student perspective. The history classroom 
transforms into a lab in which the students act as liaisons, archivists, and 
public historians. 

Our course objectives blended content-based learning with hands-on, 
methodological training in digital and public history: 

• Students will become profcient in Minnesota’s African American 
history and the history of urban development in the Twin Cities 

• Students will use public history methods including oral history and 
archival management following Dublin Core standards 

• Students will identify and become profcient in the necessary methods 
and technologies 

• Students will develop mutually benefcial partnerships with local com-
munity groups 

Though we already decided to use Omeka, an open-source archival man-
agement system developed by the Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and 
New Media at George Mason University, we required students to identify any 
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additional technological needs and justify the technologies they selected. For 
instance, what would we use to edit audio and video, and why? What is the 
cost? Do we support the mission of the company? Why does it matter? Asking 
these questions allowed us to interrogate the power structures that undergird 
some technologies while simultaneously teaching students to become aware of 
their own digital agency. 

During the event itself, the students thought carefully about the logistics. 
To avoid an assembly-line feel (check in, sign forms, get interviewed, digitize 
objects, goodbye), they arranged the Harvest stations along the walls. They 
set up long tables in the center of the room and provided lunch from a neigh
borhood BBQ joint, thereby funneling any money we spent back into the 
community. During lunch, the Harvest became secondary to cross-cultural, 
intergenerational conversations. The students built a lot of trust with the 
community members over that lunch, and the archive refects those commu
nity members’ generosity. It also happened to be Mr. Anderson’s birthday, so 
we bought cake and had a real party. 

-

-

Figure 3.2: Marvin R. Anderson (left) examines an artifact brought by Rondo commu
nity member Lester O. Myles (right). Photo courtesy of Macalester College. 

-
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Figure 3.3: History Harvest participant Gerone Hamilton (left) reads a placard about 
the history of Rondo that lined the walls of the community center. RAI president, 
Ronald Buford (right), takes pictures with his phone. Photo courtesy of Macalester 
College. 

Figure 3.4: A History Harvest student helps Estelle Hartshorn-Jones fll out paperwork 
about her artifacts. Photo courtesy of Macalester College. 



Wingo_book.indb 77 15-Jun-20 9:41:51 PM 

77 

DOI: 10.34314/wingodigital.00004

Harvesting History, Remembering Rondo 

Figure 3.5: Rondo resident Joyce P. Williams sits for an oral history interview during 
the History Harvest. Photo courtesy of Macalester College. 

Figure 3.6: A group of students and Rondo residents chat over lunch. 
Photo courtesy of Macalester College. 
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Figure 3.7: A History Harvest student goes over paperwork with Rondo artist Seitu 
Jones. Photo courtesy of Macalester College. 

Figure 3.8: Marvin R. Anderson explains the story behind a spoof Ebony magazine 
cover to Amy Sullivan. The magazine cover was a gift for his mother on her 100th 
birthday. Photo courtesy of Macalester College. 



Partner Perspective 

What did you think about the frst History Harvest? 

Despite my involvement in the planning and preparation for the Harvest, this was a 
new concept for the community and to be honest there were those moments of normal 
apprehension—will it rain, did we get the word out, and, more specifcally . . . will it 
work? However, by the time the frst resident arrived and the process began, I was more 
relaxed, calmed, and flled with pride knowing that this group of gifted and dedicated 
people had assembled to listen, learn, and transcribe the personal treasures of the people 
of Rondo. I tend to be optimistic about matters and what I observed of the interactions 
among the participants over the course of the Harvest clearly validated this tendency 
and cemented my belief in the value of the story of Rondo to those who genuinely desire 
to hear and understand it. 

—Marvin R. Anderson 
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The History Harvest is an inherently collaborative project. In addition to 
community collaboration, the course required extensive classroom and 
campus collaboration. By the third year, my colleagues and I had fnessed 
and fne-tuned the following classroom teams: 

• Hospitality Team: Responsible for greeting people, making sure contrib-
utors go to all the Harvest stations, entertainment, and catering. 

• Registration Team: In charge of making sure that the contributors under-
stand and sign the release forms and organizing the artifact labeling 
process for the other teams. 

• Artifact Team: Conduct short interviews with the contributors about 
their objects. Sample questions: “What does this object mean to you? 
Why did you bring it today? How does it tell your story of Rondo?” 
Unless the contributor opts out, these interviews are recorded, edited, 
transcribed, and uploaded to the archive with the object. 

• Digitization Team: In charge of photographing 3D and fragile objects, 
or scanning 2D objects. (During busy moments, scanning creates a bot
tleneck, so the photographer can photograph even the scannable items 
more efciently.) 

-
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• Oral History Team (optional): The frst year, Sullivan and I ran a success
ful oral history booth. We had enough volunteers to cover this element 
of the event. However, we do not recommend trying to coordinate the 
Harvest and the oral history booth unless team teaching. 

-

The work of all of these groups dovetailed to create a seamless experience 
for the contributor. The team you don’t see here is the Outreach Team 
mentioned in the History Harvest Handbook. Outreach is too much work for 
a handful of students—as we learned through trial and error (mostly error). 
We suggest instead categorizing types of outreach suitable for the commu
nity and dividing the labor among all students. When Dr. Crystal Moten 
led the second History Harvest with Rondo, she divided students into teams 
suitable for the Rondo community: churches, businesses, and organizations 
and public spaces. 

-

We also received support from campus collaborators, including 
Macalester’s librarians, archivist, Civic Engagement Center, history depart
ment, and individual professors who volunteered their time and students. For 
example, three students and Morgan Adamson, a professor teaching a docu
mentary studies course, volunteered to shoot b-roll and run the oral history 
booth. The history department later found the funds to pay Adamson’s 
students to create a mini-documentary about the Harvest that they could 
include on their résumés and RAI could feature on their site. One student 
from Professor Eric Carroll’s photography class also volunteered for the entire 
day, so I found a willing Rondo resident to feature in her fnal portrait project. 
Carroll and several of the volunteer students showed up for the second and 
third years as well. 

-

-

The History Harvest fres on all cylinders for a school with a mission like 
Macalester. It aligns itself with community-engaged, experiential learning; it 
supports civic engagement and the students’ desire for social justice; and it is 
an outward-facing model that defnes public history as history co-created with 
the public. Our frst History Harvest was a roaring success—so much so that 
RAI invited Macalester to run a second harvest in 2017. And a third in 2018.6 

The History Harvest was the frst step in developing a longer partner
ship with RAI because it established trust. For example, members of the 

-



Partner Perspective 

What did you look for when establishing this partnership? 

The stories of Rondo are deep, very wide, and flled with a mixture of remembrance of 
the joy of having lived during Rondo’s heyday—but also anger, sadness and depression 
having witnessed its destruction and demise. These stories are not to be taken lightly, so 
the frst three boxes for me to check were: (a) the depth of understanding about Rondo’s 
unique history; (b) the level of advance preparation; and (c) the clarity of the course 
objectives. Once I was assured that these had been fully and comprehensively addressed, 
the road to a successful partnership was laid. 

—Marvin R. Anderson 
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community and RAI were excited by the outcome of the Harvest but they 
worried about losing control of the artifacts, since the archive was hosted 
by Macalester. As a result, I worked with RAI to set up a Reclaim Hosting 
account where they installed their own instance of Omeka and we transferred 
the archive. It now lives at RememberingRondo.org.7 Even the digital arti
facts reside in Rondo. 

-

Building trust included a number of factors, including invitations to the 
classroom, investment outside the classroom, and open communication about 
the partnership. Our classroom had an open-door policy for any Rondo com
munity member. They were welcome in class any time, and did not need to 
notify us they were coming. No one took us up on this ofer, but that wasn’t 
the point. Implementing and maintaining transparency was key to developing 
trust. Giving people the option to visit the class actively demonstrated that we 
had nothing to hide. 

-

Furthermore, we invited some community members into the classroom 
to talk about their experiences. Deborah Montgomery, a prominent Rondo 
citizen, visited with us every year. Montgomery was from Rondo and, through 
her activism, found herself serving on the national board of the NAACP before 
she had even graduated from high school. She marched on Washington and 
Selma, and was both the frst African American and frst woman to serve on 
St. Paul’s police force. She was a city planner, local politician, and educator. 
Where possible, we found the funds to provide community speakers like 

https://web.archive.org/web/20180810111747/http://rememberingrondo.org/
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Montgomery with an honorarium. We recognize that communities aren’t an 
endless supply of generosity that scholars can mine at will with no reciprocity 
or compensation. 

Sullivan, the students, and myself also invested time outside the class
room. The Harvest was not a one-and-done event. For example, students 
attended community programs and fundraisers. They wrote cards to all the 
participants thanking them for their time and directing them to the archive. 
After the frst year, I also set up a booth at Rondo Days with a wireless hotspot 
so that people could explore the archive on site. We may have only had fve 
visitors that day, but the members of RAI saw us there and appreciated what 
we were trying to do. In many ways, that was more important. 

-

We also gave RAI an out at nearly every phase of the project. Before 
we taught our frst Harvest class, we presented the syllabus and proposed an 
event date to the RAI board. Sullivan and I included Paul Schadewald, the 
Associate Director of the Civic Engagement Center at Macalester College 
(a center devoted to building partnerships), in all the meetings with RAI. As 
contingent faculty, Sullivan and I were not guaranteed to be at Macalester 
for the longevity of the partnership with RAI. Schadewald was the long-term 
contact for the organization, which helped ameliorate the board members’ 
concerns about working with us. We received unanimous approval but we 
emphasized that RAI could withdraw at any time if the partnership stopped 
being equitable, productive, or valuable. RAI had fewer reasons to trust us 
than not, so they appreciated that, too. 

The History Harvest was essentially “step one” for Macalester and RAI. 
The organization is actively seeking ways in which they can preserve their 
history and claim their digital identity. The care Sullivan and I took to make 
sure the Harvest was co-creative rather than extractive opened up opportuni
ties to collaborate with RAI on other afliated public and digital history com
munity engagement projects. These projects included a course on mapping, 
directing a student research project on the Reconnect Rondo land bridge, 
and overseeing interns for the Rondo Commemorative Plaza. Mr. Anderson 
didn’t just open a binder and let me choose which projects interested me. Each 
additional project and responsibility was equal parts trust-building exercise 
and serendipity. 

-
-
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Mapping Rondo’s Businesses 

While Mr. Anderson loved the History Harvest and wanted to run the event 
again, he also wanted a map of historic Rondo businesses to visualize the 
vibrancy of the business district along Rondo Avenue. Before highway con
struction, Rondo Avenue was the heart of the neighborhood’s economy. It 
had to be. Most white business owners outside of the neighborhood banned 
Black citizens; as a result, Rondo had to be self-sustaining in order to provide 
all the services its residents needed. When the city built I-94, it undermined 
the economic ecosystem of the community. The timing of Mr. Anderson’s 
request was perfect—I just so happened to want a new course. 

-

There is a printed poster of Rondo neighborhood landmarks and busi
nesses available for purchase through the Minnesota History Center. Sullivan 
and I bought our students copies so they could become familiar with the 
neighborhood, but we couldn’t fnd the map-maker, Jim Gerlich, anywhere 
on the internet to save our lives. Gerlich doesn’t really do the computer thing. 
Then, he heard the radio spot about the History Harvest that Mr. Anderson 
and I did on Minnesota Public Radio’s All Things Considered, and he came— 
with an armful of maps. 

-

Figure 3.9: Photograph of Gerlich’s poster of Rondo businesses and landmarks from 
1920–1960 at the History Harvest in 2016. The lighter color down the middle of the 
map represents the highway. 
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We invited Gerlich to the History Harvest class and he told the students 
about his research process. He went through all the business ads in the 
community newspapers from 1920–1960. He explained that limited space 
on the poster meant that he only included the businesses by the decade. In 
the process of producing the map, he actually identifed a stretch of Rondo 
Avenue by the capitol that hadn’t been destroyed by the highway; he and Mr. 
Anderson petitioned to have the street name restored. At the end of class, 
Gerlich showed me the two CDs and jump drive he was using to preserve 
his map. I promised to explore better options. He handed me the cardboard 
envelope and told me that those were his only copies. I asked if he minded if 
my students made a digital version. He ofered us all his research fles. 

In the spring 2017 semester, my students and I made a map of the historic 
businesses in Rondo. We talked about civic technology and explored our 
options. The students chose ESRI Story Maps. A free version of the software 

Figure 3.10: Screenshot of the map of historic businesses in Rondo (1920–1960) gener-
ated by Macalester students in 2017. 



is available for creating digital maps, and since items are added to the map via 
spreadsheets, it’s also easy to use. RAI can host the project without paying for 
an expensive ArcGIS license and can edit the spreadsheet with relative ease. 
After processing what felt like miles of newspaper microflm, the map now lives 
at RememberingRondo.org alongside the History Harvest. 

At the end of the semester, I gave Gerlich some options about what we 
might do with his scholarship. He decided to donate the map to the Ramsey 
County Historical Society. When I facilitated his donation, I also donated my 
students’ project and research fles. 

Partner Perspective 

How has the map been useful to your work? 

By the end of 2019, three businesses with deep Rondo ties will be ofering food, beverage, 
and gathering services for those living within the Rondo community and throughout the 
entire city. A number of us have taken note of these developments and we wanted to show 
our appreciation to the proprietors for taking the risk inherent in opening any business, 
and more so in food and beverage service. Our idea was to come up with a gift that had 
a common theme but also features unique to each establishment. After a while, I thought 
of Jim Gerlich’s map and its comprehensive listing of the type of businesses with the 
same functions from Rondo’s past as those we are going to honor. We thought a picture 
would be worth a thousand words and would better describe what we have planned. 
We’ll be asking an artist to prepare a poster combining the images of cooks, servers and 
patrons of the places from the Gerlich map with the images from the students’ research 
into a current map indicating the physical location of the honorees—it’s going to be great! 

—Marvin R. Anderson 

ReConnect Rondo 

Then, in another stroke of serendipity, a geography student intern at the 
Rondo Community Land Trust (RCLT), Anna Dolde, set up a meeting with 
me. Mr. Anderson told RCLT about the map my students built and RCLT 
was interested in our fndings. Dolde was a stellar student and Mr. Anderson 
wanted to fnd some way to employ her as an intern on ReConnect Rondo, 
a project proposing a land bridge over the highway. The bridge would have 
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mixed-income housing, senior living, shops, parks, and maybe even the St. 
Paul farmer’s market. It would also reconnect the bifurcated neighborhood. 
Earlier that week, my dean emailed me to tell me about some unclaimed 
undergraduate research funds for community-based projects. He thought I 
might have something in mind. And here was Mr. Anderson telling me he 
wanted an intern, and Anna, the undergrad with the expertise. Dolde spent 
the summer forming the Housing Committee and doing site visits to other 
land bridges across the country. 

Partner Perspective 

What is ReConnect Rondo, and why is it important? 

ReConnectRondo’s (RCR) mission is the realization of a Rondo Land Bridge (RLB) to 
reconnect communities proximate to I-94 in the Rondo neighborhood of St. Paul. RCR 
is a community development organization established to maximize opportunities for 
business, economic, and social development. RCR’s goal is to persuasively shape transpor-
tation policy for the RLB to create opportunities that uplift the public health, economic, 
housing, and social conditions of the Rondo communities. With the construction of the 
land bridge, a new Rondo Boulevard will be built as the major walkway of the bridge. 
At roughly four blocks long it can only be a symbol of the original 21-block length of old 
Rondo. Nevertheless, there will be shops, cafes, ofces, and housing that will enable a 
new generation of people to collect memories for subsequent History Harvests many years 
into the future. 

—Marvin R. Anderson 

Rondo Commemorative Plaza 

Mr. Anderson and RAI were also involved in developing the Rondo 
Commemorative Plaza. The plaza has twenty-four permanent panels telling 
the history of Rondo and the stories of its present. Rondo is the landing site 
for many immigrants in the community, including Hmong, Somali, Eritrean, 
Karen, Oromo, Ethiopian, and Vietnamese people. They also have stories 
to tell and the plaza will give them space to do so, but Mr. Anderson was 
on a crunched timeline and needed immediate text writers for the panels. I 
ofered to oversee four interns—a historian, two geographers, and an artist. 
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Together, we created two of the panels. One of our panels profles the Rondo 
Avenue/Dale Street intersection that was the heartbeat of the business district; 
the other profles a house taken by MnDOT. The house—a frmly middle-
class home with many well-maintained improvements—was owned by the 
Galloway family. The students used archived eminent domain fles to develop 
mathematical equations assessing the monetary value lost in the neighbor-
hood houses, but they also interviewed displaced resident Nate Galloway in 
an attempt to describe the intangible values lost. 

Partner Perspective 

What does the Rondo Commemorative Plaza mean to the community? 

The Rondo Commemorative Plaza opened in July 2018. Brick pavers, cleverly built-in 
benches, and a long exhibit wall that spans the decades of Rondo’s story—including 
the stories of today’s Karen, Hmong, Oromo, and Somali residents—surround a grassy 
mound that symbolizes both the old neighborhood’s resting place and the dreams that 
continue to rise amid its ruins. Atop the knoll are pieces of the granite curb that once 
lined nearby streets. 

At the south end, a pergola shades a platform where singers and musicians can perform, 
and an installation of chimes by local artist Seitu Jones can be played with hammers. 
Each chime is dedicated to one of the 18 north-south streets that crossed Rondo, and each 
hammer bears the inscription of a notable family or resident from the old neighborhood. 
A tower with a lighted beacon stands at the northeast corner of the park, visible to 
drivers passing by on I-94. It is our hope the plaza will help rekindle the spirit of Rondo, 
bringing people of all backgrounds together. 

—Marvin R. Anderson 

Working with the Rondo community has been one of the most reward-
ing and transformative experiences of my academic career. My students feel 
the same. Though working with RAI has been productive, listening to RAI 
has been generative. The History Harvest was our litmus test for the partner-
ship. The moments of specifc engagement were just as important as sticking 
around afterward to see if there are other ways to partner with the commu-
nity. If we in the academy are going to truly break down the barriers between 
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Figure 3.11: A view of the Rondo Commemorative Plaza from the north. The photog
rapher would have been standing on Old Rondo Avenue. Photo courtesy of Morgan 
Shef. 

-

Figure 3.12: A view of the Rondo Commemorative Plaza from the south. In the fore
ground is the art installation of chimes representing historic streets designed by Seitu 
Jones. Photo courtesy of Morgan Shef. 

-



the public and access to scholarship, we need to empower citizen scholars and 
include them in the planning process. When we parachute in and leave, we 
replicate the same systems that marginalized the community in the frst place. 

There is no one recipe for developing a sustainable partnership. If I 
had to boil down what made the partnership between RAI and Macalester 
so fruitful, I would identify three things: 1) mutual respect which ultimately 
begat trust, 2) fexibility, and 3) the people. So much of the partnership is a 
result of the individuals involved. If Mr. Anderson didn’t like me, none of this 
would have happened. The reverse is probably also true—but everyone likes 
Mr. Anderson. 

Partner Perspective 

What do you think made our partnership so successful? 

Clearly the advance preparation provided by Professors Wingo and Sullivan, along with 
the clarity of the class objectives and willingness of the students to engage the project 
with “gusto,” were important elements that contributed to the success of the History 
Harvest. In addition, there were a couple of factors from a personal basis that deserve 
mention. I truly found the professors to be authentic in their proposal, transparent in 
their strategy, and genuine in their desire for a positive outcome for all concerned, which 
led to the success of our partnership. 

—Marvin R. Anderson 

A lot of things happened after that frst History Harvest. When I set up 
the booth at Rondo Days in July, half of our students came—during their 
summer break. In 2016, Sullivan and I invited a History Harvest student and 
Mr. Anderson to co-present with us at the Imagining America conference. It 
was standing room only. People are hungry for this type of scholarship and 
pedagogy, in part because it’s relevant. In the wake of alarming realities like 
the local murder of Philando Castile—a son of Rondo—by a police ofcer 
in July 2016, Rondo’s history is also the history of our present. Black Lives 
Matter protestors shut down the highway at Lexington Avenue, the western 
boundary of the neighborhood—the same highway that still cuts through 
Rondo. That symbolism is hard to ignore, and not lost on my students. In this 
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context, “Remember Rondo” is best understood as both a rallying cry and a 
warning. 

It’s hard to describe Marvin Anderson’s charisma. He has been fghting 
for recognition of what happened to Rondo for longer than I have been alive. 
To be in the presence of that kind of determination and passion is humbling. 
During a community meeting about the development of a land bridge to 
reconnect the bifurcated community in April 2018, Mr. Anderson delivered 
the opening remarks. “They say there are two important days in your life,” 
he said. “The day you are born and the day you realize why you are born.” 
There is no higher calling for Mr. Anderson than empowering his neighbor
hood and establishing RAI as a model for other communities traumatized by 
urban development. 

-

Mr. Anderson is 70-something years old,8 and he’s thinking about what 
happens when he’s gone. If you ask him what he hopes the outcome of all 
his work will be, he’d tell you that he hopes to fnd someone from Rondo to 
take his place, and maybe he’d have a park on top of the highway posthu
mously named after him. As for Jim Gerlich, the mapmaker who doesn’t 
“computer,” he still works with Macalester students on a handful of his own 

-

Figure 3.13: Melvin Carter, Jr. at the 2016 History Harvest. 
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research projects. He spends a fair portion of his retirement energy running 
a philanthropic youth organization in North Minneapolis, one of the neigh
borhoods to which the Rondo citizens relocated in the 1960s. And Chris 
Coleman, the mayor who apologized to Rondo? He retired. In his stead St. 
Paul elected Melvin Carter III, a grandson of Rondo. His father came to our 
frst History Harvest. 

-

Notes 

1. See Eric Avila, The Folklore of the Freeway: Race and Revolt in the Modernist City 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014); P. E. Moskowitz, How to Kill 
a City: Gentrifcation, Inequality, and the Fight for the Neighborhood (New York: Bold 
Type Books, 2017); Richard Rothstein, The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How 
Our Government Segregated America (New York: Liveright Publishing, 2017); and 
Christopher W. Wells, Car Country: An Environmental History (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2012). 

2. Mindy Fullilove, Root Shock: How Tearing Up City Neighborhoods Hurts America, and 
What We Can Do About It (New York: Ballantine Books, 2004). 

3. Allen Costantini, “Rondo neighborhood gets apologies for I-94,” lohud, July 17, 
2015. 

4. “About,” The History Harvest. Accessed November 18, 2016. 
5. Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public 

History (Albany: SUNY Press, 1990) and “From A Shared Authority to the Digital 
Kitchen, and Back,” in Letting Go?: Sharing Historical Authority in a User-Generated 
World, eds. Bill Adair, Benjamin Filene, and Laura Koloski (Philadelphia: Pew 
Center for Arts and Heritage, 2011), 126–137. 

6. Dr. Crystal M. Moten directed both the 2017 and 2018 History Harvests. I 
provided consultation expertise for the 2017 History Harvest only, and Moten 
developed new strategies to keep community interest fresh for the 2018 History 
Harvest by working directly with the elders’ clubs and partnering with a group of 
local high schoolers. 

7. There are many people to thank for the successful transfer of the archive, includ-
ing RAI’s web guru, Sharon Kennedy Vickers, and Macalester College’s digital 
scholarship specialist, John Meyerhofer. 

8. Come on. It’s rude to ask. 
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“Send Out a Little Light” 

The Antioch A.M.E. Digital Archive 

Julia Brock, Elayne Washington Hunter,  

Robin Morris, and Shaneé Murrain 

Introduction 

Julia Brock and Robin Morris 

Digital community engagement relies on building and sustaining relation
ships with a particular public. Sometimes, as in our case, a digital project is 
not necessarily the most valuable and enduring outcome. What does matter 
is that a past is uncovered and examined, and refexive partnerships between 
institutions make that possible: both history and society are thus served in our 
projects. This chapter about the Antioch A.M.E. Digital Archive is a study in 
the challenges and successes of digital community engagement.

-

1 The archive 
is a growing compendium of records (texts, images, and three-dimensional 
objects) about the church, originating with service-based work by staf at the 
University of West Georgia and Agnes Scott College along with the articulate 
vision and community-based work of church members. In this chapter, our 
project members refect on building and sustaining the archive, emphasizing 
the material process of working in collaboration with each other. Contributors, 
each of whom authored her own section of the chapter, consider the practical 
and ethical realities of work grounded in living partnership and infected by 
digital technology. We hope to describe a kind of praxis that will avail in other 
contexts. In the conclusion, we ofer milestones that we missed along the way 
that may help others who are undertaking similar collaborative work. 

Our labor is framed by a number of commitments: to ethical, public 
work; to emerging practices in our feld; to critical assessment of power 
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dynamics at play in university-community partnerships; to the value of 
working with and training students; and, above all, to telling the history of 
Antioch A.M.E. Church. The project might be classifed as digital public 
history, or something distinct from digital humanities and digital history, what 
Sharon Leon notes as “formed by a specifc attention to preparing materials 
for a particular audience—to address their questions, to engage with them, 
to target a real conversation with the public about a particular aspect of 
history.”2 The project is also informed by community archiving, an emergent 
practice in the archival feld in which archivists act in consultative roles, and 
historic artifacts and records continue to be stewarded by the communities in 
which they matter most. 

The Antioch A.M.E. Digital History Project is a community-generated 
repository of artifacts, images, oral histories, and documents that trace the 
history of the church in concert with its 150th year celebration in 2018. The 
church, which today thrives in Stone Mountain, Georgia, was the frst African 
American church founded in Decatur, near Atlanta. Since its founding, 
Antioch has been engaged in ministering to the spiritual welfare of its con
gregants while also acting as a cultural and social bulwark—from serving as a 
place of education for newly freed men and women in 1868; speaking publicly 
against the Atlanta Race Riot in 1906; hosting lectures in Black history in 
the 1930s; ministering to AIDS patients in the 1980s; and today, through 
its Social Action Committee, focusing on pressing community issues. The 
church has been a force of gravity in the community, drawing parishioners 
for services, weddings, funerals, holiday meals, and homecomings. Despite 
this role, and its historic place in the heart of downtown Decatur, church 
records have not been housed in institutional repositories. Instead, members 
of its congregation preserved records and recorded histories of the church, 
which they saved and stewarded in family homes and the church itself. Those 
preservationists are the reason this archive exists. 

-

The project began under the initiative of church members. In early 
2015, church member Tigner Rand approached Julia Brock, newly arrived 
at the University of West Georgia’s Center for Public History, about begin
ning an oral history project. Rand was the church’s newsletter author and 

-
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had attempted to fnd information about the history of the church. He came 
upon the work of public historian David Rotenstein, who has documented 
the efects of gentrifcation and urban renewal in Decatur, particularly the 
perilous consequences for the once-thriving Black community that surrounds 
the town.3 Rotenstein’s work ofered the inspirational clue for Rand in his 
search for the past, and Rotenstein encouraged Rand to actively document the 
history of Antioch by recording the memories of elderly church congregants. 

Brock’s conversation with Rand began with an interview project as one 
outcome, but funding options required us to broaden our view. The most 
likely starting place for support was Georgia Humanities (GH), our state 
National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH)-afliated organization, 
which ofered small programming grants for history and humanities projects 
but only rarely funded oral history projects. The requirements of the grant, 
including a public program and the addition of a humanities scholar, shifted 
our plans to an event-based celebration of church history. We devised a 
History Day program at the church during its original homecoming month 
in July (a new homecoming celebration was added to the church calendar in 
September to recognize its move to Stone Mountain in 1996). We created a 
programming committee: church members Elayne Washington Hunter and 
Calvin Washington, siblings whose family had been connected to the church 
since the nineteenth century; Robin Morris, a history professor at Agnes Scott 
College who joined as our humanities scholar; and Elyse Hill, an African 
American genealogist. 

We began building components of the project before our event in July. As 
a project team, we wanted to capture the strong intergenerational population 
of the church. To that end, we planned and conducted an intergenerational 
oral history day to bring the children and the elders of the church into con
versation. On a Saturday morning, Morris trained about eight middle-and 
high-schoolers in oral history methods. Unfortunately, we were not able to 
record interviews since we had not gotten out the word sufciently to ensure a 
strong elder presence on that day. Thankfully, a couple of elders did join the 
group later and shared memories of holidays and baptisms. In the future, we 
might do training one week, and then include the children to a greater extent 

-
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in the History Harvest with an oral history booth. We also want to record the 
youths’ own recent memories of the church to highlight that the congregation 
is now building its seventh and eighth generations. 

The History Day program, which took place in July 2016, had two goals: 
to ofer guidance for interested church and community members in preserv
ing family and church records, and to digitize church records in the form of a 
History Harvest.

-

4 University of West Georgia archivists Shaneé Murrain and 
Blynne Olivieri led a session on preserving documents and photographs, while 
Elyse Hill ofered a workshop on African American genealogical research. In 
addition, Larry Rivers, a historian at the University of West Georgia, gave a 
talk on the history of the A.M.E. Church, particularly focusing on Antioch’s 
development within that larger narrative. 

The History Harvest yielded the records that Rand, Hunter, and 
Washington hoped to locate—photographs, documents, and objects that illu
minated the church’s rich past. In the months leading up to the History Day 
program we scanned church members’ collections and built a small cache 
of digital reproductions. During the event we continued our scanning and 
photographing, thanks to a number of UWG public history graduate students 
and interns. 

-

History Day proved a success, drawing well beyond church members 
to those from the community. Over ffty people attended, mostly church 
members but also other public historians and community members working 
to document African American history in Dekalb County. Most church 
members responded to the day with enthusiasm. One respondent to a post-
event survey said, “I really enjoyed the day,” and that only “longer sessions 
and break-out sessions with [the] experts” would have improved it. Another 
said the day was “very comprehensive, detailed, and thorough!” 

Some members who attended were wary of the project’s goals and 
outcomes, and expressed mistrust at the participation of the mostly white 
UWG group of staf and students. A woman whose family was rooted in the 
church assumed that we were there to scan records in order to make a proft 
from their collection. Although this was never our aim, this points to a well-
founded fear based in a history of white exploitation of communities of color. 
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The woman went on to question why the church, or even her family, could 
not run an archive without the help of a predominantly white institution 
(PWI). This highlights a key issue of privilege and community partnerships: 
saying “yes” to a partnership without questioning whether a PWI was the 
most appropriate partner for the church. Our frst interface as public histo
rians with a community partner is often consultative; when we are consider
ing what projects to move forward, it is critical to think not only about our 
standing commitments and resources but whether or not we are truly serving 
the community partner. 

-
-

The critique of the church member also raised the issues of ownership 
and control over access. The physical objects remained in the hands of their 
original stewards, but the digital reproductions were another story. Consent 
forms frst refected the risk-averse nature of the university. Donors signed over 
copyright of the scans to the University of West Georgia, the institution that 
would house and manage them. But as Leon argues, public historians have to 
consider the “use and reuse” of digital content—in this case, it is important to 
add (as others have elsewhere) that we must confront the ethical implications 
of reuse.5 The digital archive made it so donors did not have control over 
how their material was used on the web. After History Day, we attempted 
to remediate the lack of control by adopting a Creative Commons licensing 
structure on the consent forms. So far we have employed this language in 
oral history consent forms, though we have not scanned additional items and 
thus have not used the updated permissions form for digitization. Those who 
donated objects and papers for scanning consented that the material would be 
publicly accessible on the web, while the physical artifacts remain in personal 
collections. 

By the end of summer 2016 we had enough of a collection to begin 
building the digital archive. As Sheila Brennan has argued, “Doing any type of 
public digital humanities work requires an intentional decision from the begin
ning of the project that identifes, invites in, and addresses audience needs in 
the design, as well as the approach and content, long before the outreach for 
a fnished project begins.”

-

6 With the church members as a primary audience 
in mind, Brock chose Omeka, created by the Roy Rosenzweig Center for 
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History and New Media at George Mason University, as the platform on 
which to build. It met several requirements for our use: it is free and open-
source; has a user-friendly interface students can easily learn and use; has a 
structured metadata schema for archival objects; and includes features that 
allow for community interaction. Graduate and undergraduate students 
played an important role in researching and adding metadata to individual 
items in the Omeka database, using guidelines from the Digital Library of 
Georgia (DLG). The site is poised to be indexed in the DLG, which also serves 
as a content hub of the Digital Public Library of America, which will allow 
for greater discoverability of the archival material. 

We continued our work to some extent after History Day, aided by new 
leadership in the church. In 2017, Pastor Vandy C. Simmons accepted an 
assignment to lead Antioch. Rand and Calvin Washington facilitated an 
introductory meeting of project team members and Simmons shortly after 
his arrival. At this meeting, church leaders introduced Simmons to the long 
history of his new church home and asked for a blessing to pursue the project. 
Pastor Simmons has brought a new vibrancy to the congregation and contin
ues the legacy of community engagement. 

-

We learned after building the digital archive, however, that even when 
community-institution relationships are strong and the digital product is a 
resource for the public, that public may not always know about, or use, the 
creation. Though we do have visitors to the site, we’ve had no one upload 
additional items, nor comment on content (the ability to do both are prom
inent features of Omeka). The lack of engagement with the site can only be 
the fault of the project team—after History Day and the initial excitement 
of the collection, the team ebbed in its work. This break was due to other 
professional and personal demands, not to lack of interest. We are currently 
regrouping and considering new ways to widely share this virtual space. 

-

Still, we continue to think about how to make the site more robust. One 
avenue is to link the archive to the church’s current ministry. The church 
records Sunday services for congregants unable to attend in person, for 
example. Church A/V volunteers then upload these videos to YouTube. We 
wondered about historical sermons as we built the archive: what did the 
congregants hear about voter registration or racial violence? What did they 
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hear about Jim Crow or Massive Resistance or Atlanta’s own Martin Luther 
King, Jr.? While we have not found old sermons, future researchers can know 
what congregants heard in 2018. They will be able to link to the video—with 
the words and presentation—to hear the sermons of this era. The church, 
for example, has recently been active in hosting political candidates, such 
as gubernatorial candidate Stacey Abrams, and documentaries that explore 
current disenfranchisement of voters of color.7 

We also continue to attend special events and record contemporary 
history on the site. We try to keep up with scanning fyers for the numerous 
social and community events the church hosts. In the summer of 2018, 
Antioch hosted a community Meet the Candidates Forum in anticipation of 
the primary elections. They invited candidates for all state and local ofces 
and opened the doors to the entire community. Morris and Brock attended 
the event and, in addition to learning more about the candidates, took pho
tographs for the record. Church members have also expressed the desire to 
collect “history as it happens,” and this documentation efort has become 
another way to build the site. 

-

In January of 2019, Antioch project team members were fortunate 
to attend the Sustaining Digital Humanities (DH) Workshop at Georgia 
Tech University. Faculty and graduate students based at the University of 
Pittsburgh’s Visual Media Institute led the two-day workshop, which trains 
digital humanists to implement the Socio-Technical Sustainability Roadmap 
in order to plan strategically for a project’s lifespan.8 This workshop was invalu
able for helping us articulate goals and a plan for moving forward. We use the 
conclusion of this chapter to refect on these goals and how the workshop 
brought to light the steps we missed in the beginning stages of our work. 

-

During the workshop, the team listed all of those that were part of the 
project’s life—from the web server host to the funders to the important role of 
undergraduate and graduate students. One of our partners who contributed 
invaluable intellectual and practical framing is assistant professor Shaneé 
Murrain of the University of West Georgia’s Ingram Library. As mentioned 
before, Murrain and her colleague Blynne Olivieri of the Annie Belle Weaver 
Special Collections ofered a workshop at the Antioch History Day on pre
serving family and church records. But Murrain continued to play a role after 

-
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the summer of 2016 in helping project team members understand a turn in 
archival practice with regards to ownership and belonging. The digital archive 
thus relied upon consultation with Murrain, whose practice is committed to 
equity and transparency. She now ofers a brief meditation on the practice of 
community archiving. 

Figure 4.1: University of West Georgia University Archivist Shaneé Murrain talks with 
a participant of the Antioch A.M.E. History Day in July 2016. 
Courtesy Mark Greenberg. 

Figure 4.2: Genealogist Elyse Hill gave a workshop on family history research at the 
Antioch A.M.E. History Day in July 2016. Courtesy Mark Greenberg. 
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Figure 4.3: Julia Brock, Tigner Rand, and Robin Morris led an oral history workshop 
with the Young People's Department at Antioch A.M.E. church in April  2016. 
Courtesy Robin Morris. 

Figure 4.4: University of West Georgia public history students talk with Sharon 
Youngblood, a long-time member of Antioch A.M.E. at History Day in 2016. Ms. 
Youngblood allowed students to scan a souvenir program of the 1960s church ground
breaking in its second location in downtown Decatur, Georgia. 

-
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Figure 4.5: A black and white photograph of the original 1874 Antioch A.M.E. Church 
wooden building. The photograph also features Antioch A.M.E. Church members. 
Courtesy of Sylvia Clarke via the Antioch A.M.E. Digital Archive. 

Figure 4.6: A church envelope holding ashes from a mortgage burning ceremony in 
1981. Courtesy of Barbara Lowe via the Antioch A.M.E. Digital Archive. 
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Figure 4.7: Historian David Rotenstein documented the 2014 destruction of the last 
church building that Antioch occupied. Courtesy of David Rotenstein via the Antioch 
A.M.E. Digital Archive. 

Figure 4.8: Elayne Washington Hunter. 
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Community Archiving 

Shaneé Murrain 

Who tells the story of Black Church life? How that story is told, through years 
of written and published documentation, oral testimonies and artifacts, is 
partially informed by both the archivist and the archive. For me, archivists 
don’t tell the story of Black Church life; the records and the communities they 
come from do. The Black Church is the expert on Black Church life. 

Part of the work of community archives concerns changing the narrative 
of African American collections that often are not seen as on par with other 
materials related to American history collected by majority institutions, like 
PWIs. Pushing against this notion has been an uphill battle for many of us in 
the archival world, but it needs to be taken as seriously as other resources. 
We are now working to provide comparable access to these holdings; to build 
these collections at a similar pace to other holdings; and to use them in our 
research, scholarship, and teaching. Herein lies the question: what do we want 
to remember and how do we tell the story? Who is silenced? Why? Who 
articulates competing and contested memories? Why? Where is the glory in 
only telling certain stories? How can archival institutions operate in such a 
way as to communicate that the Black Church is relevant—that it does still, 
and will always, matter? 

One method attends to the role of time and season in the community. 
A year is measured diferently in the church and the academy. The litur
gical calendar gives structure and momentum to people’s lives by directing 
a church’s organization around seasonal and occasional events such as 
deaths, anniversaries, weddings, birth of children, and changes in leadership. 
Throughout this experience collaborating with one church and one commu
nity member, we found managing expectations about time and success have 
been crucial to developing genuine relationships. The transactional nature 
of relationships in academia is often motivated by momentum: an efort to 
meet deadlines, receive proper credit for a groundbreaking research discov
ery, or achieve tenure are diferent measures of success than what occurs 
outside academia. The church and the academy are alike in that the work of 

-

-

-
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individuals has greater purpose. The diference is the reward. In the academy 
careers are elevated, while in the church the people are celebrated. This ethos 
is important to recognize and critique in community archives. 

Complete independence from the traditional archive is complicated 
by various forms of power. While community archives interrogate the func
tions of narrative, authority, and memory in our collection development 
policies, these collections are not created and sustained without fnancial 
support. The Antioch A.M.E. Digital Collection project is led by tenure-track 
faculty and librarians from PWIs that have the resources to support a host of 
projects beyond a community preservation workshop. In an article written 
for a series on community-based archives, Yusef Omowale argues, “If we 
are to restore and document our humanity, we must refuse the spectacle for 
the everyday. The archive has privileged the spectacle to our detriment.”

-

9 In 
primary documents produced by African American associations and church 
bodies we see congregations participating in constructing their own stories 
and revisiting them throughout the life of the community. 

This community archives project is designed to showcase how churches 
and universities can work together to preserve African American history, and 
invite intergenerational dialogue and storytelling via oral history. In a genuine 
efort to build relationships with churches, workshops such as History Day 
act as community gathering spaces. Community members are empowered 
by participating in the planning and collection of their stories as they deem 
appropriate. They also facilitate the preservation of these stories by building 
a local archive representative of the people and free of the traditional institu
tional repository. Breaking from traditional roles in archives, we are creating 
relationships rather than bringing collections in. Absorbing stories is not the 
only way to build archival collections. 

-

The communal work of preserving the church’s historical records can 
deepen our understanding of identity as an ever-evolving conversation with 
the past and within ourselves as educators within the academy. 
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A History Ministry 

Elayne Washington Hunter and Julia Brock spoke on a September afternoon. 
Prompted by questions from Brock, Hunter refected on the history of Antioch and the 
dynamics of the project. As with any interview, the questions and answers are shaped 
by the agenda of the interviewer, the identities of the interviewer and interviewee, and 
the relationship of the two. Brock transcribed Hunter’s responses below. 

We are on our ffth generation of membership at Antioch. My great-grand
father was James Fowler and he was one of the founding members and one 
of the frst stewards at the church. On every cornerstone of our churches, 
of the buildings, the edifces, someone from my family has been there. The 
church on Marshall Street—my grandfather’s name was there. The church on 
Atlanta Avenue—my father was there. My brother is on the current stone. My 
grandchildren are members now. 

-

The church was in Decatur and had been there since the 1860s; we are 
the oldest church for people of color in the city of Decatur. I remember that 
there was a page in the Decatur history that was dedicated to our church. 
I always heard that as a child growing up. I remember as a child that Mrs. 
Lorena Kemp kept the history of the church; she was the church historian. 
Prior to this project coming together a couple of years ago the church cele
brated every year in July until we moved over to Stone Mountain. We moved 
to Stone Mountain in October and so the pastor at the time, who was our 
pastor for twenty-three years, changed the anniversary date to October. 
Growing up in the church I remember that the celebration of the anniversary 
was in July. 

-

We need more attention paid to the history of our church from our 
administration, from our leadership, from our pastor, and from the current 
ofcers. Since our church moved over to Stone Mountain it has changed so 
much. The people who run the church, the people who are the leadership 
of the church, they come from all diferent spaces and places and times. 
Before, when we were literally in Decatur, the majority of the people who 
were leaders in the church came from Decatur. They had an allegiance to the 
church. That doesn’t really exist anymore because we were a church of 150 
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people that became a church of nearly 2,000 people. You can imagine how 
the dynamics changed. 

It’s important for us to know our history. I think it’s important for the 
children to know it. Our country is what it is based on the history of the 
country and I feel the same way about the church. Our church is where we 
are and who we are based on our history. I think that our history contributed 
to the community in a way that some churches did not. That needs to be 
known. I just think about when I learned some of the things that we uncov
ered, just the mere fact that these people were slaves before 1865 and three 
years later they founded a church, and that church became a school and a 
meeting place. You know, it leaves me in awe. I’m just awestruck based on the 
fact that my family was a part of that. Not that we dwell on our past but where 
are we without it? It’s important for us to document our history every place 
that we can because it’s worth somebody knowing about it. 

-

Our project began when Dr. David Rotenstein took note of who we 
were. He is a historian who wrote an article about what was happening with 
urban renewal in the city of Decatur and how this church was getting pushed 
over to the side. Tigner Rand communicated with myself and my brother—so 
that’s how I think we all got started. There was money available through the 
Georgia Humanities that funded us to do our history day project. That’s how 
we started meeting and uncovering. 

I was excited by the project because we might be able to let the world 
know Antioch, where we came from and how we got where we are. I thought 
that we were going to be able to even draw in people who had an afliation 
to the church who were gone away from it. We were going to be able to bring 
those people back and have some conversation with them about Antioch. 
Some families who had been afliated with the church for a long period of 
time did not go with the church when it left for Stone Mountain. They are 
very few families now who were afliated with the church from the beginning. 

At the History Day in July of 2016, I thought that the presentation that 
was done by Dr. Larry Rivers was the core of the entire day. I was in awe 
as to how he took the history of Richard Allen and brought it all the way 
to Decatur, Georgia, and Stone Mountain. That’s how I felt sitting there—I 
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felt like, wow, this has come all the way from Philadelphia to Atlanta. Also, 
the fact that people brought archival information to us. Some of them, I was 
surprised that they still had it. That’s what intrigued me about the day. I wish, 
however, that we had had more people in attendance. 

We planned the day well. I was happy about how we advertised and 
marketed it. I don’t think we could’ve done anything diferently that particu
lar day that would have changed anything. The church members who came 
were happy to contribute. One of them, though, was very negative about the 
whole project. She seemed to have thought that we had hooked up with white 
people who were going to make a whole lot of money of the church and that 
she wouldn’t be a part of that money-making deal. But it was not like that and 
I do not think that we communicated it that way. I just think that she came in 
with that negativism and kept it while she was there, and verbalized it. 

-

We need to have another History Day and I’d like for us to get the 
current membership more involved. When I say “involved” I mean more 
knowledgeable. I think we have the capability of doing that. It amazes me 
that our current bishop of the district is really interested in having all of our 
local churches deal a lot more with social action and be a lot more communi
ty-based. I feel that Antioch started out that way and so I do not want to see 
us lose that. I’d like for us to continue our project. I really wish that we would 
have been more involved with the sesquicentennial, happening right now. 

-

I’d like to see a history ministry in the church because the history is a 
rich history. You have the missionaries, for example, and they do work with 
the homeless and caring for the community. The history committee would 
focus on the past and constantly record our history as it’s happening. Nobody 
is really recording the current history and tying it all together with where we 
used to be to where we have come to be. I think that’s what the ministry can 
be involved in. I think it’s almost a given that we end up there based on our 
early beginnings. 

Had it not been for our relationship with University of West Georgia 
and Agnes Scott College and college students we would not have uncovered 
as much as we actually did. I think it’s having somebody to be able to do 
some of the work, someone who is knowledgeable about projects like this, 
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knowledgeable about history and historical reference points. Someone who 
has contacts that we can grab and use to help us along our way. I think we 
should develop a mission statement so that we know where we want to go 
and what our mission is as a committee or ministry. From there, we should 
continue our relationship with these colleges and universities. The students, 
young people, they are learning a lot every day in school, and for them to be 
able to apply some of that to our history is important. Even the techniques 
and the exposure—all of that, to me, is important for students. 

I think that the best things that have been done in this country have 
been done through collaboration. I just feel that we don’t stand alone. Had 
the possibility of the project not come to our attention we probably would 
just be going on and on and never even thinking about it, other than it being 
a passing thought—as opposed to it becoming a project. I personally do not 
think there are any drawbacks to partnering with universities. 

I don’t think that race afected our partnership. We’re an African 
American church and we have a history that started when our forefathers 
were brought here as slaves. And so, based on that alone, there is a racial side 
or aspect to what we’re actually doing here. But otherwise I don’t. I think that 
people are prejudiced from all diferent sides and from all diferent angles . . . 
I don’t think that’s going to die out; I think that people are going to be preju
diced no matter what and no matter who’s involved in the project. 

-

Conclusion 

The Antioch A.M.E. Digital Archive is, in many ways, an example of a successful 
community-institution partnership. Project partners created a shared vision 
to address a need of the church, and carried out plans with the help of experts 
and supporters. The outcome is not only an accessible digital archive but an 
ongoing relationship between church and institution partners. Both under
graduate and graduate students worked as part of the process, which means 
that the project also served as training for young public historians. Finally, the 
process we used and the project we created has become a model for church 
partnerships championed by Georgia Humanities, our funder, and shared by 
us at conferences and public talks. 

-
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Ours, like so many projects, is also weighted by the burdens we encoun
ter: personal priorities change, key partners move to new jobs, and a lack of 
clarity about new directions stymies progress in any direction. Though we are 
all committed to the project’s future at the time of this writing, we are still a 
work-in-progress as we decide upon future directions. In the following para
graphs, written after a brainstorming session at the Sustaining DH Workshop, 
we address what we hope other project teams will take as lessons from our 
process and what we see as key contributions of our work and the future of 
the project. 

-

-

The Sustaining DH Workshop brought us together again in January 2019 
after a few months’ ebb in project work caused by Brock moving to the 
University of Alabama. Using the Socio-Technical Sustainability Roadmap 
(STSR), workshop leaders guided a room full of digital humanists through a 
step-by-step process to identify the assets of our projects and how we might 
sustain both the partnerships and the digital infrastructures or datasets we are 
building and preserving. The workshop allowed our team to have rich discus
sions about our process to date and about the meanings we give to the project. 

-

First, to the pieces we missed. We came together as a group of people 
with a common goal: to preserve and share the past. We learned that we 
liked each other—we enjoyed our meetings, which were often fueled by 
homemade baked goods, storytelling, and laughter. But we never assigned 
formal roles to project members, something that was asked of us as part of the 
STSR. That exercise was clarifying. We determined, for example, that Calvin 
Washington Hunter served as not only a church liaison but as coordinator of 
project meetings and additional project members (we have decided to bring 
in new partners from the church congregation); Elayne Washington Hunter 
focused on public relations opportunities within the church; Julia Brock pri
marily managed the infrastructure of the Omeka site; Robin Morris would 
continue to work as project consultant, providing support for programming 
and resources available at her institution; and Tigner Rand would continue to 
develop outreach opportunities within and outside of the church and provide 
technical support. Though we had been working in these specifc ways for the 
life of the project, articulating roles was incredibly helpful for making discrete 
plans for future work. 

-
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We also confronted the distance between who we hoped our audience 
would be (for the archive, in particular) and who actually used the site. In our 
imagining, users of the site would include those interested in the history of 
Antioch; in Black Church history; and in the history of Decatur. Those users 
might be church members, K-12 teachers, and researchers, for example. In 
reality, the project team members currently make up the primary users of the 
site, in addition to the occasional visitor from the church. Facing this reality 
made us think hard about what steps to take in order to connect more users 
to the site itself. 

Finally, we created a timeline for attending to digital sustainability. 
These actions, based on the STSR, are in some ways common sense—backing 
up data, storing data responsibly, and creating access tiers to the site and 
records for project team members. But the curriculum also encouraged us 
to think about the lifetime of our project. How long do we imagine its life to 
be? How will we retire the site when the time comes? The workshop leaders 
ask that project teams revisit the STSR modules every three years to ask and 
answer similar questions. 

This workshop, then, was inestimably helpful and we left after two days 
with written documentation of our work and a clear, if modest, plan to move 
forward. Actions include student-created exhibits on the site to interpret the 
archive’s contents, continued outreach to the church to build interest in the 
site, meeting with the pastor once again to remind him of our work, and a 
clear plan for digital preservation. We also agreed to plan for the site’s eventual 
retirement; we imagine one possibility could be archiving the information at 
the Atlanta University Center Archive or somewhere that has robust collec
tions in Black history (though we have not approached any institution about 
this). Perhaps just as important, our time together allowed us to refect out 
loud on what our project has meant to us personally and what we think it 
means in a wider sense. These are the points we want readers to understand: 

-

First, this project did not take a lot of money. We started with a grant of 
$2000 and drew from our own labor and that of our students to create and 
build the site. We urge those who want to engage in similar projects to know 
it is possible to do so starting with little in the way of a budget. As this went 
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to press, Morris received a small grant from Agnes Scott College to develop a 
Spring 2020 class for advanced history undergraduates to scan material from 
the church photographer’s collection and to conduct additional oral histories. 
The grant also funds rideshare transportation for students to attend at least 
two church services to meet the community whose story they will be telling. 
Finally, students will use the Omeka feature of digital curation to create online 
exhibits using the site’s archive. 

Second, ours is one model of creating a community archive without 
removing objects from their owners, though we must make a critical note. 
Yusef Omowale sees a danger in “institutionally approved ways to do com
munity-based memory work, with attending certifcation, funding, awards/ 
recognition, and accountability.” He urges us to “refuse attempts at incorpo
ration which will only further alienate our communities from themselves.”

-

-
10 

In our case, this means at minimum we need to continue to acknowledge 
the power dynamics of workers at historically white institutions asking for 
permission to digitize and make accessible the records of a displaced (but not 
annihilated) community of African Americans. We need to be honest about 
how these projects beneft the academic partners and the institutions they 
represent—through promotion and tenure, through the PR possibilities that 
this project presents of “community engagement”, and in potentially better
ing town-gown relationships. We then need to confront parity. What does the 
partnering community receive in return? Is it enough to preserve its past in 
small ways or is something greater owed? 

-

Finally, our work is fundamentally built on the expertise of the com
munity; we relied upon the archival and historical work of generations of 
church members. It was their labor that allowed us, too, to look for revelations 
in the corpus of accumulated material. The archive tells of the systematic 
removal of a community, but one that thrives, though diferent in constitution 
from its historic membership. We learned about twentieth century Black life 
in downtown Decatur, and that property and business ownership created a 
thriving Black neighborhood in the heart of the city. We learned that the 
church was and is a center of community life and social activism. Antioch, as 
Hunter said as we were discussing this conclusion, “was a church that helped 

-
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“Send Out a Little Light” 

the community become what it did.” The members of that church helped the 
Antioch A.M.E. Digital Archive to become what it did. 

Notes 

1. The title comes from a description of Antioch A.M.E. Church by its histo
rian, Lena Harper, in 1957: “In 1868 at the close of the Civil War, every
where ruins and discouragement among the people, Antioch A.M.E. began 
to send out a little light to the people of Decatur.” Lena Harper, “The History 
of Antioch A.M.E. Church, 1957 July  14,”  Antioch A.M.E. Digital Archive, 
accessed September 23, 2018. 

-
-

2. Melissa Dinsman, “The Digital in the Humanities: An Interview with Sharon 
M. Leon,” L.A. Review of Books, July 10, 2016. 

3. David Rotenstein, “Antioch’s Eyes (Updated),” History Sidebar, January 29, 
2014. 

4. Robin Morris learned of the History Harvest idea from a presentation by 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln at a professional conference of historians. 

5. Sharon M. Leon, “Complexity and Collaboration: Doing Public History in 
Digital Environments,” in The Oxford Handbook of Public History, ed. James B. 
Gardner and Paula Hamilton (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 
60; see Jack Daugherty and Candace Simpson, “Who Owns Oral History? 
A Creative Commons Solution,” in Oral History in the Digital Age, ed. Doug 
Boyd, Steve Cohen, Brad Rakerd, and Dean Rehberger (Washington, D.C.: 
Institute of Museum and Library Services, 2012). 

6. Sheila Brennan, “Public, First,” in Debates in the Digital Humanities, ed. 
Matthew K. Gold and Lauren Klein (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2016). 

7. Antioch A.M.E. Church, “Celebrating Women, Character, Courage And 
Commitment,” March  31, 2019. The Antioch A.M.E. Church runs a 
YouTube channel, which hosts the archive of Sunday sermons, Wednesday 
night Hour of Power programs, and other church programs. 

8. The very supportive leaders of the workshop were the Visual Media Insti
tute’s director Dr. Alison Langmead and graduate students Aisling Quigley 
and Chelsea Gunn. Learn more about VMI and the Socio-Technical Sus
tainability Roadmap. 

-

-

9. Yusef Omowale, “We Already Are,” Medium (blog), September 3, 2018. 
10. Omowale, “We Already Are.” 
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Seen and Heard 

Using DiCE to Reconnect Communities 
and Enrich History Pedagogy 

Amy C. Sullivan 

Two Case Studies 

Figure 5.1: Shoot Safe, Shoot Clean was a promotional print created for Access Works 
in the early 2000s, artist unknown. The print was digitized at “Harm Reduction in 
Minnesota: Chronicling Our Origins,” May 6, 2017 in Minneapolis, MN, now part 
of the Women with a Point and Access Works Harm Reduction Archive, Lee Hertel 
Collection. 
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Figure 5.2: Artifacts from Camp Scott, an Oklahoma Girl Scout camp open from 
1928–1977, digitized at the Camp Scott History Harvest. The plastic bag contains 
ashes from a 1970s campfre at Camp Scott, saved by Girl Scout Joni Kinsey. 

Introduction 

I was introduced to the History Harvest concept at Macalester College when 
Rebecca Wingo and I co-taught a public/oral history course that centered 
around the frst Remembering Rondo History Harvest. 1 In the two years fol
lowing, student research assistants and I hosted two more: one with people 
who worked in harm reduction programs for drug users in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, and one with baby boom-era Girl Scouts in Tulsa, Oklahoma, 
whose summer camp closed after a tragedy. Despite the obvious diferences 
between the two groups, they had some powerful things in common. Their 
histories had not been acknowledged, even among themselves. During both 
events, I witnessed how the very act of coming together made meaning of 
their stories and allowed them to see their place in a bigger narrative. 

-
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The gathering itself was as important as the fnal digital archive. For 
these participants, being seen and heard by historians and each other helped 
them articulate important experiences that had been silenced by more 
dominant narratives. Before the History Harvest, the 1980s and 1990s-era 
harm reduction advocates felt the history of their hard-earned and difcult 
work was rendered invisible and unacknowledged in the midst of the current 
opioid crisis. After a horrible tragedy that forced their camp to close suddenly 
in 1977, the Girl Scouts’ deep love of the place and its traditions was silenced; 
for decades, their history at the camp was overshadowed by sadness, and it 
too went unacknowledged. The process of digitizing personal artifacts and 
stories together in one room validated their histories and reconnected them 
with each other, some after decades had passed. The emotional content and 
complexity of their stories and related artifacts was a win for history pedagogy 
as well. The students gained interpersonal skills and were profoundly touched 
by the experience; they learned to be good listeners in the oral history tradi
tion and engaged in higher levels of intellectual and emotional empathy, well 
beyond the bounds of classrooms and academic texts. 

-

At frst glance, harm reduction providers and lifelong Girl Scouts may 
seem as diferent as any two groups could be, but both of their stories involved 
trauma, loss, and invisibility. I wondered, how might we make their histories 
not just visible but valuable? And how can we best embody empathy and 
understanding when the communities we are engaging have experienced 
trauma, loss, and marginalization? When interacting with traumatic events, 
the methods and theory of oral history are particularly useful in projects 
such as these.2 By placing empathy and listening at the center—as essential 
aspects of history-gathering—the History Harvest model has the ability to 
preserve even emotionally complex histories that are often lost, fraught, and 
contested. For these two communities, the History Harvest was a powerful 
way to validate and preserve their histories. 
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Figure 5.3: Screenshot of a Facebook 
Event page for “Harm Reduction in 
Minnesota: Chronicling Our Origins,” 
held on May  6, 2017 in Minneapolis, 
MN. The Women with A Point match
books were used in the invitation to 
attract attention and were among the 
frst artifacts digitized that day. 

-

Equal parts nervous and excited accurately described the emotions of my 
three students on the day of our History Harvest in May  2017, broadly 
shared and advertised as “Chronicling Our Origins: Harm Reduction in 
Minnesota.” Aside from one community contact person I met by phone, we 
had no idea who might show up to our quickly planned History Harvest on 
that sunny Saturday afternoon in Minneapolis. I was nervous, too, especially 
since our team of fve could have been easily overwhelmed if even half of the 
140-odd people who said they were “interested” on our Facebook Event page 
showed up. In one afternoon, we hoped to gather artifacts and oral histories 
from a loose cohort of people who worked in the feld of harm reduction in 
Minnesota: current and former outreach workers, harm reduction advocates, 
and social service professionals who worked with injection drug users and 
others at risk for contracting HIV or hepatitis since the 1980s. What kind 
of history would come from this gathering? What new evidence would we 
discover? Would active drug users show up, too? How might that go? 

By phone a month earlier, I had connected with Sue Purchase, a well-
known harm reduction service provider who lived in Colorado but who 
would soon be visiting Minneapolis. In 1996, she founded what was likely 
the frst women-centered needle exchange in the U.S., Women with a Point. 
Later renamed Access Works and serving any gender identity, the storefront 
nonproft thrived in Minneapolis for nearly a decade.3 The organization’s 
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roots began in the midst of the AIDS/HIV epidemic some years after research
ers discovered that injection drug users were also among those at high risk 
for contracting the disease. Although needle exchanges (also called syringe 
access) and condom distribution continue to be important public health 
interventions, the history and principles of harm reduction have remained 
mostly hidden from the public. Since Sue Purchase knew many people in the 
Twin Cities area with experience and knowledge about its early history, both 
locally and nationally, she ofered to connect us with her former colleagues. 
We hoped some of them would show up to our impromptu History Harvest. 

-

In a few hours that day, Rebecca Wingo and I, along with my students 
Samantha Aamot, Sara Ludewig, and Zachary Malett, interviewed, pho
tographed, and scanned over eighty objects from eighteen participants. 
Several of these included short-form interviews with individuals and groups. 
Through the course of the afternoon, we learned that many of the attendees 
had provided life-saving health services to drug users more than twenty years 
before the current opioid epidemic refocused attention on harm reduction.

-

4 

For some, many years had passed since they last saw each other. Any nervous
ness we felt as outsiders to this community dissipated quickly—the event had 
the relaxed feeling of a reunion, and they were eager to have their contribu
tions documented and acknowledged. And yes, some active injection drug 
users arrived and participated enthusiastically. Everyone shared powerful 
stories about their work in the early days of harm reduction, when they took 
risks and worked creatively to help keep some of the most marginalized people 
in society safer and healthier. 

-

-

The contributions of these participants added an entirely new com
ponent to The Minnesota Opioid Project, an oral history collection and digital 
archive that I am creating to document the social, cultural, and treatment-re
lated changes occurring as a result of the opioid epidemic in Minnesota, a 
state world-renowned for its drug treatment model.

-

-

5 The “Minnesota Model” 
centers on total abstinence from drugs and alcohol, and the Twelve Step 
program is the core of its treatment protocol.6 The staggering death rate from 
opioid overdoses, combined with a new demographic of users (suburban, 
rural, white), has slowly begun to change entrenched drug treatment pro
tocols and shifted public discourse and policy a bit more toward the harm 

-
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Figure 5.4: Group photo of some of the attendees at the Harm Reduction History 
Harvest. Sue Purchase, the community contact for this event, is in the front row, far 
right. Amy Sullivan is in the back row, far right. 

reduction model, one that focuses on reducing harm and meeting each person 
“where they are at,” a common harm reduction slogan. Prior to the recent 
dramatic uptick of opioid misuse, early proponents of harm reduction led the 
way in overdose prevention at the height of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Most 
who attended the event represented an earlier and lesser-known history of 
the people who cared for injection drug users who were at great risk for con
tracting HIV and other bloodborne pathogens. Although history scholarship 
about the early HIV/AIDS epidemic is robust and growing more so, the plight 
of injection drug users has remained as marginalized as drug users them
selves. We intervened in this absence. 

-

-

We discovered new tangents and histories regarding what the larger 
philosophy of “harm reduction” means to the people who have devoted their 
careers to it, in contrast to how the media and others have most recently 
deployed the term as a catch-all for saving people from opioid overdoses with 
the opioid antidote naloxone (brand name Narcan). Participant Lee Hertel 
expressed the sentiment of being left out of the history and unappreciated by 
the movement eloquently and powerfully in this audio fle. Rather than sit 
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down with an interviewer, Hertel took the list of interview prompts we had 
provided, borrowed a recording device, and answered them all in a mono
logue. Listening to it together a few weeks later, my students and I were deeply 
moved. 

-

Julie Hooker was another History Harvest participant who addressed 
the layers of stigma drug users experience, even long after they have quit 
using. Now the CEO of her own harm reduction, trauma-informed, outpa
tient treatment center in St. Paul, she wanted us to document a 1998 news
paper story that she thought was intended to share her successful recovery 
from drug use and the work she had done to help others in recovery access 
stable housing. Instead, the story misquoted and marginalized both her and 
her housemate at the time, Nancy Ham. More than twenty years later, and 
even as accustomed to the ubiquitous judgmental language about drug users 
as she is, it still stung. 

-
-

In her interview, Hooker shared with Purchase stories about the stigma 
she faced in early recovery and afterwards, despite the important work she 
was doing to help other people improve their lives. Next to a small picture 
of Julie is the caption: “Julie Hooker, a former alcoholic, drug abuser, and 
prostitute, has opened several homes in the area to support single women 
who were substance abusers.” Instead of focusing on the great work she and 
others were doing to create housing for people seeking to rebuild their lives 
after chronic drug use, the reporter focused on the women’s pasts. Holding 
the newspaper article, she explained, 

The second house that we opened took front-page news. This woman—it’s a 
terrible picture of her—her name is Nancy. She was also a working girl. . . . 
This article started of saying we had lost the only detox center, they had run 
out of money. . . . Then I think on this next page, I love this one [quoting 
the story]: “Julie Hooker ignored laws, defed probation rules, and generally 
bucked authority during her ‘insane’ existence.” Insane is in quotes which 
means I said it. I never said that. It wasn’t insane. It was a little chaotic but it 
wasn’t insane. Then, [quoting]: “even now she resents the notion of anyone 
telling her what to do.” It got really a little odd. . . . “It’s the inmates running 
the asylum.” All these weird things that I never did say.7 
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Figure 5.5a and b: Julie Hooker brought this 1998 Salem, Oregon Statesman Journal 
article to digitize, saying, “The point of saving that article was really to showcase not 
so much the Oxford House piece of it but how society looked at people like me.” 
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Hooker’s story about surviving chaotic drug use and her tenacity despite 
stigma added emotional content to the public health measures of harm 
reduction. Her story also refected how the shared lived experiences of people 
who came to work in and promote harm reduction have shaped important 
protocol and policy changes. 

Another group of participants at the event revealed a previously hidden 
history of collaboration between several youth-centered street outreach 
programs in the 1990s. Since 1994, several Minneapolis-based nonprofts 
combined forces for street outreach that coordinated their respective staf 
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Figure 5.6: This StreetWorks 
backpack, circa 1993, belongs 
to Susan Phillips. The patch 
was designed and silk-screened 
by a young Minneapolis artist, 
Marcus Foster, for outreach 
workers’ backpacks and jackets 
so homeless youth could easily 
identify them on the streets. 

and resources in order to provide a near-constant presence on the streets for 
homeless youth. Donning backpacks with a special patch that the youth could 
easily recognize, StreetWorks provided housing and health information, 
personal hygiene supplies, bus passes, socks, and other useful items.8 Thus, 
the history of homeless youth in the 1990s emerged as yet another new path to 
pursue in the history of harm reduction. It dovetailed with the history of HIV/ 
AIDS, with coordinated social work outreach models, and with social justice 
organizations—including IV drug users. From this experience we learned that 
keeping our event’s focus welcoming to all resulted in previously unknown 
and undocumented histories. 

The open nature of the event also attracted people new to the feld but 
who had little opportunity to meet the people who worked in education and 
outreach long before they had. For Stephanie Devich, full-time counselor 
and harm reduction trainer for Valhalla Place, a methadone clinic, the event 
provided her with an opportunity to fnally meet some of the harm reduction 
pioneers whom she had long admired, while at the same time having her 
current artifacts documented for the collection.9 
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Refecting on the History Harvest, Purchase said she was “in awe of 
and grateful for this project, because it not only recognizes and highlights our 
work, but it will serve to educate and guide future harm reduction eforts for 
others.” She credits the experience of being interviewed for the oral history 
collection with “reconnecting her to former friends and colleagues,” and 
more important, “it led me back to my early work with women, who were 
the reason I started working in harm reduction. There was a need to serve 
women who weren’t being served back then, and there still is great need 
today. Moving forward, I want to be part of claiming our stories as our own, 
in our own words.”10 The digital archive connects harm reduction staf and 
activists with their shared history; it validates their groundbreaking human 
rights and social justice work, a fact often overlooked even in the midst of the 
current opioid epidemic. 

I Remember Camp Scott: A History Harvest and Songfest 

March 25, 2018 

Broken Arrow, Oklahoma 

Nearly a year after the harm reduction event, I had the opportunity to 
organize, with the help of my former students turned research assistants, 
Samantha Aamot and Sara Ludewig, a History Harvest with self-described 
“old Girl Scouts.” The women of Camp Scott had experienced a signifcant 
loss and a trauma that required years for recovery. Organized for Girl Scouts 
in eastern Oklahoma who had been active during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, 
this event was also shared online in a closed Facebook group with fewer than 
one hundred members. Established in 2008, the page enabled the group 
members to reconnect with each other, post photos, and reminisce about a 
place that no longer existed. The forty-nine-year-old, 400-acre Camp Scott 
closed on June 13, 1977 after the devastating sexual assaults and murders 
of three young campers by a male intruder on the frst night of the camp’s 
summer season. A months-long manhunt and criminal trial ensued without a 
conviction, and the case remains unsolved to this day. The dozens of women 
and girls present that night dispersed into their own lives to deal with the 
trauma however they could. The story’s notoriety among true-crime bufs 
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Figure 5.7: A typical Camp Scott scene from the mid-1970s at a counselors’ tent. 
Forthcoming in the I Remember Camp Scott Girl Scout Archive, Joni Kinsey Collection. 

and the media created a protective culture of silence among the Girl Scout 
council and Camp Scott survivors.11 With the camp property forever lost and 
the tragedy overshadowing their best memories, at least four generations of 
young women were disconnected from the place and from each other as the 
decades passed. 

Although a few small gatherings had occurred in the ten years prior 
to this one, the History Harvest in 2018—forty-one years after the camp 
closed—functioned as a long-overdue reunion. Many of the attendees had 
not seen or spoken to each other about the tragedy and its impact on their 
lives. Despite the camp’s tragic ending, they gathered that day to celebrate the 
delightful and positive force Girl Scouting provided them. 

The Camp Scott History Harvest and Songfest was one part of my 
ongoing multimedia collaboration with Michelle Hofman, the goodwill 
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ambassador for Girl Scouts’ healing from “Camp Scott,” now shorthand for 
a very specifc tragedy in Oklahoma. Hofman and I met for the frst time 
in 2008. Both of us are lifelong Girl Scouts, active mostly in the 1970s and 
1980s. While we did not know each other then (she was 15; I was 10), we were 
both present at Camp Scott on the night of the murders. When Hofman 
was in her mid-forties, after years of personal work processing the impact the 
trauma had on her life, she decided she wanted to help her Girl Scout sisters, 
many of whom had fallen out of contact. She considers herself a facilitator for 
those in the Girl Scout community who might want to talk about the impact 
the tragedy had on their lives, such as the closing of the camp, the criminal 
and subsequent civil trial, and especially the mental health issues and undi
agnosed cases of PTSD among her Girl Scout sisters. She feels she “has a 
responsibility to facilitate as much healing about the tragedy as possible.”

-

12 

She has done this with great success. Hofman not only rekindled old friend
ships and crossed painful emotional barriers between the victims’ families and 
Girl Scout staf and survivors, but also reconstituted a dispersed and broken 
community of women, almost single-handedly. While she understands that 
the silence in the Girl Scout council about the murders afterwards became 
ingrained as a protective measure to preserve Girl Scouting—as well as their 
understandable fear of sensationalist media attention—that history of keeping 
silent was also a big part of the reason that it took more than a decade of 
cajoling to assemble the women who loved Camp Scott into a private home 
for singing, reminiscing, and documenting their good memories of camp. 

-

Hofman performed a role similar to Sue Purchase’s role in the harm 
reduction community; Hofman was the community networker for the “I 
Remember Camp Scott” History Harvest. She had previously hosted several 
informal get-togethers, mostly centered around singing together, but due to 
the increasing numbers of women on the private Facebook page, we hoped 
this one would be the largest. We were not disappointed. More than thirty 
women attended over the course of the afternoon. My undergraduate student 
research assistants, Samantha Aamot and Sara Ludewig, helped set up the 
digitization stations in a private home made available to us by a Girl Scout 
and Camp Scott alumna. We used the ofce area to set up the scanners and 
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Figure 5.8: Four Camp Scott alumna looking at an album together. Left to right: 
Michelle Hofman, Linda Henderson, Annette Marquardt, and Janet Cairns. 

laptops, the entryway for participants to display and share their artifacts, and 
a sunny spot for photographing objects. The family room served as the main 
gathering space and singing area, and the house soon flled with nonstop 
songs and laughter. 

The preciousness of their camp memories was evident in the ways they 
had preserved them: scrapbooks, special boxes, photo albums, and tins packed 
with various mementos flled the entryway. It quickly became clear that we 
were going to have to hustle to get everything the Girl Scouts brought doc
umented. At the end of the day, we counted more than 350 individual items 
from a dozen women. Fortunately, we had two librarians from Oklahoma 
State University helping the three of us that day, and a few other volunteers 
jumped in when we realized we might not get to everything. 

-

We had hoped for group interviews in the same kind of format that 
happened easily at the harm reduction event, but the pull to sing camp songs 
together overrode our plan. At one point, we had to cajole them one by one 
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Figure 5.9: Student research assistant Samantha Aamot taking pictures of artifacts at 
the “I Remember Camp Scott” History Harvest in Broken Arrow, OK, March 2017. 

to come describe their artifacts and photos for the digitization process. Being 
fexible and nimble with our plan and time constraints versus the personality 
of the group (think: herding singing cats) turned out to be an asset for us, 
though we did leave with a pile of papers and objects to digitize at a later 
date. Again, Aamot and Ludewig had to simultaneously practice patience 
and empathy while also efciently documenting, listening, and organizing. 
The collections were rich indeed, and worth the scramble to collect them all. 

Joni Kinsey, an art history professor from Iowa, brought ashes from a 
campfre that she had held on to, despite their degradation with the piece of 
foil they had been wrapped in (Figure 5.1). An Oklahoma Girl Scout tradition 
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Figure 5.10: As participants entered the house, they put their special artifacts on tables 
in the entryway. 

was that on the last night of a camp session ashes would be collected and saved 
until the next time Girl Scouts gathered around a campfre. These ashes rep
resented the ongoing continuity of Girl Scout friendships over time, symbol
ized by putting the old ashes into the next one. Kinsey attended Camp Scott 
for eight summers and for the frst four wrote in a handmade diary about 
her time at camp. She later transcribed the diaries into a Word document 
and brought both the diaries and the transcript along. Besides the punctual 
reporting of young Joni, reading about these two consecutive days at camp 
reveals so much about the history and culture of Camp Scott: 

-
-

Mon., June 15, 1970 
Woke up at 6:45. Breakfast and kapers. Rested until after lunch (after 
swimming). Lunch. Rest period. Got no letters. After rest period we hiked to 
Sycamore Valley. We canoed and cooked Cowboy Stew and French bread. 
Delicious! Hiked back and stopped at the graveyard. Read some of the 
tombstones. Carolyn is very mean. Bed. 
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Tues., June 16, 1970 
Woke up at 6:30 because Arapaho gave us a surprise breakfast. Good but not 
flling. Kapers. All Camp Kapers. We swept the craft hut. I have heat rash 
all over my back. Lunch. Rest period. We had an extra long rest because we 
are going on a bird hike with Smitty tomorrow morning. We did archery. I 
hit the target! Wupper. We had a Chocolate Dip, alone. Told ghost stories 
and had Somemores [sic]. 

Figure 5.11: Joni Kinsey’s handbound Camp Scott diaries, 1969–1972. 

Linda Henderson, a social worker from Oregon, brought a generous collection 
of personal artifacts to share. She also brought along her teenage daughter, a 
Girl Scout herself, who jumped in and helped us scan photographs. After they 
returned home, Henderson shared what the event meant to her after decades 
of very limited contact with her Girl Scout sisters. 

It felt like no time had gone by and that the feelings of love and friendship 
were just as strong. These friends understand what wonderful experiences 
we shared for years. They also understand the great loss, pain, and trauma 
of the tragedy whose force separated and isolated us. I felt satisfed in a 
way I have not felt since the tragedy. It was so healing to feel the strong 
connections of our bonds and our love of our shared positive and happy 
experiences. 
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I loved that we shared items and memories that documented our com-
munity before the tragedy. I loved our community beforehand. It was like 
we reclaimed the happiness and hope we knew. I like remembering what 
a wonderful community and place we shared and how positive it was for 
young girls, for my friends, for me. It was amazing to touch and see items 
that we all understood, that brought back such loving, fun, and happy 
memories. Pictures, letters, clothing, songbooks, notebooks brought back 
wonderful memories. I like knowing that not only did we remind ourselves 
together, but the collection will be open and preserved for the public. 

And just to be together again. It’s hard to convey how the tragedy created 
such isolation and pain and how healing it is to be together again.13 

Figure 5.12: Linda Henderson brought nearly seventy artifacts to the History Harvest. 
This is one page of her CIT notebook, made by her when she was a Counselor-In-
Training at Camp Scott in the mid-1970s. The book has many sections on various 
camp tasks, frst aid, botany, recipes, and arts and crafts projects. This page is of the 
knots section and is meticulously drawn. 

Jeanne Barrett was another participant who had a lifelong connection to 
Camp Scott. She had been a camper, a counselor-in-training, a camp coun
selor, a Girl Scout leader, and an assistant camp director from 1968–1976. 

-
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She was deeply dedicated to Girl Scouting, as her sentiments about the event 
conveyed: 

It is a challenge to express the depths of my soul that were touched by 
this gathering. This was a harvest, a human harvest of rich friendships, 
memories, the melding of voices in song, and the shared appreciation for 
a place loved—more than loved—a place and an experience that is a part 
of our DNA. The many formative years I spent in scouting were blessed 
with Camp Scott’s natural beauty and guided by the lofty goals of those in 
leadership positions that came before me to teach responsibility (“ability 
to respond”). We have learned so much together, accomplished so much 
together, and grieved over the loss of shared loved ones over the years. 

A sense of our strength and connection as a community was evident after 
all these years in this example: during certain songs, conversations came to 
a halt, and all of us spontaneously joined in the song, in the shared voice. 
Then as quickly as conversations paused, they began again at the end of the 
song. 

Digitizing the breadth of activities and the goals for the campers allows 
Camp Scott to be represented by its loved ones—not the media. It allows 
the beauty of the experience to live on, though the property itself has and 
continues to return to nature. It gives us the opportunity to share this rich 
experience with the future.14 

Barrett voicing the importance of the camp being represented by “its loved 
ones—not the media” put the whole History Harvest efort into one poignant 
phrase for me. The camp itself was a geographic victim of the murders that 
has yet to be memorialized. This digital archive project may well be the only 
way it can be remembered by the Girl Scouts who loved it and by others 
interested in the history of Girl Scouts at Camp Scott. Over several years, 
under Hofman’s leadership, interactions on the private Facebook page drew 
this group of women together and made the development of their virtual col
lection possible. The process of sharing their artifacts with each other and 
a few strangers was cathartic; they spoke of their childhood and teen camp 
experiences, reconnected joy to the place they lost, and sang their hearts out. 
Their gratitude to us for organizing the event and creating the archive was 
constant throughout the day and into the evening hour when we wrapped up 

-



Wingo_book.indb 133 15-Jun-20 9:41:55 PM 

133 

DOI: 10.34314/wingodigital.00006

Seen and Heard 

Figure 5.13: Jeanne Barrett, seen here as a teenaged Girl Scout, at a fall camping trip 
with her troop, mid-late 1960s. 

and went out to dinner. Again, as with the harm reduction community, my 
students were incredibly moved by the stories and the participants’ afable 
generosity with us. 

The digital archive, I Remember Camp Scott, is hosted by the Oklahoma 
State University Library in Stillwater, Oklahoma. The archive is currently 
being created by Sara Ludewig, now a graduate student in history and library 
science at the University of Maryland. We hope that the archive will rees
tablish the nurturing, empowering, and positive history of the camp before 
the tragedy and reconnect a community of women and girls estranged by a 

-
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trauma and decades of silence. Before going their separate ways that evening, 
the remaining group of about ten women stood in a circle and sang the three 
songs that ended each day at camp. They left that event with their connec
tions to each other revived and redeemed. 

-

A DiCE Pedagogy of Emotions 

The History Harvest model is an efective tool for engaging students in the 
process of history research, interviews, and archive creation. The entire 
process might be the closest that history teaching comes to having a “lab” 
environment for students. Learning how to use digital technology tools seems 
imperative for any job students pursue in the future. Because my two former 
students had some classroom experience with the History Harvest, which was 
followed by work on the Minnesota Opioid Project, they were quickly able 
to bridge skills from their undergraduate years with scholarly work just after 
graduation—an opportunity that connected them with local history beyond 
the classroom, with living people, and outside of the archives. 

While my eyes were still somewhat fresh to the History Harvest experi
ence, their eyes were fresh to the entire process of history-making, oral history, 
and artifact gathering. As a result of these experiences, they learned frst-hand 
that history can be a collective process, one that empowers communities to 
document their own place in historical moments. I also delighted in reading 
Aamot’s refection on History Harvests in which she referred to herself as a 
historian. I have a hunch that being involved in digital community engage
ment projects sped up the process of claiming her vocation. She also described 
how it made history-making an active experience: 

-

-

One of the things the History Harvest model uniquely presents a historian 
with is the opportunity to interact with individuals who relate their lived 
experience in their own words as you assist in the recording and digitizing 
process. It allowed me to actively practice empathy as a historian. While 
in the past I had participated in this passively by engaging with text, I now 
understood it actively through interacting with people.15 
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Figure 5.14: Sara Ludewig, center, conducting a group interview and looking at artifacts 
participants brought to the Harm Reduction History Harvest in Minneapolis, May 
2017. Left to right: Deb Holman, Sara Ludewig, Mary Morris, and Gayle Thomas. 

Not only that, Aamot realized and articulated the profoundly diferent experi
ences involved when doing archival research and oral history in community-
based projects. Her comment that she learned “how to practice empathy 
as a historian,” suggests that emotional intelligence was yet another aspect 
of the History Harvest model that could be highlighted and explored. How 
much empathy should a historian have, and under what circumstances is it 
best employed? Although empathy is central to my own scholarly pursuits in 
history and teaching, I had not imagined it was possible to “teach” empathy 
as part of history research until Aamot shared this. 

-

The other student, Sara Ludewig, participated in three History Harvests. 
Ludewig articulated the immediate rewards of interacting with community 
members and the power of collecting artifacts and stories based on what the 
participants deemed important. 

The History Harvests I have worked on changed my perspective on how 
historians experience and archive the past. I got to be an active partici
pant in the preservation of history by listening to people’s experiences and 

-
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documenting the artifacts they wanted to represent them. There’s some
thing really striking and tangible about hearing the story behind an artifact 
directly from the person whose life it impacted.

-

16 

In an increasingly siloed and polarized world, her surprise at the way these 
two communities opened themselves to our projects makes an even stronger 
case for how a History Harvest can bridge all kinds of communities. Ludewig 
concluded, “I was also amazed by how readily and warmly each community 
welcomed our engagement with their history.”17 In this context, documenting 
people’s stories and objects with their participation is a kind of intellectual 
service work for the past, the present, and the future. 

The impact that digital community engagement projects have on the 
next generation of historians and humanities scholars has a lot to do with 
how faculty mentors model best practices with the communities we research. 
By empowering students to be sensitive, responsive co-creators in the event 
preparation and fnal archive creation, they have the opportunity to stretch 
themselves, to engage more fully with the often complicated and emotional 
process of making meaning from stories and artifacts that might not ft into a 
more well-known or well-documented history. The act of listening to a person’s 
story while interacting with tangible pieces of their lives and memories pro
foundly deepens students’ connections to history, place, and community. 

-

The success of History Harvest projects like these also depends on the 
ability of all parties involved—history practitioners, archivists, and partici
pants—to foster and maintain trust throughout the process. Does the com
munity remember the event with sentimental regard? Do they respect and 
admire the way the event unfolded and how it looks in its fnal digital form? 
In these two cases, they did. The events themselves engendered feelings of 
fondness and pride, and the resulting archive, if successful, should do the 
same. While it may seem scary or even awkward to consider approaching 
communities that may appear fragile, marginalized, and invisible, everyone 
learned something valuable during these two events. The participants were 
seen and heard. Students felt a larger sense of purpose and meaning through 
their contribution to the project. By the way they conducted themselves, with 
kindness and genuine interest, they learned how to make a technical and 

-
-
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rather boring digital process into something meaningful for the participants. 
Although shared histories of trauma, isolation, and geographic disruption 
were common to these two community engagement projects, we observed 
that what people shared at the events did not focus solely on upsetting, disrup
tive, or alienating times in their lives. The overriding emotion in the collective 
sharing of artifacts, stories, and comradery? Joy. 

-

Notes 

1. See Chapter 3, and Wingo and Sullivan, “Remembering Rondo: An Inside View 
of the History Harvest,” Perspectives (March 1, 2017). 

2. Mark Cave and Stephen M. Sloan, Listening on the Edge: Oral History in the Aftermath 
of Crisis (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
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with the University of Minnesota Press (Fall 2021). 
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Everyday Life in Middletown 

The Archive as Community 

Patrick Collier & James J. Connolly 

Most human experience goes unrecorded and uncontemplated. Eating, com
muting, daydreaming, internet-surfng, tooth-brushing, and the like constitute 
the largest portion of daily life, yet until recently these moments have attracted 
relatively little attention from scholars. Over the past twenty years, academic 
interest in the realm of the everyday intensifed. Animated by questions about 
consciousness, power, and agency, scholars seek to understand the degree to 
which everyday life may constitute a realm of personal autonomy—in which 
we make our own decisions about what to eat, what to wear, or which route to 
take to work—or a sphere in which social imperatives and the determinations 
of race, class, and gender exercise their subtlest and most profound infuence. 
The larger aim of such work is to document and explain the modes of per
ception, consciousness, and afect that characterize everyday life. It examines 
the dynamics of agency and conformity, self-determination and ideology, as 
they play out through mundane activities, within and against the structures 
and patterns evident in broader, more discernible cultural elements. If any 
consensus has emerged from this work, it lies in the sense that the everyday 
is the arena in which social, economic, and ideological forces collide with, 
shape, and meet resistance from the idiosyncratic and unruly energies of the 
individual’s body, psyche, and bank of experience. Everyday routines, Rita 
Felski writes, “are neither unmediated expressions of biological drives nor 
mere refexes of capitalist domination but a much more complex blend of the 
social and the psychic.”

-

-

1 
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The goals of the Everyday Life in Middletown project (EDLM) derive from 
this body of scholarship. Since 2016, the EDLM team has collected, shared, 
and analyzed day diaries and other commentary from residents of a small 
Midwestern American city. Our core aim is to capture the moods, emotions, 
and ordinary doings that escape the attention of social scientists looking 
at broad trends or journalists who train their sights on major political and 
cultural events. Unless recorded, these experiences will be inaccessible to 
future historians; part of the project’s purpose is to establish an archive of 
the everyday. But EDLM also serves a more immediate civic end: to make 
visible and comprehensible the complexities of human experience that are 
obscured when we focus on the latest partisan disputes or the distractions of 
mass culture. The various forms of resistance, accommodation, coping, and 
subversion that ordinary people employ, even if diferent in their particulars, 
constitute a common ground worthy of exploration. 

EDLM is fundamentally a collaboration between scholars and commu
nity members in which both beneft. Its archive is accessible on an open-ac
cess website [Figure 6.1] and attached to a blog, where diarists and other 
community members are invited to engage with and comment on the diaries. 
The project thus constitutes a collaborative community writing project that 
emerges in dialogue among the diarists and us, the project creators. We 
identify shared “diary days” and prompt the volunteers to “record what you 
do, and what you are thinking and feeling as you do it.” Documenting the 
shared set of experiences that emerge, and creating a space for refecting upon 
them, ofers a modest antidote to the fevered, technology-fueled polarization 
of the present day. 

-
-

By focusing this archival experiment in a single city, EDLM resists the 
delocalization and abstraction of community that the explosion of online 
communication and media consumption has created. “Middletown” refers 
to Muncie, Indiana. It is the name that Robert and Helen Lynd gave to this 
small eastern Indiana city they frst made famous in Middletown: A Study in 

American Culture (1929), their seminal ethnographic account of American 
urban life during the 1920s.2 Their careful attention to the rhythms and 
details of domestic experience, work, and leisure prefgured the more recent 
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Figure 6.1: Homepage for Everyday Life in Middletown. 

scholarly interest in everyday life. Middletown, the frst of the Lynds’ two 
Muncie-based projects, remains a classic social science investigation and has 
inspired an abundance of follow-up research and reporting on Muncie. Most 
recently, such work has focused on the city’s transition to a post-industrial 
community divided by class, race, and politics. EDLM represents an attempt 
to continue but also reinvent the tradition of “Middletown Studies.” 

To sustain our vision of the archive as a collaborative expression of the 
community, we use digital tools and formats that empower our volunteers 
and readers to shape the project. Ideally EDLM will become a popular online 
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destination where participants encounter both the commonalities that unite 
them and the challenges their neighbors face, and where they take a role 
in shaping the project’s scholarly output. The interactive features of online 
communication—blogging, comment sections, tagging, and visualization 
tools—help make this possible. This orientation revises the traditional lens 
of Middletown Studies, which has customarily adopted a detached, anthro
pological gaze. The knowledge created by EDLM is generated by citizens in 
dialogue with scholars and each other. 

-

Creating a publicly accessible platform in which people share personal 
experiences generates challenges involving accessibility, privacy, and legal 
liability. In what follows, we explain the project’s conceptual foundation, 
describe the digital tools and methods it employs, document the creativity it 
fosters among participants, and review how we have addressed the problems 
that have arisen through the early stages of this developing project, which 
resides at the intersection of community engagement and digital scholarship. 

Origins of the Project 

Everyday Life in Middletown evolved from a 2016 undergraduate seminar at the 
Virginia B. Ball Center for Creative Inquiry. Fifteen students, led by profes
sor and EDLM founder Patrick Collier, collected day-diaries and assembled 
them into an archival and scholarly website and made the documentary flm 
Everyday Melodies. These initial diaries are now part of the EDLM archive. In 
a second phase, the Center for Middletown Studies and Ball State’s Digital 
Scholarship Lab jointly supported the ongoing collection of day diaries, the 
development of a more robust web archive, the creation of a prototype of 
visualization tools that permit users to query the assembled texts, and the pro
duction of a forthcoming podcast. The EDLM project staf have now collected 
more than 200 day diaries and responses to directives (questionnaires) written 
by more than 50 volunteers. The project’s long-term goal is to export this 
model to other communities, creating a network of open-access sites for the 
documentation and exploration of everyday life in the contemporary United 
States, with particular emphasis on distinct regional conditions. 

-

-
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The questions about everyday life that inform EDLM arose as a major 
theme among intellectuals at the end of the nineteenth century and have 
only reemerged in recent decades. They emerged from a sense that moder-
nity—that historical complex of industrialization, urbanization, technological 
change, rising literacy and its efects on media and cultural production, and 
movements towards greater democracy and self-governance—had radically 
transformed daily existence. Prompted by the midcentury work of Henri 
LeFebvre and Michel de Certeau, more recent scholarship has produced a 
widening body of research and theory about the ordinary. It examines the 
formation and circulation of moods, the nature of afective states, the avenues 
through which agency and possible futures appear or are foreclosed, and the 
“tactics” (to borrow a term from de Certeau) that people employ to cope with 
and resist prevailing social and cultural regimes.3 As this plethora of schol
arship suggests, the study of everyday life has found new energy in our own 
era of economic, political, and media disruption, as it did amid the political 
upsets of the early twentieth century.

-

4 

The British Mass Observation project, itself a collaborative exper
iment in theorizing and mapping the everyday, is the principal model for 
EDLM. Launched in 1936 by a small group of recent Cambridge graduates, 
Mass Observation responded to a perceived crisis of public discourse, the 
most extreme manifestation of which was fascism. The group launched an 
“anthropology of ourselves”—a determined tuning-in to everyday life in the 
hope that an alternative collective consciousness could be forged from its 
materials. They recruited thousands of British citizens to compile day diaries 
and respond to surveys about everyday life while also enlisting a corps of 
“mass observers” who took notes on such cultural events as “all-in” wres
tling matches and nights in pubs. They published a half-dozen books and 
assembled a massive archive (now digitized and available via subscription) 
covering the 1930s and 1940s.

-

-

5 After a mid-century hiatus, Mass Observation 
re-launched in the early 1980s at the University of Sussex and continues to 
gather “directives” focusing on everyday life from a national panel of 500 
ordinary citizens. 
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The archive as community engagement 

Like Mass Observation, the EDLM archive makes the ordinary available to 
exploration. Its assembled diaries, as well as a scattering of photographs and 
drawings and sets of responses to directives (short questionnaires), ofer insights 
into core concerns of everyday life scholarship, including moods, the large 
and small anxieties that defne daily life, and the self-help, future-oriented 
outlook that seems so pervasive in contemporary culture.6 Other themes that 
have emerged organically in the diaries include people’s relationships with 
their pets, interactions with and attitudes toward media, foodways (includ
ing frequent doses of guilt about overeating and fast-food consumption), and 
caregiving. The emerging picture of shared everyday concerns among largely 
disconnected neighbors thus begins to sketch out a portrait of ordinary life in 
Muncie at this historical moment. 

-

The project’s emphasis on community collaboration takes it beyond 
conventional ethnography or opinion polling. Diary writing spurs creativity, 
activated through attentiveness to everyday life. Having volunteers write for 
our blog, in addition to submitting diaries, gives them a voice in the analysis 
of the primary materials they generate. We also gather input on the project’s 
form and direction through frequent email correspondence and periodic focus 
groups with volunteers. Thus our writers’ primary creativity, as embodied in 
the diaries, also fuels meta-creative acts of two kinds. The frst is refection 
upon the diaries and the project via dialogue between us, the project creators, 
and the volunteers, which we discuss below. The second is the literary-critical 
work of reading the diaries as creative and social texts, performed in blog 
posts on the archival website and—more rigorously—in scholarly writing. 

Seeking this dialogue with contributors and framing the archive as a 
collaborative artwork breaches the subject/object divide that vexes social 
science and which must be transcended if the study of the everyday is not 
to become yet another feld in which experts issue generalizations about the 
objectifed lives of others. Otherwise, as Felski argues, “everyday life” threat
ens to become a term “deployed by intellectuals to describe a non-intellectual 
relationship to the world.” Whether thus posited as an “inauthentic, gray, 

-
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intellectually impoverished” sphere or, more generously, as a utopian “area of 
authentic experience”—the everyday can be reduced to a distant, even exotic 
realm where academics do feldwork, like the early anthropologists.7 For these 
reasons we enlist the diarists to help shape policies and develop initiatives. 
As important, everyone on the Everyday Life in Middletown staf—we as co-
directors, as well as graduate or undergraduate assistants—contribute diaries 
on every submission date. The project thus does not treat the volunteers as 
“subjects” or everyday life as a stable object of study. At its core the project 
is a collaborative writing of the everyday, seeking to create connection and 
commonality, at the primary level of the diaries themselves and the secondary 
level of commentary. 

This collaborative ethic requires thorough and wide-ranging engage
ment with the community. The project does not have a single institutional 
partner but numerous partners with varying stakes in it. Our primary stake
holders, of course, are the ffty-four local volunteers who share their thoughts 
and feelings. Although their diaries are posted anonymously, with identifying 
and sensitive information removed, there is still some risk in conveying their 
experiences in this manner. We have also joined with a range of groups and 
institutions to share our project and invite feedback. We have done public 
talks for local groups ranging from a poverty alleviation agency to civic clubs. 
We have purposefully staged events in the city’s poorest neighborhoods in the 
hope of attracting the interest of a wide cross-section of the city. Most recently, 
we have entered into an arrangement with the Muncie Public Library to hold 
diary-writing sessions at its various branches. All of these events allow us to 
share our early insights, get feedback, and recruit new diarists. We have also 
set up recruiting tables at local cofee shops, stores, and the annual county 
fair. Each year, we hold a focus group with diarists and website users to get 
input about how to engage them more fully, and to discuss new directions. 

-

-

Digital Aspects 

While such face-to-face engagement is essential, digital tools and methods are 
vital to broadening EDLM participation and making it truly public. On the 
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most basic level, the project is an open-source web publication. The diaries 
are published within weeks of their submission, creating relatively immediate 
and friction-free engagement. An original stimulus for Mass Observation, 
the project that most closely resembles EDLM, was the impulse to turn the 
anthropological gaze inward, toward “ourselves.” It aimed to give voice to 
its volunteer participants, ordinary people who rarely drew the attention of 
journalists and historians. But its analog methods required that for the most 
part those voices were fltered through the interpretive lens of the project’s 
leaders in reports and essays.8 EDLM’s digital character creates opportunities 
for community dialogue around everyday life experiences that a paper-and
print archive cannot provide. 

-

Another advantage of the project’s digital nature is the capacity it provides 
to accept and share volunteer contributions in various formats. Most of our 
submissions have been written diaries submitted via email, but we have also 
received photographs and drawings. We plan to use this afordance to greater 
advantage as we broaden the diversity of our volunteer writers. Diary writing 
is mainly a practice of educated, middle-and upper-class people, which has 
limited the diversity of the EDLM cohort. The archive’s digital nature, though, 
would allow us to solicit and share audio and video submissions from those 
disinclined to write. This ability also presents a partial solution to the digital 
divide between well-to-do and poorer citizens—a problem any digital project 
focused on community engagement must take into account. A signifcant 
portion of Muncie’s population is impoverished. While a growing number of 
poor Americans have a smartphone and home access to the internet, the class-
based technology gap remains substantial.9 EDLM’s digital character ensures 
that anyone with access to a relatively inexpensive smartphone can partici
pate. Older residents less comfortable with new technologies are invited to 
submit handwritten diaries, which a project stafer collects in person. And, as 
noted above, we have recently partnered with the Muncie Public Library—a 
key point of access to digital resources for poor residents—to plan a series of 
diary-writing events at their branches—another step to ensure that technolog
ical barriers do not inhibit participation.

-

-
10 
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As the archive grows and evolves, the capacity of individuals to simply 
read and absorb its many and varied elements diminishes. As a result, it is 
important that the website ofer some initial interpretation to emphasize the 
project’s values and aims, and also provide alternative routes through the 
assembled material. The project blog serves this purpose, as the project’s 
public face. Blog posts make initial, provisional sense of the copious detail 
contained in the diaries, but the blog is also a forum for discussion. EDLM 

founder Collier has to date written most of the blog posts, identifying themes, 
quoting from and linking to some of the most interesting submissions (and 
thereby creating pathways into the archive), and engaging, in layman’s terms, 
with the theoretical concepts that undergird everyday-life studies. We have 
also published featured diaries in their entirety, with short, interpretive intro
ductions. Further, diarists are invited to contribute blog posts, and we are 
recruiting others in the community who have expressed interest and support 
for the project to write entries about their experience of reading the diaries. 
Ultimately we would like the blog to move in this multi-voiced direction, 
becoming the primary venue for discussion of everyday experience in our 
community and for input on the project. In this way, not only the assemblage 
of the archive but its interpretation are conceived as collaborative, commu
nity projects. And since the website provides immediate access to the primary 
data—the diaries—anyone can assess the evidence upon which blog posts or 
more formal scholarship about the project rests, yet another way in which 
EDLM resists the observer/observed dynamic of much academic work. 

-

-

We hope the blog will generate interest, persuading readers of the value 
of everyday-life study and inviting them to engage with the archive in detail. 
But as the archive grows, it becomes unwieldy and potentially of-putting 
to users. This problem will only increase over time. In its founding period, 
Mass Observation struggled with the plenitude of data. A plan for four books 
based on participant observations in Bolton, known as “Worktown,” yielded 
just one title as the organizers sagged under the sheer weight and diversity 
of the archive.11 At EDLM, after fve diary collections of about 200 diaries, 
simply noting and indexing themes by hand has begun to reach the point of 
diminishing returns. Tools for searching, identifying themes, and visualizing 
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the language and sentiments of its documents will not only make the archive 
more navigable for scholars but, we hope, will empower nonacademic users 
to develop their own interpretations. 

To deal with the plenitude of data, we have developed a suite of tools that 
users can employ to identify themes, issues, or patterns evident in diaries. The 
simplest is a basic Boolean search tool that permits users to locate diaries and 
blog posts with specifc words or word combinations. A tagging system indexes 
specifc themes and topics covered in the diaries, directive responses, and blog 
posts, enabling users to engage quickly with material relevant to issues such 
as caregiving, dreams, or religion (Figure 6.2). More ambitiously, we have 
begun to develop a suite of text analysis tools to create new ways of conceiving 
the archive. Using RStudio, a development environment for the R statistical 
analysis package, a project staf member produced a prototype that permits 
text analysis and visualization, including word count, n-grams, and sentiment 
analysis (Figure 6.3). The prototype incorporates diary text from three of the 
appointed days (November 14, 2017, February 4, 2018, and April 27, 2018). 
Visualizations can be organized according to gender, date, and, potentially, 
other metadata elements we collect when diarists volunteer for the project. 

Figure 6.2: Image of tags list for Everyday Life in Middletown, with the number of times 
each tag is used. 
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Figure 6.3: Graphs of sentiment analysis using EDLM’s text analysis tool, with both 
positive/negative and Plutchik emotions scales. Results are separated by male and 
female. 

This trial version will form the template for a more sophisticated, fexible 
set of visualizations that can help discern patterns within the archive. As the 
archive grows and the percentage of it that can be reasonably read diminishes, 
such tools will spur users to more focused reading and sampling. 

Creativity 

All of these developing, provisional means of engagement with the archive are 
consonant with our vision of the project as a collaborative, creative endeavor. 
We ofer not a social science database but something more like a partici
patory public art project. Creativity is the hallmark of the project thus far: 

-
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volunteers have made free use of the latitude ofered in our broad, standard 
diary prompt, “Tell us what you do, and what you are feeling and thinking 
while you do it.” Participants have made the project their own. The diaries 
are shot through with inspiration, humor, satire, and formal experimentation. 
Submissions have included long, poetic diaries, illustrations, and imagined 
dialogues with future readers. And the project has begun to foster dialogue 
among community members. One particularly creative diarist submitted a 
blog post rifng on another volunteer’s diary; we ofered the original diarist 
the opportunity to respond, which she embraced. The aim is a playful and 
artistic pas de deux in which the writers sample, rif on, and “re-mix” each 
other’s diaries. In the following section, we ofer a sampling of ways in which 
the project has sparked creativity, insight, and attentiveness in our writers. 

Speaking to the future 

The signifcance of the ordinary is not self-evident to nonacademics, nor even 
to academics unfamiliar with everyday-life studies. But the idea of creating a 
record of today’s world for future scholars is easy to grasp. In various ways, 
diarists have framed their contributions as addresses to a potential future 
reader. One writer, narrating a visit to his children’s day care to pay the 
monthly bill, frames the substantial cost as a political issue and expresses 
hope for change. “I can only hope that by the time you’re reading this we’ve 
arrived at a place socially where a diferent system of preschool and after 
school care has been determined.” Another writer takes a more satirical view 
in his darkly funny, formally creative writing. In his diaries, the main body is 
a largely neutral, concise account of daily activities; but he appends footnotes 
that situate the day’s events in historical and political context for an imagined 
future reader. There he registers sharp, often funny protests about inequality, 
political inertia on climate change, the media-saturated landscape, and more. 
“I hope that from your future socialist paradise you can look upon our patri
archal capitalist dystopia with compassion,” he writes, discussing the strange 
looks he gets when he describes himself as a house-husband to his academic 
wife. He chafs our refexive belief in progress in a footnote remarking on his 

-
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head cold: “A ‘cold,’ or rhinovirus, is a viral infection that I trust no longer 
exists in your brave future, as it was no longer supposed to exist in ours 50 
years ago.” Turning more serious, the writer, having complained about the 
sticky, humid September weather in the main text, adds in a footnote: “I can 
hear you laughing bitterly as you read my complaints about the heat, but the 
efects of climate change are in the early stages of manifesting themselves, and 
those of us who can still remember cool autumn days miss them dearly . . . . If 
you’re there, reading this, you know what happens next. I wish I had greater 
faith in your existence.” 

Life-writing 

As a long-established writing genre, the diary carries strong associations of 
self-refection and stock-taking. As Philippe Lejeune has written, “The diary 
ofers a space and time protected from the pressures of life. You take refuge 
in its calm to ‘develop’ the image of what you have just lived through and to 
meditate upon it, to examine the choices to be made.”12 For many EDLM 

diarists, recording the day evokes a desire to place it in context of a larger life 
narrative. One of our most prolifc and creative diarists frequently refects 
on his coming-out as a gay man, his divorce, the repressive setting in which 
he was raised, and the lingering fear of harm and repression, made acute by 
today’s political climate. “Yet, as a gay man, I have spent much of my life 
trying to evade, elude capture, detection, have learned to keep a low profle, 
fy under the radar, be a people pleaser,” he writes on Nov. 14, 2017. 

Here details of ordinary life provide occasions for refection and threads 
in a fuller embroidering of Diarist A29’s life story. Diarist A29 is, moreover, 
the most striking example of someone who has made the diary project his 
own. He works by recording spoken notes during the day, then spends, often, 
several weeks fashioning these into formally inventive diaries of up to twen
ty-fve single-spaced pages, with prose interspersed with photos, subheadings, 
quotations from song lyrics, and more. While his commitment is uncommon, 
many writers, more modestly, use the day diary to relate the present to the 
past and the future. Planning a move to his southern home state, a diarist 

-
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frets that he may have missed his chance by coming to Muncie for school and 
his frst job. “Granted I don’t regret any of my decisions thus far, but there 
is a price to be paid for them,” he writes. Another writer, attending winter 
commencement at Ball State, notes that these ceremonies predictably trigger 
memories of her frst marriage, bookended by her undergraduate and Ph.D. 
graduations. As this cyclical memory recurs, she notes the gradual change in 
its emotional weight. “I felt like my graduation day from Ph.D. school was a 
defning moment in knowing I was done with the marriage and feeling the 
confdence to make that choice. These thoughts are more neutral than they 
used to be.” 

Creative noticing and play 

In conversations with us, volunteers have noted that the practice of keeping 
a day diary causes them to tune in acutely to everyday activities. One writer 
recorded this phenomenon on Feb. 4, 2018: listening to his iPod on shufle 
while doing dishes, he lists the songs and the thoughts they spur, then observes: 
“I recognize around this point that the diary is making me notice more details 
than usual.” The diaries not only promote this assertive noticing but record 
it for posterity—another beneft our writers have observed. In our last focus 
group meeting, a volunteer remarked that the EDLM project has “given us a 
gift. We wouldn’t have these records of our days” otherwise; he envisioned 
looking back on them and sharing them with his children years hence. 

Channeling this assertive noticing into diary form has spurred creative 
play. On Feb. 4, 2018—the frst diary day of the project’s current phase— 
Diarist A29 presented two diaries: one in 10,250 words, and one in 16 words: 
“Sing. Dream. Wake. Play. Die. Fuch. Stuf. See. Eat. Write. Hear. Read. 
Watch. Tend. Sleep.” These words become subject headings for the longer full 
diary. Another writer experiments with a more fragmentary, condensed form. 
This concise diary is arranged in isolated sentences, centered on the page to 
suggest a poem, some recounting events, some thoughts, without paragraphs 
or transitions. The fragments compress the feel of the day, and many details, 
into a short 420 words. Rather than presenting the day as a continuous nar
rative it crystallizes it into discrete events, thoughts, and feelings: 

-
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“The children in my house need to make better choices.” 
“Just because you didn’t cause the problem doesn’t mean you can’t do some-
thing to fx it.” 
“Starting a non-proft is running a business, so are you ready for taxes, 
accounting, employees, grant writing? No.” 
“I have to think about the 19th century, Walt Whitman awaits.” 
“Brain-dead, overtired, I feel a need for food that borders on survival-level 
urgency.” 

Diary as therapy 

Such creative diary-keeping activates both the expressive and the refective 
elements of the diary as a genre. Overlapping these functions is what might 
be called the therapeutic function, in which writers air and refect on personal 
problems with signifcant emotional weight. While the public nature of the 
EDLM diaries might seem to discourage candor about intimate, emotional 
problems, other factors may in fact encourage it, including the anonymity 
of the diaries’ publication and the openness that probably characterizes 
someone willing to participate in the project. It’s tempting to speculate, as 
well, that the prospect of an audience beyond the self increases the sense 
of relief that expressing pain, loneliness, or grief in writing afords. Several 
writers shared feelings of sadness or depression around the holidays in diaries 
from December 15, 2018, including a grandmother who reported crying in 
a store at the sight of gifts that would be appropriate for estranged family 
members: “While walking to fnd soup, I think about all the missed holidays 
I’ve had with my granddaughters and how sad I am. I feel like I wear a mask 
most days.” Another volunteer, in the most emotionally powerful set of diaries 
the project has collected, has voiced and processed her grief in the two years 
since her grown son died of a drug overdose, leaving her to care for his young 
son. The diaries constitute a version of what Lejeune calls a “crisis diary,” 
and they record an array of fugitive emotional states: from depressed, over
whelmed, hopelessness . . . 

-
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I am awake and not altogether willing to do this project. . . . The enormity of 
the problems seem insurmountable. . . . Today I am tired. I’m sick and tired. 

. . . to reverence, as she tunes into her grandson’s expression of his grief: 

I was still looking at my phone, checking important stuf. He said, Gramma, 
I have a cold rock right here in my belly. It tells me that daddy is just nowhere. 
I got up and went over to the tub and leaned in to say “Will you tell me that 
again?” I wasn’t sure that I was listening. He said it again. My mind went 
into a furry like the snow this morning. I wanted to take a video so that I 
could remember it exactly as it was in this moment. 

Such clear-eyed facing of painful facts sometimes resolves, later in the day, in 
clarity and forward-looking re-commitment to her own happiness and health. 
More than once, such regatherings reference the role of the diary itself in 
bringing things into focus:13 

This has been a meaningful exercise for me today. I appreciate the notion of 
being mindful of every action that I take. I am pretty sure that my happiness 
is the direct result of my internal response and external reaction to circum
stance both past and present. 

-

At its most ambitious, Everyday Life in Middletown strives to be a remedy to 
social isolation and an alternative to the endless streams of online reading 
and writing that express the worst impulses seeking expression in our political 
moment. Thomas S. Davis has traced a similar drive towards “reconcilia
tion” in the original Mass Observation, among the political upsets of the late 
1930s and the onset of World War II. 

-

14 If it is too utopian to view Everyday 

Life in Middletown as a project of social reconciliation, or too early to claim 
success, the diaries quoted in this section suggest that, at least on an individ
ual level, the project is benefting the citizens of Muncie, Indiana, who are 
participating in it. 

-

Challenges 

The project faces a number of challenges, from the difculty of reaching 
its loftiest aims of community building to the banal complications of digital 
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publishing. Building a website alone does not generate engagement, so we 
continue to devise online and in-person strategies to generate diary writing 
and to invite readers to the archive. Striking a balance between accessibility 
and long-term preservation has also been more complicated than expected 
and has informed our choice of web platforms. Most signifcant, there is a 
substantial editorial process involved in collecting and sharing this often-in
timate material, one that involves both ethical issues and strategic choices 
about dissemination. These concerns occupy the largest share of our day-to
day work on the project. 

-

-

We learned quickly that an “if-you-build-it-they-will-come” approach to 
the project’s website was insufcient. Initial trafc was modest, drawing some 
local interest and user responses but not as much as desired. We went through 
several versions of the project site, drawing upon informal user feedback as 
well as a more formal user-experience review to make it simpler and more 
accessible. We employ social media, primarily Twitter and Facebook, to draw 
attention and drive trafc to the site, as well as to provide another portal 
through which the project’s online audience can ofer commentary and inter
pretation. These eforts have yielded some fruit according to analytics, but the 
work of attracting users to the site and making it easy and appealing to use 
remains a major focus.

-

15 

Tension between providing access and ensuring long-term preservation 
has also been an issue. During the focus group with our diarists, it became 
clear that our initial platform and content management system, Omeka, was 
not sufciently inviting. Key elements, such as the blog and discussions of 
everyday-life theory, had to reside on another website, separate from the 
archive, which became unwieldy. More important, without substantial and 
(given our resources) costly customization we could not make the diaries 
easily readable on mobile screens. Even Omeka Everywhere, a mobile appli
cation, is designed in a manner that emphasized metadata over the diaries 
themselves. Our users told us they most wanted to be able to read the diaries 
easily on their phones and tablets and to bypass metadata. As a result we 
shifted to WordPress as the principal site for reading our diaries. It presented 
them clearly on mobile screens and facilitated the tagging and linking that we 

-
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employ to cultivate interaction with the material. We continue to maintain 
the Omeka site, however, because it permits us to develop robust metadata 
that follows Dublin Core standards. This facilitates long-term preservation 
and access to the material by making it readily transferable to an archival 
repository. Academic researchers and designers may eventually fnd the more 
extensive metadata useful for deeper investigations or more complex visual
izations of the material. 

-

Perhaps the most time-consuming element of managing EDLM is its 
editorial process. Publishing material about our volunteers’ private actions, 
thoughts, and emotions raises questions about privacy and legal liability. We 
therefore vet diaries carefully and fag potentially troublesome passages for 
review and possible excision. These might include exceptionally personal 
disclosures, material that reveals personal information about diarists’ friends, 
family, or acquaintances, or potentially libelous criticisms. We often consult 
individual diarists for clarifcation or permission to include specifc language 
or even whole sections of a diary. We sometimes suggest small revisions. No 
full names are used, only initials, and we remove other identifying informa
tion. Of course, all participants sign releases, and we emphasize that they 
must choose how much of their personal lives or thoughts they wish to reveal. 
Nevertheless we seek their okay for passages that may touch on sensitive topics 
or seem overly revealing. 

-

Everyday Life in Middletown remains a work in progress. The archive is 
growing steadily, and we expect to continue collecting diaries for several more 
years. Over the longer term, we aim to expand EDLM’s geographic reach. 
We purposely zeroed in on a single community initially for both substantive 
and practical reasons. The most obvious was one of scale: exploring everyday 
life in a single place seemed less daunting than attempting a broader project. 
We also wanted to take advantage of Muncie’s history and reputation as a 
site of social research. The degree to which communities like Muncie—a 
Midwestern Rust Belt city—became a focus of political discussion during the 
2016 presidential campaigns also made a project centered here seem timely. 
Most signifcant was our sense that concentrating on one place made it more 
feasible to cultivate a genuine sense of commonality based on ordinary daily 
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experiences, in an age when people seem increasingly prone to sort them
selves into (largely online) political and cultural silos. As a next step we intend 
to export this model to other communities, arranging collaborations with 
libraries and educational institutions that will create digital commons for 
their cities and towns. These local initiatives will form a network of linked 
sites where the everyday is explored. 

-

Digital tools and resources make such an expansion possible without 
sacrifcing the collaborative approach that animates EDLM. Creating a linked 
set of online digital archives will facilitate sharing of data and methods while 
still keeping projects at a scale where participant input can be meaningful. 
More important, the lessons we have taken from building an online commons 
for sharing and exploring the everyday, especially around issues of access, 
collaboration, and privacy, will provide a model not only for similar endeav
ors in other communities, but for many kinds of scholarly projects in which 
community members create content. 

-

Notes 

1. Rita Felski, “The Invention of Everyday Life,” New Formations 39 (1999): 21. 
2. Robert S. Lynd and Helen Merrill Lynd, Middletown: A Study in Modern American 

Culture. New York: Harcourt, 1959 [1929]. 
3. On “tactics” see de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life 29-42. Key early-twen

tieth century texts include Walter Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,” 
in Illuminations: Essays and Refections, ed. and introd. Hannah Arendt (New York: 
Schocken, 1968): 155-94; Georg Simmel, On Individuality and Social Forms, ed. D. 
Levine (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1971). 

-
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Duke University Press, 201); Kathleen Stewart, Ordinary Afects (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2007); Ben Highmore, Ordinary Lives: Studies in the Everyday (New 
York: Routledge, 2011) and Cultural Feelings (New York: Routledge, 2017). 

5. Nick Hubble, Mass Observation and Everyday Life: Culture, History, Theory (New York 
and Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006). The original Mass Observers were 
also inspired in part by the Lynds’ Middletown volume. 

6. See Berlant, Cruel Optimism. 
7. Felski, “The Invention of the Everyday,” 16. 
8. Mass Observation tried to subvert such power relations by quoting heavily from 

primary documents and designing books with a surrealism-inspired, montage 
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Make Gains in Tech Adoption” (Pew Research Center, 2017). 

10. “Public Libraries and Technology: From “Houses of Knowledge” to “Houses of 
Access” ” (Pew Research Center, 2014). 

11. On the unmanageability of the everyday as archive, and Mass Observation’s par-
ticular challenges with it, see Ben Highmore, Everyday Life and Cultural Theory: An 
Introduction (New York: Routledge, 2002): 24, 96–105. 

12. Philippe Lejuene, “How Do Diaries End?” Biography 24, no. 1 (2001): 99–113. 
13. Lejeune, “How do Diaries End,” 107. 
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Columbia University Press, 2016), 27-67. 
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Mobilizing Digital Stories 

Collaborating to Educate and Engage 
a Local Public in Realities of Homelessness 

Allison Schuette, Megan Telligman, Liz Wuerffel 

What happens when several nonproft agencies invite university partners and 
a regional museum to educate the local public about homelessness? How does 
this collaboration put a digital story collection to work? 

In 2015, four nonproft agencies that work to end homelessness in Porter 
County, Indiana, approached the Welcome Project at Valparaiso University—a 
regional, frst-person, digital story collection—about collaborating on what 
became known as the Invisible Project. The purpose of this project was to raise 
awareness of homelessness in the county and break down stigmas that people 
experiencing homelessness face. 

On any given day in Porter County (population approximately 170,000 
with a median household income of $64K), 160 individuals are homeless. 
Many in the region don’t recognize their situation because these individuals, 
predominantly women and children, don’t conform to traditional stereotypes 
of homelessness. 

The Invisible Project aimed to depict those who experience homelessness 
as neighbors, fellow residents deserving of recognition and respect. Staf 
members from the Porter County Museum, professional photographers, as 
well as students and faculty in graphic design, collaborated with the Welcome 

Project and the nonproft agencies to create a mobile exhibit that makes visible 
the reality of homelessness in Porter County through frst-person stories, art, 
and infographics. Simultaneously, the audio and video stories collected by the 
Welcome Project were published online. 
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By September  2017 the exhibit had visited eighteen sites and now 
resides permanently at one of the nonproft agencies. The online stories have 
been viewed/listened to over 2,000 times, and several stories have aired on 
Lakeshore Public Radio, which broadcasts to the Chicagoland area and fve 
counties in Northwest Indiana for a potential audience of more than two 
million listeners. 

Background 

“Roof Over Your Head” 

I got to experience homelessness, I got to experience living on others’—I got to experience 
all that, so it gave me more respect for people who are out there homeless, that they’re 
not in this alone.1 (See Appendix A for a full transcript.) 

The way retired Housing Opportunities Chief Executive Ofcer Caroline 
Shook remembers it, Rachel Niemi, then executive director of Dayspring 
Women’s Center, came to her with an idea.2 Niemi, a licensed clinical psy
chologist, had been encouraging her clients to write down their stories, in part 
to help them process their experiences of homelessness, in part to encourage 
others who would come after them. What would happen if their stories were 
shared more widely? What if they were accompanied by portraits? Could 
some of the stigmas around homelessness, addiction, and mental illness be 
publicly challenged with these intimate glimpses into people’s lives? 

-

Shook liked the idea but found herself skeptical; she had an MBA, not an 
MFA. Even after Elizabeth Allen, Project Coordinator for the Porter County 
Coalition for Afordable Housing, organized a meeting in 2015 with Liz 
Wuerfel and Allison Schuette, Valparaiso University professors and co-direc
tors of the Welcome Project, Shook says she “didn’t get it.” Why would university 

faculty be interested? Where was this going to go? 

-

What Shook didn’t know was that the Welcome Project had been develop
ing a digital story collection practice poised to help these agencies realize their 
vision. For the previous fve years, Wuerfel and Schuette had been working 
with students, faculty, and staf on campus, interviewing campus members 

-
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about when they felt like they belonged and didn’t belong and editing these 
hour-long interviews into short audio and video stories for their website. 
During this time, they also partnered with their colleague Elizabeth Lynn, 
founder of the Center for Civic Refection, to apply the Center’s facilitation 
practice to their stories (see Appendix B).3 In classrooms, meetings, workshops, 
and presentations, participants were led into a deeper understanding of a par
ticular storyteller’s experience and further led to consider how we can live well 
together with and across our diferences. The Welcome Project’s model could be 
adapted to help the nonproft agencies meet their goals of raising awareness 
and breaking down stigmas by depicting those who experience homelessness 
as neighbors, fellow residents deserving of recognition and respect. 

-

Two and a half months later, the planning team had grown. Wuerfel 
had brought in colleagues Yeohyun Ahn from the communication depart
ment, who would dedicate a graphic design class to creating a poster series for 
the project, and Aimee Tomasek from the art department, who volunteered to 
photograph clients. Mignon Kennedy, director of Gabriel’s Horn Homeless 
Shelter, had begun helping Niemi identify clients willing to share their stories. 
Megan Telligman, then coordinator of the Porter County Museum, had 
started working closely with Wuerfel and museum staf member Jacob Just to 
design and later build a mobile exhibit to house the stories, portraits, posters, 
and infographics. 

-

That’s when Shook said, “I got it.”4 

The Practice 

“one kind of intervention is the intervention of listening.” 
—Anna Deavere Smith5 

Typically, we frame our work on the Welcome Project as a practice in com
munity engagement, but a research methodology that takes listening as its 
primary tool has evolved out of our work and undergirds it. This highly 
qualitative method involves three practices—interviewing, editing and facili
tating—each of which employ diferent kinds of listening, each of which were 

-

-
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valuable for the Invisible Project. (For a fuller discussion of our methodology, 
see Appendix C.) 

Interviewing, with its focus on asking people what they’ve experienced 
and what they think about those experiences, listens to learn and to establish 

trust. Sometimes this requires breaking down the one-sided quality of the 
interview situation. Schuette, for example, often shared moments from her 
own life with the clients of the nonprofts to help them understand the source 
of her interest and to encourage them to see how they had the authority of 
their own experiences. This often generated confdence in the interviewees, 
who sometimes wondered what they had to share or what was of value in 
what they shared. 

Editing, with its focus on revisiting the interview to sound out those 
stories that are important to the interviewee and to the mission, listens to 

identify and interpret. Because a single ninety-minute interview will produce 
several three-to fve-minute stories, an editor’s frst job is to listen again. The 
ethics here are paramount. As we transcribed the interviews of those who had 
experienced homelessness, we sought to identify areas of concern for the inter
viewees. Obviously, this practice still requires interpretation, but listening for 
repetition and recurrence, or for the cadence by which a client demonstrated 
emotional investment, meant the editors could get closer to representing what 
the interviewees wanted others to know. 

-

Facilitating, with its focus on bringing participants into a story for 
whose telling they were not originally present, listens to prepare and to guide. 
Facilitators, in preparing to lead a discussion, listen to and review an edited 
story. They attend to those parts of the story that resonate and provoke, and 
at the same time prepare questions that will help participants interpret the 
story (see Appendix B). This initial preparation lays the groundwork for facili
tators as they shift, during the actual conversation, into listening to guide, an act 
that ultimately aims to both connect and challenge participants. Facilitators 
want to create meaningful engagement for participants with the storyteller 
and with each other, to help participants recognize the ways in which they 
interpret, and to help participants apply the insights gleaned to their own lives 
and communities. This practice was particularly important for the Invisible 

-
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Project, whose main objective was to have residents in Porter County better 
understand what homelessness looks like in their community. 

The Process 

“Seeking Some Level of Normalcy” 

It’s about, I think, a lot about pride. Nobody wants to be seen as someone who can’t 
make it on their own. We’re all human beings, and we all have the same strengths 
and weaknesses within ourselves, so you just have to be willing to look at yourself and 
acknowledge that, and say, “I can’t do this alone.”6 (See Appendix D for a full 
transcript.) 

The Invisible Project was highly collaborative from the beginning, but any 
project of this nature needs some management, a role that Welcome Project 

co-director Liz Wuerfel played. She oversaw the various stages of the project 
and kept communication open among the various partners. She also oversaw 
the budget, which was raised in several ways. Wuerfel applied for internal 
funding through the Cultural Arts Committee and received $1,500. The 
Porter County Community Foundation provided a $1,000 grant, and Shook 
found a donor through Housing Opportunities who provided an additional 
$2,000. Given the willingness of partners—including the exhibition team 
from the Porter County Museum—to give their time in kind, we were able to 
keep the overall budget to $4,500. 

We began our work in the summer of 2015. The nonproft agencies lined 
up ten clients willing to be interviewed and coordinated rides for them. (All 
but one interview took place on Valparaiso University’s campus. One took 
place at the client’s apartment.) Interviewees decided beforehand whether to 
contribute their stories through video or audio, and everyone signed a release 
form providing their consent and acknowledging they knew how their stories 
would be shared.7 

Like most Welcome Project interviews, these lasted about 90 minutes, 
and began with what we consider “low risk” questions, those that people feel 
confdent they can immediately answer. (Their answers also typically provide 



~ 

1 l'~\~ISIJ~J 1., 
'J ~' ~ J ~ ◄~ 
~ l>ll< >.TJ ◄:< :rl., 
j MaOeg the le,isible BecomeVisiSe 

. Bnng1ng the Porter Covnr... I ~1 imf'less 
Population into V • ~ 

au 

Figure 7.1: Cyanotype prints by Robert Lee impacted the overall design of the mobile 
exhibit. 
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background and context that allow the interviewer to get to know the inter
viewee.) In other words, we seek frst to lay a foundation of trust. Interestingly, 
one of the Invisible Project’s frst lessons occurred when Schuette discovered 
that for one client our initial questions were anything but easy or low risk, as 
her experience of home from day one had been fraught. As the client forged 
ahead, Schuette quickly realized that for some people the experience of 
homelessness begins long before the physical structure is ever lost. 

-

By the end of the summer, each interview had been edited into several 
short stories, many of which could stand alone, but several of which worked 
better in conjunction with each other as chapters in a playlist. All of the stories 
were immediately made available on the Welcome Project’s website, and some 
stories later became a part of the mobile exhibit. Stories have additionally been 
used in facilitated conversations, sometimes in conjunction with the exhibi
tion, as when Valparaiso students (trained in the Center for Civic Refection’s 

-
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Figure 7.2: Several student posters such as this one by Sarhang Sherwany were used as 
visual material. 

facilitation practice) led a conversation at the Porter County Museum, and 
sometimes by community members, who discover the stories on our website, 
as when a Director of Student Ministries at a local church emailed to let us 
know she was sharing a story with her high-school students. 

In the fall, Yeohyun Ahn used the topic of homelessness as the theme for 
her graphic design course, inviting agency partners to provide her class with 
regional and local context. Throughout the semester, Tomasek and Wuerfel 
photographed clients or former clients, some of whom were in shelters and 
some of whom now had stable housing. The graphic design students were 
then able to use these photographs, the transcripts from the edited audio and 
video stories, as well as their own creative content to develop their designs. 

At this point, the Porter County Museum stepped in to design and build 
the mobile exhibit. The Porter County Museum’s mission is to connect the 
rich past to the evolving present to educate, enrich, and inspire Porter County 
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communities. Understood as a small but vibrant local history museum, in 
recent years the museum had begun including more cultural oferings, inviting 
local artists into their exhibition spaces and encouraging use of the museum 
building as a site for community meetings and conversations. While the 
museum may have dealt mostly in history, its staf had experience in distilling 
and translating information (past and present) for Porter County audiences. 

Porter County is generally an afluent community, with a mix of rural 
farming communities and small suburban towns located on the shore of 
Lake Michigan. As of July  2018, Porter County had a population of over 
168,000.8 Approximately 30,000 live in the county seat, Valparaiso, a college 
town containing Valparaiso University, a small historically Lutheran liberal 
arts college. The 2016 median property value is $168,300 in Porter County, 
compared to Indiana’s median property value of $134,800. Porter County’s 
median income sits at $64,874, compared to the statewide median income of 
$52,314.9 This relative afluence presents problems for low-income individu-
als and families, who struggle to fnd afordable housing within the county. 
At the time of the project, 160 individuals were estimated homeless in Porter 
County on any given day: one in three were children; 72 percent of homeless 
adults were women.10 

According to our community partner Mignon Kennedy, these statistics 
don’t mirror national statistics, in which “men have higher rates of home
lessness than women.” Kennedy suspects Porter County might document 
higher rates for women because “on average the U.S. homeless population 
is 40 percent African American,” a population underrepresented in Porter 
County, and because homeless men receive fewer services in Porter County 
and may not be as easily factored into Point-in-Time counts. Kennedy adds 
that women experiencing homelessness “are more vulnerable and typically 
sufer more abuse than homeless men. Women are likely to become homeless 
due to domestic violence or eviction. The fastest growing homeless sub-pop
ulation is families headed by a single female.”

-

-
11 

In some cases, women experiencing homelessness are less likely to be 
part of the unsheltered homeless population seen in larger cities. Anecdotally 
speaking, due to childcare responsibilities and fear of physical and sexual 
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Figure 7.3: The exhibit needed to be lightweight but heavy duty, three-dimensional but 
easy to transport. 

violence, women are more likely to fnd accommodations—couch-surfng 
with friends and family, living out of hotels and cars, etc. This is certainly 
true of women experiencing homelessness in Porter County, who articulated 
a feeling of invisibility during the interviews conducted. 

Using this knowledge, the exhibition team needed to fnd a way to 
combine photos, stories, facts, and designed assets into a physically mobile 
exhibit intended to reach a varied audience. It was an ambitious undertaking 
for a small museum; the staf had never designed an exhibition that needed 
to be compact, fexible, and resilient in order to ft the many display spaces it 
would inhabit, and to withstand many moves in the coming year. The design 
that emerged was a durable marriage of form and content. 

The exhibition itself was made up of nine lightweight, wood-framed 
structures reminiscent of houses. The structures were stackable—ftting into 
themselves for easy transport. The text panels were removable but made of a 
heavy-duty plastic to survive the many installations and de-installations. This 
compact and adaptable structure featured a clean design with easily readable 
and varied types of information. 

The overall design of the exhibition was inspired by student Rob Lee’s 
cyanotypes (see Figure 7.1). The color and texture of cyanotype provided a 
cohesive look to the exhibit and also spoke to its themes: cyanotype prints 
remain invisible until they undergo a fnal rinse in water; we hoped our 
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exhibit would similarly reveal the realities of homelessness through the lived 
experience of our storytellers. 

Additionally, because the exhibition staf knew that the exhibit would 
encounter audiences more diverse than those that typically visited the 
museum, varied media were employed. As counterpoints to the statistics, 
photos were incorporated into the exhibit to provide a humanizing face to the 
numbers. Infographics were developed to provide at-a-glance facts for individ
uals who might only be passing by. The design also helped viewers visualize 
available resources for homeless individuals alongside what was still needed 
in Porter County. Pull quotes from the longer interviews foregrounded the 
voices of those who had experienced homelessness, while longer paragraph 
text provided interpretation of history, context, causes, and proposed solu
tions. Finally, and most important, an audio/visual station provided viewers 
with the chance to engage with the oral histories themselves. Opportunities 
for joint listening encouraged conversation about the story heard. 

-

-

Ultimately, the Invisible Project mobile exhibit made use of regional 
history, statistics, and resources; audio and video stories; select student 
designs; and photographic portraits in order to convey the project’s message 
to a public audience. This physical structure served as a vehicle to take oral 
histories out of institutional or academic walls to meet people in their day-to
day lives, educating viewers about the realities of homelessness through the 
words of those who have lived through that experience. 

-

As a hybrid project, with both physical and digital elements, the Invisible 

Project brought the Welcome Project “ofline” in a way that helped collaborators 
better realize the objectives of the initiative. Digital stories excel at placing the 
warmth of the human face and voice front and center, no matter the location 
of the listener. Through tone and expression, storytellers become tangible and 
concrete in ways that a transcript or written text can’t convey. 

At the same time, digital stories in an online space require devices 
with internet access, and targeting stories to a regional population can be 
challenging. The physical exhibit in this case provided direct access to those 
stories in a very specifc way by engaging local audiences in the daily spaces 
they move through. 
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Figure 7.4: Opening panel of the 
mobile exhibit. Color, type, and design 
draw heavily from student Robert 
Lee’s cyanotype images. 

Figure 7.5: Sites were located across the county, including at public libraries, health 
clinics, churches, civic buildings, and businesses. This site is the Porter County Library. 
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Figure 7.6: Panel from the Invisible Project mobile exhibit combines portraits with 
regional context and the project’s guiding concepts. 

Figure 7.7: Visitor at the Porter County Museum listens to audio stories. Both audio 
and video stories are integrated into the mobile exhibit by way of mp3 players and a 
tablet. 
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Figure 7.8: Data visualization / infographics deliver statistics and regional information 
in a visually compelling way. 

The physical exhibit additionally contextualized the individual, personal 
stories in a way that allowed us to draw the public’s attention to larger concerns 
our community needs to address with each other in real time, such as lack of 
afordable housing. Encountering stories online is more likely to be a solitary 
experience. 

Nevertheless, the digital continued to play a role before, during, and 
after the exhibit. We actively used and continue to use social media as a way 
to draw the attention of the public to the Invisible Project. Not everyone can get 
to the physical exhibit, especially other communities or nonprofts outside the 
region who might also beneft from the stories of Porter County residents. By 
keeping an online, digital presence, we are able to extend the audience for the 
Invisible Project and allow it to have a life far beyond our needs. 
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The Impact 

Stepping Stones 

I think people need to step outside of the box and look around for a minute, and 
see that there are people out there that are really struggling, and that are not taking 
adantage of the system, and that really, really do need help.12 (See Appendix E for 
a full transcript.) 

Between March 2016 and August 2017, the Invisible Project exhibit toured 
eighteen sites—local museums, churches, libraries, the YMCA, a health 
clinic, a community foundation, and a wealth management company—some 
of which paired the exhibit with a fundraising project or recruitment for 
volunteers. It fnally came to rest at Housing Opportunities (HO), where 
it continues to inform and educate. HO still receives requests to have the 
exhibit brought to the lobbies of churches and libraries, and HO staf regu
larly use pieces of the exhibit to educate at public-facing events such as the 
Valparaiso Farmer’s Market. 

-

Clients have spoken of both the difculty and ultimate value of participating: 
Gina, who was photographed for the project with her mother, said, 

“It’s important to share your story, even if you’re embarrassed about being 
homeless. It was pride-shattering, not going to lie. I didn’t feel human. This 
sheds light on that it could be anyone—it could be you, it could be your 
neighbor. Bringing light to that and knowing it is regular people, it could help 
give a sense of community and relieve those stressors.”13 

Mitch, who was interviewed along with his wife, found value in the 
process for himself: “I’ve never sat and talked like that before. It put things in 
perspective, giving yourself a view of your own life, where you came from and 
where you’re going. The conversation put a lot of things together.” But when he 
refected on the public aspect of the project, he felt more ambivalent. Having 
his story heard by so many people made him feel “a bit conficted because I’m 
so private, but some people need to hear about homelessness because it is a 
problem. Folks don’t know how people get into that situation. If someone now 
better understands, then sharing my story was time well spent.”14 
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Figure 7.9: “When you have a child, that child comes frst. Sometimes he eats, you 
don’t eat. That’s just the way it is.”—Truly Unconditional Love 

Figure 7.10: “Poor people are looked down upon so badly . . . Well, guess what? There’s 
a lot of people living paycheck to paycheck . . . I’m doing everything I can. I’m not 
such a bad person. I just have some bad situations.”—Made Us Feel Low 
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Figure 7.11: “I was 19 years old when I became homeless . . . it could be you, it could 
be your neighbor.” Personal interview. 

Figure 7.12: “When they told 
me I got the apartment I was so 
ecstatic. I could take a shower 
when I wanted to. I didn’t have 
no furniture, I had no TV. I had 
nothing. But I don’t care. I had my 
freedom.”—Makes You Strong 
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Figure 7.13: The Invisible Project exhibit toured eighteen sites in or near northern Porter 
County, Indiana. 
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Feedback from community partners indicate that clients like Gina and 
Mitch can have confdence in their participation. 

Mignon Kennedy said, “I believe the most important success was the 
message the exhibit conveyed: that homelessness exists in our community and 
that often times people had little or no control over the events that led to their 
homeless situation. The stories helped the audience to understand the pain, 
frustration, and feelings of hopelessness experienced.”15 

Caroline Shook agreed that the Invisible Project put a real face on home
lessness in Porter County. When a new Housing Opportunities board member 
experienced the exhibit at its opening, she says that he committed himself to 
HO in a way “no one ever has” because he saw and deeply understood that 
these folks “are our neighbors, they’re in the grocery line with us, they go to 
school with our kids.”

-

16 
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Not all members of the community were able to hear this message. In 
October  2016, Valparaiso’s City Council turned down a rezoning request 
that would have allowed Housing Opportunities and Porter-Starke Services 
to create Aurora View, an ambitious afordable housing complex that would 
have provided professionally managed, supportive services to its residents. 
Neighbors in the area, however, resisted, citing safety concerns and declining 
property values.17 Shook said a local foundation with investments in the area 
let city council members know that, if the rezoning request went through, 
donations the city relied upon would “dry up.”18 

Even so, Shook noted that the Invisible Project did infuence the mayor 
of Valparaiso. He had supported Aurora View and was disappointed by the 
council’s decision. Later, he helped ensure that another afordable housing 
project, frst known as Park Place and later renamed Caroline’s Place in honor 
of Shook’s eforts, went through quite easily. Housing Opportunities also used 
the Invisible Project to educate neighboring LaPorte County commissioners 
about the ways in which they could partner with HO to provide afordable 
housing in their county. The partnership allowed HO both to help current 
renters buy the homes they rented and to sell vacant houses in need of upkeep 
to those who had the skills to remodel a home but who didn’t have the money 
or credit to buy a house otherwise. In both cases, HO helped residents create 
more stability in neighborhoods that many would label “bad.”19 

For the Porter County Museum, the Invisible Project was a meaningful 
success. Not only did it challenge the museum in terms of design, it pushed the 
museum beyond its four walls. This is, of course, great for museum visibility, 
but it’s more signifcant than this. The museum staf had been looking for new 
and innovative ways—from historic photo calls, to oral history interviews, to 
community conversations—to invite audiences to contribute to the recorded 
history of their community. 

The Invisible Project provided them with a way to respond to Nina 
Simon’s call in The Art of Relevance: “But what about projects in which the 
audience co-creates the content? What about projects created in partner
ship with communities of interest, rooted explicitly in their voices, stories, 
and experiences?”

-

20 Instead of an institutional model, in which the museum 
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decided what stories were worth sharing and in what ways, partnership with 
community groups allowed new voices to emerge within the museum space 
and to speak to a relevant, living issue within the community. “Relevance,” 
Simon writes, “is an exercise in empathy—in understanding what matters 
to your intended audience, not what matters to you.”21 By listening, being 
responsive, and saying “yes,” the museum was able to reach new audiences, 
tell new stories, and respond to a need within the community as never before. 

The impact on the Welcome Project was also notable. In addition to the 
ways in which we were individually transformed by the stories we heard and 
edited, we grew our capacity as a project. Previously, collaborations had not 
required an extended commitment between partners. The Invisible Project 

taught us how to forge relationships between individuals, agencies, and orga
nizations—inside and outside our own institution—and gave us a deadline in 
which to create a “fnished” product. We discovered that working with artists 
and students on that public product introduced the need to negotiate stan
dards for content and quality and raised the question of creative control and 
ownership, frank conversations that should have happened on the front end. 

-

-

Welcome Project participants also found ourselves needing to produce new 
kinds of stories. Oftentimes, understanding a person’s experience of home
lessness requires the context of a lifetime. Our standard practice of highlight
ing a three-to fve-minute experience from an hour-long interview works best 
with discrete moments. Telling the story of homelessness often demanded 
new approaches (multipart stories, more than one storyteller). Additionally, 
there were facts and statistics that visitors to the exhibit needed to better 
grasp the social and political dimensions of homelessness. The Invisible Project 

is not a dramatization of individual choices; it is a story of how individual 
circumstances within a larger context of regional and national policies and 
practices leads to outcomes with immense consequences for individuals and 
communities. 

-
-

All of these lessons have continued to inform and shape our practice. 
They have, in fact, prepared us for an even more ambitious initiative, Flight 

Paths, that will document the changing racial and economic demographics of 
Gary and Northwest Indiana, beginning with the rise of Black political power 
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and opportunity in the 1960s, the “fight” of white residents and businesses to 
the suburbs, and the automation of the steel mills and consequent underem
ployment of mill workers. Flight Paths team members span disciplinary felds, 
institutions, community partners, and funders. As a seven-year initiative, it 
will draw upon everything we’ve learned from the Invisible Project. 

-

The Invisible Project provides an example of how digital community 
engagement can succeed. We benefted from eager collaborators at the uni
versity and in our community partners. Most challenges arose in the normal 
course of organizing a project of this size; they were logistical questions that 
could be addressed given the willingness of everyone to play their part. We 
recognize that conditions might not always be so conducive: grants might 
not be given, agencies might not have strong leadership, circumstances might 
make it impossible for a collaborator to fulfll their role, personalities might 
clash. But as Elizabeth Allen wrote in response to our request for her assess
ment: “The talent and expertise of the Welcome Project, Valparaiso University 
graphic art students and Porter County Museum all wrapped around the 
clients’ stories to create a beautiful, clear message to our community: We’re 

here, we exist, even in pretty Porter County. We’re not that diferent from you, just one 

or two diferent turns in the road. With your help and support we can get back on our 

feet.”

-

-

22 We remain immensely grateful for the clients and collaborators who 
made this initiative possible. 
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Appendix A: Transcript of “Roof Over Your Head” 

I got to experience homelessness, I got to experience living on others’—I got 
to experience all that, so it gave me more respect for people who are out there 
homeless, that they’re not in this alone. But I used to be that kind of person—I 
would judge people because I thought, you know, I wasn’t letting things stop me, 
and I was doing it. What’s wrong with them? And then I became that person, and 
it wasn’t until then I understood not to do that—not to judge, not to assume they 
don’t want anything out of life. 

My parents are, you know, late eighties/early nineties, and they still live in 
Gary, in the house that I grew up in, and if you asked me years, and years, and 
years ago, I’d go, “Well, it’s the greatest place, you know, the west side of Gary 
and—very residential. It’s big yards, and kids can play.” 

My husband was nineteen, and I was sixteen, and so we went to his sister’s, 
and that’s where we lived until I had our child, and then, once I had the baby, 
we had our own apartment. I decided to move from Indiana, and to try to better 
myself so I could be better for my kids. 

I went to school at Ivy Tech, and that’s in Minneapolis, Minnesota. I went 
for a medical assistant, and I did graduate, and began work, and that was the 
beginning of, you know, me paying my own way. It felt so good, you know? It was 
so nice to see your name on a paycheck, you know? And know that you created 
this, and that you can choose how to spend it, you know? In the process of that, I 
did remarry, you know, to a great guy. He had some of the same goals that I did, 
and family, being family-oriented. And he helped raise my kids, you know? Gosh, 
he was just so great, you know, but he passed away. Two years after his death, 
which was in 2007, I became disabled. My diagnosis was post-traumatic stress 
disorder—yeah—and depression. And those were very dark times for me. I didn’t 
feel I deserved to be happy because he wasn’t there with me to share the happiness 
that we shared together. And so, everything we worked for, I gave all away. I fnd 
myself in a circle—it’s like a fsh bowl. I want to venture out, because that’s the 
drive I have inside, but that person, I’m like, “Where are you? Push through!” A 
lot of people don’t come back, and I was one of them, that I just didn’t have my 
drive anymore. 

Within the last couple of months, my family called and talked about Mom 
and Dad, how they’re declining. That’s what brought me back here to Indiana. I 
may not be able to have gainful employment, but all my skills that I have learned 
in the medical feld, and just everything that I’ve picked up, I feel so good that I 
can say I’m using them to help my parents, you know? 
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Being a couch-surfer may not be bad for a lot of people, but I’ve always had 
the drive to not depend on others, so for me to couch-surf back and forth—it was 
still, like, a disappointment to myself, you know? Because every parent always 
wants to keep a roof over their head where their child can come, you know? You 
may not be able to put the spread out like you used to, but you just want to know 
you always got a place where your kids can come and have cofee with you, and 
talk about what’s going on in their life. 

But I was fortunate to fnd a program—Neighboring Place. It’s a great 
program for women. They provide quite a bit besides shelter, you know, and I’m 
just real fortunate to be there. You know, being the bag lady, I fnally got a place 
to put my bags down, and then lay down in my own bed. 

Appendix B: Center for Civic Refection—Three Kinds of Questions 

Excerpted from Civic Refection Discussions: A Handbook for Facilitators 

by Dr. Elizabeth Lynn 

In coming up with a list of questions, it might be useful to consider three kinds of 
questions: 

1. Questions of clarifcation—What does it say? What is going on here? 
2. Questions of interpretation—What does it mean? What do you think of what 

is going on here? 
3. Questions of implication—So what? How does what you think of what is 

going on here impact your work? 

You may want to start with questions of clarifcation: What does it say? In the 
case of a story, it might help to fnd a point in the plot that seems to have a deeper 
meaning or makes a signifcant impact on one of the characters. For a poem, it 
might be a specifc image or metaphor that jumps out at you. For an essay, it might 
be some statement that genuinely catches or puzzles you. In each case, you can 
ask, what is going on here? Can one literally make sense of what is being said or 
done here? 

Good questions of clarifcation are open to an answer from anyone who pays 
attention to the reading. In other words, they do not require any special expertise 
or experience in order to be answered. 

Just as there are good questions, there are also opening questions that are 
best avoided. 
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Avoid questions that: 

• Invite opinion without interpretation of the text (Do you like this story?) 
• Assert debatable propositions (Why is the concept of social capital so 

useful?) 
• Put people on the defensive (What percentage of your income do you give 

to charity?). 

After you have helped participants clarify what the text says, you will soon be 
ready to move on to a question of interpretation: What does it mean? 

For instance, in Bertolt Brecht’s poem “A Bed for the Night,” several partic
ipants in the room seem to think that the man on the corner is asking passersby 
to take homeless folks into their houses for the night. Now the question is, what 
do you make of the cornerman’s request? And why does the poem move from a 
description of this man’s action to the announcement that “it will not change the 
world”? 

-

These questions of interpretation encourage participants to evaluate the 
reading, to praise or blame characters, and to talk about values—but to do so 
using the shared terms provided by the reading everyone has in front of them. 
At this point, the discussion consists in an exchange of personal opinions, but 
these opinions are fltered through the shared object of the text, which keeps the 
discussion from turning personal in a way that might shut some participants out. 

As participants get more involved in answering questions of interpretation, 
there will most likely be a natural push from the reading to the activity they share. 
That is, participants will move from talking about Brooks’ Ladies Betterment 
League to their service experience in City Year, or from Bambara’s Miss Moore to 
their own kind of teaching, or from Neruda’s lamb to the gift they try to pass on. 

This motion—from the reading back to civic life—characterizes the best 
civic refection discussions, especially when participants have come to see their 
work anew by looking carefully at the reading before them and thinking patiently 
about their opinions and beliefs. 

In closing, then, you will almost certainly want to move toward questions of 
implication: So what? 

What do we take away from this reading or discussion as we leave, what do 
we think about our own activity, our own work, in light of what we have heard or 
said? These questions simply try to help connect the reading to the experiences of 
people in the group. Often participants make these connections themselves, but 
you should still have these kinds of questions ready. 
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Here are a few examples of efective “connecting” questions: 

• Is Tocqueville describing the kinds of associations in which you participate? 
• Do you recognize these characters/dilemmas? Have you experienced them 

in your own life? 
• Is this the kind of leadership your organization has been called upon to 

provide? 
• Are these the kinds of choices we are confronted with in our community? 
• Why do these ideas matter? What are some implications of what we have 

said today for your work, organization, community? 

Appendix C: The Practice 

Typically, we frame our work on the Welcome Project as a practice in community 
engagement, but a research methodology that takes listening as its primary tool 
has evolved out of our work and undergirds it. This highly qualitative method 
involves three practices—interviewing, editing, and facilitating—each of which 
employ diferent kinds of listening. 

Interviewing, with its focus on asking people what they’ve experienced and 
what they think about those experiences, listens to learn and to establish trust. Though 
some may think of interviews as one-sided, where the interviewer merely prompts 
the responses of the interviewee and attempts to remain otherwise absent, in the 
Welcome Project practice, we attempt to disrupt this power relationship through 
foregrounding of curiosity. Curiosity, of course, cannot completely divest the 
interview of power relations, but it can bring the interviewer more fully into the 
experience as a subject. The interviewer may still refrain from contributing too 
much to the interview, but they understand that curiosity implies not knowing 
and requires them to expose their ignorance in a respectful way that demonstrates 
their own vulnerability. In posing questions, in sharing brief anecdotes, the inter
viewer makes clear to the interviewee how they are genuinely interested in the 
interviewee’s experiences and how the interviewee is an authority in those experi
ences. This can generate confdence in the interviewees, who sometimes wonder 
what they have to share or what is of value in what they share. Curiosity, then, is 
the ground for establishing trust and the means by which the interviewer learns 
more deeply about the human experience, whether that experience is familiar or 
foreign. 

-

-

Editing, with its focus on revisiting the interview to sound out those stories 
that are important to the interviewee and to the mission of the Welcome Project, 
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listens to identify and interpret. Each of our methodological practices entails ethical 
decision-making, perhaps none quite as palpably as editing. A single ninety-min
ute interview will produce several three-to fve-minute stories. That process 
leaves a lot of material behind. How does an editor remain true to the intention 
of the interviewee while crafting stories whose insights will invite, inspire, and/ 
or challenge future listeners to think deeply about living well with and across 
our diferences? Striking that balance is daunting. An editor’s frst job, therefore, 
is to listen again. As the interview replays and is transcribed, the editor begins 
to identify areas of concern for the interviewee. These areas can be signaled by 
repetition and recurrence as an interviewee seeks the best way to articulate their 
experience or insight, or they can be signaled by tone, as an interviewee’s cadence 
demonstrates emotional investment. Editors cannot escape some level of interpre
tation in this process. Interviewers might have run out of time to probe all areas 
of conversation deeply; interviewees might have struggled to fully explain their 
experience. The trust established during the interview has to be borne out in the 
work of the editor selecting which parts of the interview to bring together into a 
single story. 

-

-

Facilitating, with its focus on bringing participants into a story for whose 
telling they were not originally present, listens to prepare and to guide. Facilitators, in 
preparing to lead a discussion, must take on the role they will later ask of partic
ipants. As they listen to and review an edited story, they attend to those parts of 
the story that resonate and provoke. They ask themselves why they’ve reacted in 
these ways and work backwards to distinguish their reaction from the storyteller’s 
description. This gap between reaction and description is the entry point into 
seeking clarifcation. From here, the facilitator can create questions that will invite 
participants to more closely understand what the storyteller means. At the same 
time, the facilitator listens to prepare questions that will also help participants 
interpret the meanings of a story and identify the implications both the story and 
conversation have for their lives going forward. This initial preparation lays the 
groundwork for facilitators as they shift, during the actual conversation, into listen
ing to guide, an act that ultimately aims to both connect and challenge participants. 
As participants frst clarify and then interpret a story, facilitators listen to how 
participants react and respond. They try to draw out the fullest range of responses 
and encourage participants to acknowledge points of view diferent from their 
own. As the conversation builds and evolves, the facilitator listens to discern how 
to further connect participants to the storyteller and each other and/or how to 
allow the storyteller to further challenge them. The ultimate aim of listening to 
guide is to create meaningful engagement for participants with the storyteller and 

-

-
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with each other, and to help participants apply the insights gleaned to their own 
lives and communities. It might appear that the facilitator stands apart from this 
conversation—and in certain respects, like the interviewer, they do refrain from 
contributing their perspective. Even so, in essence facilitators and participants 
co-create a kind of listening that extends the trust frst established between inter
viewer and interviewee as they allow diference to stand, hopefully leaving with 
more clarity about their own perspective. 

-

Appendix D: Transcript of “Bad Things, Good People”—A Three-Part Story 

Part One: “Seeking Some Level of Normalcy” 

Speaker 1: It’s about, I think, a lot about pride. Nobody wants to be seen as 
someone who can’t make it on their own. We’re all human beings, and we 
all have the same strengths and weaknesses within ourselves, so you just 
have to be willing to look at yourself and acknowledge that, and say, “I can’t 
do this alone.” 

Speaker 2: We would sometimes sit in a parking lot in our vehicle at night and just 
talk all night long like, you know, “Where are we going to go? What are we 
going to do?” And it’s like, well, we didn’t know that there was anybody out 
there that was willing to help us. 

S1: I think we were always seeking some, some level of normalcy, you know? 
Finding opportunities to be—to look like everybody else, you know? You 
don’t want people to see what’s going on. 

S2: During the day, we would spend a lot of time at the parks here in Valparaiso 
and Lake Station—they have a nice Riverview Park—but most of the parks 
at ten p.m. close up. Yeah, you’re constantly moving from place to place. 
Lot of times on hot days, we would spend our days at the library— 

S1: Air conditioning. 
S2: —you know, where they had air conditioning and a bathroom facility there. 
S1: And we both loved to read. 
S2: Yeah, we both loved to read. Yeah, nighttime was the worst. And, of course, 

you know, you don’t really have that many belongings, but, you know, what 
you do have, I mean, you know, you’ve got everything crammed in your 
vehicle, and, you know, even sleeping a lot of times—we would park out 
away from kind of the store, because, you know, we didn’t want to, you 
know, interfere— 

S1: Be in the way. 
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S2:—we didn’t want to be in the way. You know, and then sometimes it’s hard 
to sleep because you know, you’re just not sure of your surroundings, and 
you don’t really feel that safe. And during that time, I think that’s most of 
our resources were making sure, you know, we have gas in the vehicle so 
we can move if we have to, we have food to eat, which was difcult with no 
cooking facilities. Everything had to be pre-prepared, and, of course, you 
know, that’s more costly, too. Hygiene. For me, that was the worst part. 
Restroom facilities, and hygiene. Of course, it was summertime when we 
were homeless, which, I think, we were fortunate because we could go up 
to the park, and we could go swimming, and we kept lots of empty gallon 
jugs— 

S1: We would help each other. 
S2: —and we would fll them, fll them with water. And like I said, it was sum

mertime, so it wasn’t so bad, you know, having to wash your hair with cold 
water, but— 

-

S1: I’d get to dump a bucket of water over her head. 
S2: Right, you know? And, yeah, we would kind of go to the park in a secluded 

area, and we would, you know, like bathe each other, and watch and make 
sure nobody was coming, you know, so we could, you know, help each other 
do that. And, uh… 

S1: Just because you’re homeless doesn’t mean you have to surrender humanity. 

Part Two: “Tailspin” 

Speaker 1: When we frst came back to Indiana, we went to his sister’s, and she let 
us stay with her for a little while. 

Speaker 2: And we got a place. 
S1: And we both got a job, and from there, everything seemed like it was going 

pretty good. And we had been here four years when his sister passed away. 
And so… 

S2: And that was, like, the fnal straw for me. I was broke. 
S1: I was working. My hours got cut. Mitch had developed a lot of physical 

limitations, and his depression was, like I said, still there—underlying, but 
started coming out a little bit more when he wasn’t able to work, and that 
kind of threw us in the position where we became homeless. 

S2: Bit of a tailspin. It was just, in a very short time, we went from like, being 
level, and then her income changed just the slightest bit, and that—that was 
it. It just kicked the underpinnings right out from under us. 
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S1: Right. When you’re living, like I said, paycheck to paycheck, you know, by 
the time it would get two or three days before payday, and, you know, I 
wouldn’t have a penny in my pocket. And when, you know, my hours started 
getting cut due to the economy—you know, business wasn’t as good—I was 
working at a restaurant, you know. It’s like, I’m driving eighteen miles one 
way to get to work, and eighteen miles back. Well, that’s, you know, taking 
a lot of gas—I need something closer to home. Due to my age, people kind 
of were more looking at me not as an asset, but as a risk. “Wow,” you know, 
“She’s not gonna be somebody long term. She may develop health issues. 
She may call of work. We don’t know what’s gonna go on.” And I think 
that was where I started having difculties fnding employment. So, when 
we couldn’t pay our lot rent, they, you know, basically—you have ffteen 
days to either pay or evacuate. And not having any immediate family or 
anybody that could help us, or provide a place for us to stay—you know, our 
children were in Wisconsin, and neither one of them was really in a position 
to do anything for us. It was kind of a snowball efect. We did live in our 
vehicle for approximately four months before one of my coworkers had told 
me about Housing Opportunities. We checked into that, and took us about 
another month, and they accepted us into their program, and provided us 
with a place to stay. 

Part Three: “We Were Them” 

Speaker 1: What we’re doing here is very outside our comfort zone. 
Speaker 2: Yes. 
S1: And that’s one of the things we are trying to do diferent. Because people 

need to learn these things. It’s not easy for people to open up about this sort 
of thing. Trust—it doesn’t come easy to me. 

S2: It is, it’s very hard to know who you can talk to, and who you can be honest 
with, because a lot of people in my past—my experiences were, that the 
more people know about you, the more judgmental they become. Asking 
for help wasn’t something that I ever really did. That, for both of us, was a 
big step—having to ask for help. 

S1: When we were living out of our vehicle, necessity drove us to have to go 
here and go there, because, you know, you don’t have resources, you know. 
We would park in the Walmart parking lot through the night for sleeping, 
because we knew they had restroom facilities we could use. And when you 
live like that, you start meeting other people in a similar circumstance. And 
I was astounded at the number of people with vehicles and such, so I mean, 



Wingo_book.indb 189 15-Jun-20 9:41:58 PM 

189 

DOI: 10.34314/wingodigital.00008

Mobilizing Digital Stories 

typically if you saw them, you wouldn’t even know that they’re sufering in 
this way. And they’re all around us. We were them, you know, and I never 
understood any of this. But I got a pretty good grasp of it now. 

S2: I don’t think I ever even really considered people being homeless. It wasn’t 
anything that I ever thought about, you know. I wasn’t a person who 
was going to be like, “Oh, there’s homeless people out there. I should do 
something to try to help them,” because the thought never even crossed 
my mind. And then, when it happens to someone like us, where then I 
have to take a step back and say, “Wow, it happened to me. It can happen 
to anybody.” Because I would’ve never in a million years dreamed that I 
would end up homeless. 

S1: What I’ve learned is that life is not a straight line. There’s curves, turns, and 
you even go back upon yourself many times. And it’s easy to get lost, you 
know, to take one misstep, to take one wrong turn: left, when you should’ve 
went right. And, so, to stereotype all these people, and say they’re this, 
this, or this—I can’t tell you how wrong that is. Bad things happen to good 
people, and it ain’t through no fault of their own. It’s life. And I’ll never 
hesitate to help somebody up after this. 

Appendix E: Transcript of “Stepping Stones” 

There’s some people out there—they don’t want the help. They just, they don’t 
want it. And I’ve seen people who don’t take the help, and then they end up in 
the same predicament that they were in. They don’t have the same opportunities 
because they didn’t take the opportunities that were given to them. But there 
are people out there that really need help, and there are people out there that 
don’t want to be on the system forever, that don’t want welfare, that don’t take 
advantage of it. They’re just trying—they’re taking stepping stones to get where 
they need to get, and for that period of time, they have to let their pride go, and 
get the help that they need. 

Housing Opportunities helps me by providing a roof. We go over goals. 
They help you fnd steps to fnding a job. They give you resources to help you go 
to school. They introduce you to other nonproft organizations that help you with 
other things. Like, they help my son with his speech therapy. They referred me 
to somebody. They referred me to First Steps. They referred me to Early Head 
Start—Head Start. The Family Youth Services Bureau—they paid for my car 
insurance for the frst six months when I frst got my car. I graduated from them, 
I guess you can say now, but they were truly amazing. Every single one of them 
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that I had were amazing. Geminus Head Start—the nonproft organization—my 
son went there for two years, and I loved the teachers that he had. They were 
amazing. One time, I didn’t have enough money to pay for my son’s pictures, 
and they—the teachers—put in the money to buy his pictures. I mean, then you 
have food stamps and welfare, that helps provide food, medical coverage, and that 
helps a lot, too. 

My case manager, Cindy, is an incredible role model. She comes out to the 
apartment, she talks to us, she goes over the goals. She’s taught me how to be a 
mom. She’s amazing. She is more than just a case manager to me. 

Right now, things are pretty good. I do watch children out of my house. Yes, 
it’s not a lot of money, but I’m able to pay my bills. I’m able to buy my son what he 
needs, I’m able to keep a roof over our head right now. I was looking for another 
job, and I’m going to start looking for another job again as soon as I have a 
reliable car. It’s still hard—you still struggle, especially when your car is constantly 
breaking down. You don’t have enough money to pay for everything and fx your 
car, so the bills have to come frst, and then the car, but I’m managing. We eat. 
We have a roof. He has clothes. 

I think people need to step outside of the box and look around for a minute, 
and see that there are people out there that are really struggling, and that are 
not taking advantage of the system, and that really, really, do need help. Not 
everybody is the same. I think that it’s just the way you look at it. And if you’ve 
ever been in that situation. If you’ve never been in that situation, then it’s hard 
for people to understand what it’s like. I think, sometimes you have to step back 
and take yourself out of your situation, and put yourself in somebody else’s shoes. 
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Hear, Here 

Digital History and Community Engagement 
Activating Social Change 

Ariel Beaujot 

In 2015 a member of the Ho-Chunk Nation recorded the following oral 
history while standing at the foot of a two-story-tall statue portraying a Native 
American: 

I just turned my back, symbolically, on what the [University of Wisconsin-La 
Crosse] Native American students used to refer to as “The Colossus of 
Kitsch” or as Riverside Park calls “The Big Indian.” 

My name is Kera Cho Mani ga. That means “the person who paints 
the sky blue.” You know me as Dan Green—what Malcolm X might call 
my slave name. [In] the late nineties, the Chamber of Commerce in La 
Crosse [Wisconsin] proposed [putting] ffty thousand dollars into a paint 
job on the Colossus—something that reinforces stereotypes about Native 
Americans. As a sociology student, I had for years looked into the infuence 
of imagery, statuaries, and I was a part of the national anti-Native American 
sport mascot movement. I traveled to University of Illinois, University of 
North Dakota, and Cleveland, Ohio, on a regular basis to demonstrate and 
to teach about the harms, the largely psychological harms, of this kind of 
imagery of the Big Indian standing behind me. So that was my interest, 
that here it is, in my hometown where I’m raising children that look like 
me—they’re brown-skinned, they’re dark-haired, we don’t get mistaken 
for anything but Native American, and here’s something in our hometown 
reinforcing harmful thinking about us, so I was compelled to do something. 

This oral history is one of the frst recordings logged for a critical public history 
project called Hear, Here: Voices of Downtown La Crosse. 1 Hear, Here seeks to 
bring previously overlooked or unheard stories to light as a way of enhancing 
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Figure 8.1: Hear, Here sign beside “Hiawatha” statue in Riverside Park. Photo courtesy 
University Communications, UW–La Crosse. 

traditional narratives of the region that highlight Protestantism, prosperity, 
and whiteness, and ignore indigeneity, race, and cultural diference. Launched 
in 2015, Hear, Here is a place-based oral history project brought to life through 
Hear, Here signs scattered throughout downtown La Crosse, Wisconsin. Each 
sign is placed where a story happened and the public can access each story by 
dialing a toll-free number. Once the stories are heard, callers are encouraged 
to stay on the line to add their own story about that site or any other site in 
Downtown La Crosse. In this way the stories become user-generated and the 
project comes to represent both the living and lived history of the community. 
The only requisite for a Hear, Here story is that it be told by the person who 
experienced it. 

Of the sixty-nine stories collected over the four-year-long project, “The 
Big Indian” is the focus of more recorded narratives and voicemail comments 
than any other site in the eight-block downtown area. The reason many want 
to comment on the statue becomes obvious when we consider its place and 
meaning in the community. The statue is twenty-fve feet tall. It is placed in 
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Figure 8.2: Hear, Here downtown La Crosse map of stories. Image courtesy of Marc 
Manke, Graphic Designer. 

a popular downtown park situated at the convergence of three rivers, ground 
the Ho-Chunk consider sacred. The statue also stands beside three major 
tourist draws—a steamboat attraction, the visitor’s information center, and an 
international garden. 

Ofcially called “Hiawatha,” it has been controversial since its inception 
in 1958. The city created it as a tourist attraction to entice motorists of a 
scenic highway to spend money in the downtown area. The representation 
of “Hiawatha” includes a cartoon-like conglomeration of visual stereotypes 
regarding Native American people—prominent nose, high cheekbones, 
strong jawline, pigtails, feathered hair ornament, peace pipe, fringed buckskin 
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pants, moccasins, and exposed chest. The name “Hiawatha” comes from a 
Haudenosaunee chief from a territory around Lake Ontario made famous 
in the non-Native community by the 1855 Henry Longfellow poem, “Song 
of Hiawatha.” The reasons for the controversy are many: its location, its 
purpose, its name, its visual representation. The statue does not represent 
Native Americans within the region, and was based on fctional caricatures. 

The mission of Hear, Here is to create a culture of conversation around 
places. The “Hiawatha” statue generated a number of stories through Hear, 

Here, and resulted in a renewed groundswell of activism from various commu
nity groups that ultimately worked together to change local policy. While the 
controversy over the statue spans six decades and came to a head three times, 
the fnal push to retire the statue happened concurrently with the stories col
lected via Hear, Here. 

-

-
2 

Without the tireless work of students and community members both in 
and out of the classroom to create a successful digital public history project, 
it would have been difcult for Hear, Here to join the conversation and afect 
change. This chapter will explain: 1) how the project functions; 2) the execu
tion of Hear, Here in the university classroom; and 3) the larger social justice 
work a project like Hear, Here contributes to through a case study of the 
campaign to retire “The Colossus of Kitsch.” 

-

A Look Under the Hood of Hear, Here 

The three main digital aspects of Hear, Here are the phone system, the website, 
and student collaboration via Google Drive. 

Interactive Voice Response System 

From the user’s perspective, Hear, Here’s phone system is a toll-free number on 
street-level signs. The toll-free number includes a story and location number 
for each sign. When a person calls and enters the numbers, they hear a story 
of the place on which they stand. The caller can choose to stay on the line and 
leave a message. Because this is a toll-free number, there is no cost to the user, 
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unless they pay for their phone calls by the minute. We have tried to make 
the work as democratic as possible, using the simplest front-end technology 
invented in the late nineteenth century and used for generations—a phone 
number. There is no need for a smart-phone, and there are no QR codes to 
scan or apps to download. As long as a person has the now ubiquitous cell 
phone they can access the project in real time on the streets of La Crosse. 

On the back end, the phone system is an Interactive Voice Response 
system (IVR) called EZ Route, hosted by CenturyLink. An IVR system is most 
commonly found in large companies to direct calls to a specifc department 
or individual. Hear, Here is backed by the same technology, but employed in 
a more user-friendly way. While many IVR systems are used to triage callers 
and restrict access to the decreasing number of human agents, Hear, Here uses 
the technology to increase human connection. We use a system designed to 
eliminate humans to amplify and expose users to voices from a wide range 
of people. 

This IVR system works via a phone tree. Hear, Here’s phone tree is based 
on the initial toll-free number, then on a location and story numbers. There 
are nine numbers on a standard keypad. In order to create the capacity for 
eighty-one stories, we developed a single-level phone tree that is 9x9. Adding 
deeper levels to the phone tree allows us to include more than one story 
at some locations. Here we use the IVR business technology to give access 
to specifc stories on certain days and other stories on other days, just like 
a business phone system might be set up diferently for the weekends and 
evenings than during business hours. 

We use standardized welcoming messages—“Please select your location 
number” and “Please select the number of the story you would like to hear”— 
and concluding messages—“Would you like to tell your own story about this 
location or any other location in the downtown? If so stay on the line and 
leave us your name, phone number, and story.” Otherwise, we include no 
contextual information for the stories. Rather, each story stands on its own 
merits, and one must listen to several stories to notice a pattern or narrative. 
Therefore, the users and not the content creators frame the stories. 
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IVR technology provides another beneft: we are able to track the days 
and times of the calls, the call volume for the months, the area codes for 
each call, and the length of calls. This allows us to see that certain seasons 
create change in people’s use of the project: call volumes diminish in the 
colder Wisconsin months of November through February, and they pick up 
in March and are especially strong from July through October. The average 
call time is 1 minute and 50 seconds. 

We can also track whether or not promotion and events increase the 
use of the system. For example, our two major launch events that included 
thematic tours increased the regular call volume by factors of two and four 
respectively, and also contributed to a more robust call-in month overall.3 

Interestingly, the years in which we scheduled large launches for new stories, 
call volume increased not only for April, the month of the launch, but also for 
May and June. There is a clear beneft in reminding the public that this is an 
ongoing user-generated project. 

IVR also allows us to track the area codes of calls. As of March 2019, 
people in 49 states and Canada have called the system. Between April 2015 
and March 2019, we received a total of 9,612 calls to the system; of those, 
52 percent are local calls and 48 percent non-local. Tracking the number of 
non-Wisconsin calls each month indicates that for the frst two years, 2015 
and 2016, primarily local residents used the system. This pattern shifted in 
2017 during an eight-month stretch in which there were more out-of-state 
calls to the system. This spike was likely due to our membership in “Explore 
La Crosse,” the local visitors’ bureau, that promoted Hear, Here and distrib
uted fyers about the project. 

-

The EZ Route system is not without its problems, but it is easy to 
program, it ft our budget, and it provided the lowest barrier to access. One of 
our biggest issues is that EZ Route only records audio in VOX, a low-quality 
audio fle, and only for 180 seconds at a time. EZ Route is also a lesser-known 
product of a large company. It took a long time to coordinate access, and it 
is currently only available in America. When we began the project in 2014, 
EZ Route was the most afordable IVR system.4 However, technology is 
ever-evolving and our latest Hear, Here project in London, Ontario, utilizes 
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Amazon Web Service’s IVR product Connect.5 This is a less costly option that 
afords higher quality recordings of any length, and can be used worldwide. It 
is, however, more complicated to program.6 

Hear, Here’s Homepage 

Our website consolidates and backs up all our stories, and provides a central 
portal for our marketing. It appears on our signs, Facebook page, and pro
motional materials. The website includes an interactive map that shows the 
location of each story with the audio, links to the transcript, and a photo 
gallery. It also provides more information about the project, including fve 
external reviews, all media stories, another way to submit a story, informa
tion on how to add your community, and K-12 education programming. 
Our Google Analytics demonstrate that the website is an important com
ponent, with 59 percent of users accessing the website from outside of the 
United States.

-

-

-

7 

We employ a media agency to maintain our website and there are 
ongoing costs for any changes and updates. Best practice is to overhaul the 
site at least once in the frst three years and probably two or three times over 
ten years.8 As per our agreement with the media agency, we developed all the 
wording, content, and images for the website. We also input all the stories, 
associated photographs, and news media coverage. The agency handles web 
development and maintenance. 

Collaboration in Google Docs 

Google Drive holds a Hear, Here masterfle: it acts as a working fle that allows 
everyone associated with the project to contribute to the work as well as edit 
working documents that will eventually appear to the public. Google Drive 
holds all the work from audio fles, web content, and newspaper editorials. Its 
collaborative platform allows for a democratic process in content creation, 
especially in the classroom.9 However, all digital technology has the potential 
to fail, and is subject to funding and personnel changes. To mitigate issues 
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of sustainability and longevity, we have an agreement with Murphy Library 
Archives at University of Wisconsin-La Crosse (UW-L) to hold hard copies of 
all materials generated for Hear, Here. 10 

Teaching Hear, Here in a University Classroom 

Teaching Hear, Here means teaching the fundamentals of social history, oral 
history, and public history, and demonstrating how a combination of these 
elements can lead to activism and social change. We begin with the funda
mentals of social history: the idea that anyone and everyone can contribute 
to the history of their community, city, state, and nation. I then have students 
read about the methodology and importance of oral history, focusing on the 
philosophy of Marxist historian Paul Thompson, who encourages the collec
tion of stories from historically underrepresented and marginalized people.

-

-
11 

Students then read articles about the impact of other radical public history 
projects that incorporate oral history, such as the Montreal Life Stories Project 

and the Cleveland Homeless Oral History Project. 12 These projects demonstrate 
that once challenging stories are placed in the mainstream, they generate 
conversations about the state of the community, what it has been, and where 
it is going. 

Beyond the historiography, a crucial element of teaching this class is to 
do it in a community setting. I lead the Hear, Here classes in the boardroom of 
Downtown Mainstreet, Inc. (DMI), a local business association ofce and one 
of our community partners. Having the class at an of-campus and downtown 
location contributes to students seeing this not just as a school project but as 
work in a feld that would beneft the community. The downtown location of 
the class also embeds the class into the space we research and serve. 

The students in these classes do two types of interviews. For the frst 
interview, students found narrators of excellent downtown-based stories that 
we heard about in our larger analysis of downtown. This series of interviews 
includes stories about a fght to move a monument of the Ten Commandments 
out of a public park, a campaign to save and move an 1850s home turned 
garage out of a construction zone, and the story of a student who was ofered 



Wingo_book.indb 199 15-Jun-20 9:41:58 PM 

Hear, Here 199 

DOI: 10.34314/wingodigital.00009

work at a strip club. This frst set of interviews, along with the required back
ground archival research about each story, teaches students best interview 
practices and helps them get comfortable with their role as project creators. 

-

For the second set of interviews, students sought stories from historically 
underrepresented and marginalized groups. In order to build trust with these 
community members in advance of class, I contacted communities of color in 
La Crosse, as well as organizations working with people facing homelessness. 
For example, I attended events put on by the Ofce of Multicultural Student 
Services and Campus Climate at UW-L, Human Rights Commission events, 
and meetings at the city; I also helped organize events in conjunction with all 
three organizations. I further worked with organizations who provide services 
for marginalized people to combat poverty. This laid the groundwork for 
in-class meetings with representatives from service organizations that do work 
on behalf of the vulnerable. These meetings were supplemented by readings 
from academic journals and books about topics such as white privilege, 
Marxist interpretations of gentrifcation, and the systemic issues surrounding 
homelessness.13 Through these in-class meetings, students got to know the 
individuals within the community who could help them fnd narrators. 

The stories that came out of the second set of interviews are profound. 
Some of the stories students collected are difcult to hear but they lead to 
important changes in people’s lives, and in the communities of color that 
many of our narrators work in, with, and for. One story is told by Antoiwana 
Williams describing her experience of being called the N-word on the day of 
her graduation. Another story is told by ChongCher Lee about the signif
cance of a photograph of the Ban Vinai Refugee Camp in Thailand where he 
lived after feeing Laos. Yet another story is told by Martin Peeples, a formerly 
homeless man who once slept in the garden behind the Catholic cathedral. 
Most of the stories collected are like these three; they are stories of struggle, 
survival, hope, memory, difcult times and lessons learned, community and 
sharing, and protecting one another. 

-

For some students, their involvement with Hear, Here acted as a gateway 
into activism. One student in particular, Jennifer DeRocher, became inter
ested in anti-racism, attended the White Privilege Conference, and ultimately 

-



Wingo_book.indb 200 15-Jun-20 9:41:58 PM 

200 Chapter 8 

DOI: 10.34314/wingodigital.00009

produced a capstone project based on the interview that she conducted about 
the false arrest of Shaundel Spivey due to his critique of the police. As I have 
discussed elsewhere, this particular story drew fre from some local business 
people, politicians, and city ofcials who wanted the story taken down. Later 
the signs that lead to the story were stolen, efectively silencing the voice of 
a Black man in our community.14 DeRocher’s reaction to this was to study 
sources such as oral histories and the local newspaper for incidents of racism 
of various types. Her capstone posits that La Crosse had been a “sundown 
town,” or a city that purposely maintained itself as white since the 1890s. 
James Loewen, the preeminent scholar on sundown towns, later confrmed 
DeRocher’s fndings.15 

Digital Community Engagement 

as an Element of Local Policy Change 

More recently the story told by Dan Green (Kera Cho Mani ga), excerpted at 
the outset of this chapter, began to take a heightened meaning in the collective 
imagination of La Crosse, acting as another rallying cry for activists. The 
remainder of this chapter will be an examination of the infuence Hear, Here 

had in the most recent movement to retire the “Hiawatha” statue. As we will 
see, Hear, Here helped to bring some important stories into the mainstream, 
and thus joined a river of less-public discussions about the statue that resulted 
in conversations and eventually new understandings and attitudes. 

Three stories emerged in the frst three years of the Hear, Here project 
that acted as a catalyst for the retirement of the gigantic statue along the 
Mississippi. The frst narrator was Dan Green (Kera Cho Mani ga) in 2015. 
He explains that many long-term residents of La Crosse believe the statue 
honored Native Americans. His response is one of both understanding and 
resistance. The second phase of the project included a 2017 poetry contest, 
which generated a poem titled “Fun.” In this poem, William Stobb explains 
the “look” of the statue as cartoonish, and its meaning in context of the 1960s. 
Finally, in the most recent 2018 additions to the project, Lutheran pastor 
Benjamin Morris moves the meaning of the statue far beyond La Crosse 
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itself into the larger colonialist endeavor of the United States. He articulates a 
personal connection made between the statue and the protests he participated 
in against the Dakota Access Pipeline at Standing Rock. 

By no means is Hear, Here the frst forum to air La Crosse citizens’ opinions 
about the statue. As a history project, one of the things that we do is overlay 
stories of past events, thoughts, and ideas, making them constantly and consis
tently present in the landscape. In no other Hear, Here location is this more true 
than for the “Hiawatha” statue, which has been embroiled in controversy for 
sixty years. There are three major periods where the arguments surrounding 
the meaning of the statue became particularly intense: 1) in 1958–1963, when 
it was frst conceived, created, and named; 2) in 2000, when it was in need of 
a costly repair; 3) and in 2015–2018, when Hear, Here and other organizations 
came together and created pressure to change local policy. 

-

The initial controversy beginning in 1958 centered on naming and 
placement. The naming debate revolved around whether the statue should 
be called “Hiawatha,” after a well-known Disney cartoon Little Hiawatha, or 
Chief Decorah, after a prominent member of the local Ho-Chunk band.16 In 
the end, the City of La Crosse named the statue “Hiawatha” because they 
believed the connection to Disney would bring more tourists to the area.17 

The second controversy in the initial period was about placement. The 
proposed, and ultimately chosen, location for the statue is at the convergence 
of three rivers, an area the Ho-Chunk consider sacred ground.18 This location 
was also near where the United States removed the Ho-Chunk people via 
steamboat under the Indian Removal Act of 1830.19 The Disneyfed statue 
representing a person unrelated to the local Native American group helps 
create a collective amnesia that denies the colonial violence that occurred at 
the location where the statue now stands. 

In 2000 the statue once again became news, this time because it needed 
repair.20 At this moment the city put together a committee to decide the fate of 
the statue—retirement or repair. A number of local debates were held and the 
local paper covered the story extensively. The family of Anthony Zimmerhakl, 
the deceased artist who created the statue in 1958, had a large voice in this 
debate. They believed that taking the statue down would dishonor the artist. 
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Ho-Chunk people, on the other hand, argued that keeping the statue up was 
a dishonor to them and their culture. In the end the committee chose to repair 
rather than retire the statue.21 

This brings us to the 2015–2018 debate, the debate in which Hear, 

Here took part. It’s worth establishing a timeline of events. In 2015, the Hear, 

Here project launched Dan Green’s (Kera Cho Mani ga) narration about 
what he calls “the Colossus of Kitsch.” Then in 2015, students in Timothy 
Gongaware’s capstone class in Department of Sociology and Criminal Justice 
at UW-L produced a 24-minute video about the statue. In 2016, Gongaware 
and top administrators at UW-L shared the video broadly with the university 
and the public.22 This same year, William Stobb contributed his poem “Fun,” 
which characterized the statue as a cartoon-like portrayal, to Hear, Here. In 
2017, because of national controversy around Confederate monuments, 
the Arts Board and the Human Rights Commission at the City teamed up 
to create a listening session hosted at the Ho-Chunk Nation’s Three Rivers 
House on December 6, 2017.23 And in 2018, Pastor Morris added the third 
Hear, Here story about the statue by relating its history to the Dakota Access 
Pipeline protests in which he participated. In January 2018, Tracy Littlejohn 
(Cooninaziwi) created a Facebook group titled “Hiawatha Statue Removal.” 
Later in March, a petition for retirement and a letter-writing campaign began, 
and in April an anti-statue citizens’ group was formed. 

The anti-statue arguments presented in 2015–2018 were sophisti
cated—possibly because Gongaware’s students’ 24-minute video focused on 
an Indigenous representation in La Crosse allowed for a fuller examination 
of the issue. In the video, we fnd arguments that stereotypical imagery 
afects the self-esteem of Native American people, and that stereotyping 
creates identity crises that contribute to increased suicide rates among Native 
Americans. The video also states that Native American peoples do not form 
a single group, but many groups, and therefore it is ofensive to assume that 
“Hiawatha” represents the Ho-Chunk. Along the same lines it is asserted that 
images of Native Americans are always placed in the past, which is detri
mental for people’s understanding of Native peoples in today’s society. The 
video culminates by arguing that keeping Native American peoples as a single 

-

-
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group and representing them in the past are forms of white supremacy that 
perpetuate the imbalance of the power between Native Americans and white 
Americans. 

In addition to the video, there was a marked shift in representation of this 
side in the mainstream media as well. In a La Crosse Tribune article, Shaundel 
Spivey, head of the Human Rights Commission, explains the issue thus: 

Why does just the thought of [the statue] being taken down, remodeled and 
reframed hurt so many people’s feelings? Who it doesn’t even represent? 
In the context of the history of race in the U.S., it does make sense. At 
some point we have to break that cycle and this could be the start. It’s not 
just a point of “yup, it’s important for the reconciliation and healing of the 
Ho-Chunk.” It’s also important for reconciliation and healing for white folks. 
White people in La Crosse should own up to the historical racist actions of 
the white people in both La Crosse and the nation as a whole.24 

Herein we see a major shift from the earlier two anti-statue groundswells: 
the Ho-Chunk and their supporters are now the ones defning the narrative, 
their voices are amplifed, and they often choose to not directly address the 
narrative formed by the family and statue supporters. 

The pro-statue arguments in this phase relied on the argument from 
2000, focused on its traditional place in the city, honoring the Ho-Chunk 
people, and nostalgic memories about the deceased creator Anthony 
Zimmerhakl.25 Two new arguments in this camp emerged: claims that the 
Zimmerhakls have Native American ancestry, and that Zimmerhakl taught 
his students reverence for Native American peoples.26 

Because of this renewed discussion around the statue, Mayor Tim 
Kabat called together a group on February 14, 2018. The group included 
council members, members of the Ho-Chunk Nation, and members of the 
Zimmerhakl family. The purpose of the group was to discuss the possibility 
of taking down the statue, ideally with the consent of the Zimmerhakl family. 
The mayor learned from the 2000 debates that media coverage could infame 
the issue, creating retrenchment on both sides. Creating an unofcial group 
that bridged the diferent perspectives in the debate successfully kept the con
versation out of the media and away from City Council Chambers where it 

-
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was less certain how the chips would fall. The mayor hoped to resolve the 
issue peacefully and quietly. 

Around the time the group began meeting, I prepared a letter to the 
editor with a colleague, Kate Parker, in response to a column that we thought 
overrepresented those who wanted to keep the statue.27 I checked with Tracy 
Littlejohn (Cooninaziwi) who told me to keep the issue out of the paper and 
instead persuaded us to start a letter-writing campaign that might increase 
the support to retire the statue. So, along with Parker and in consultation 
with members of the Ho-Chunk Nation, we drafted an email to colleagues 
and other interested parties. Someone forwarded the email to student Aaron 
Batoya. Along with a larger group of students, he began to gather signatures 
at the clock tower on campus, at farmers markets, and as part of a door-to
door campaign. Batoya and his colleagues also requested letters from faculty 
and community members interested in writing against the statue. In this way, 
Batoya collected 1,328 signatures and eleven letters. Individuals sent various 
other letters and emails directly to the mayor based on the original email 
that Parker and I wrote and a subsequent letter-writing request made via the 
Facebook group “Hiawatha Statue Removal.” 

-

In the meantime, city council member Jacqueline Marcou, one of the 
people who was at the meeting with the mayor, organized a group of con
cerned citizens: two council members, three faculty members (myself, Parker, 
and Dan Green), Hear, Here narrator Benjamin Morris, and Aaron Batoya. 
We met to discuss the next steps in helping to continue the momentum for the 
statue’s retirement. More letters were added and we circulated the petition to 
new groups. 

-

On July 24, 2018, the group convened by the mayor fve months earlier 
met once more. On this same day, the petition and letters gathered by the 
UW-L students were delivered to the mayor’s ofce. At this meeting, the 
Zimmerhakl family expressed that they would like the statue preserved, and 
if that meant moving the statue onto private land they would be amenable. 
Both sides viewed the compromise to move the statue, which will cost an 
estimated $50,000, as a good solution to their opposed goals.28 
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This third movement to retire the statue was diferent from the earlier 
two in a number of ways. First, the Ho-Chunk and their supporters brought 
the issue to the fore themselves using the platform of Hear, Here and the student 
video, which allowed them to create and control the narrative. Open debates 
about the statue were held on Ho-Chunk property and sanctioned by two 
government committees: the Arts Board and the Human Rights Commission. 
Two powerful city boards were supporting the anti-statue debate, helping to 
maintain and support the Ho-Chunk narratives. This left the Zimmerhakl 
family and their supporters scrambling to form a new narrative that did not 
relate to the arguments articulated and controlled by those against the statue. 
That the mayor was a progressive also gave the debate an opening to afecting 
policy change. The mayor astutely created a group with key players—family 
members of the artist, city council members for and against the statue, and 
Ho-Chunk people—that could craft a policy behind closed doors that La 
Crosse residents would respect no matter what side of the debate they were 
on. Advocates for statue retirement, through a petition and letter-writing 
campaign, provided additional pressure. In the end it became obvious to the 
Zimmerhakl family that they were not going to win the long game: “Council 
members are going to change. Mayors are going to change. Ideas are going to 
change. We might win this time around but next time around, we may lose.”29 

While this is a win in some ways—a stereotypical statue is being taken 
down after sixty years of debate—it is but a small victory that does little to 
afect the larger goal of respect and understanding of the history of Native 
peoples. While the pain of the statue is removed, the tragedy of imperialism 
and white-is-right history remains. This is true not only of the “Big Indian” 
statue but also of all the anti-Black Confederate statues removed through
out the Southern United States. Controversy over monument removal is not 
relegated to the South or the former Confederacy; there is much work to 
be done in northern states as well. Until the powerful white population can 
understand and appreciate the position of the groups they have oppressed, 
express their sympathy and regret, and consider reparations, this story will 
not be over. Statues may come down but it’s the hearts and minds of those 
that would have them remain that are the real battlegrounds for change. 

-
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Sixty years of controversy around the statue generated many diferent 
arguments and moments of infuence. Hear, Here intersected with these histo
ries and actions, serving as a way for Dan Green’s (Kera Cho Mani ga’s) story 
to be told and retold. The project made his story consistently visible rather 
than relegated to historical editorials, university classrooms, or ephemeral 
Columbus Day protests. Creating yet another—and in some ways more per-
manent—source of visibility for Green’s (Kera Cho Mani ga’s) voice was one 
link in a sequence that included the flming of a documentary, community 
discussions, social media groups, advocacy by private citizens, municipal-
sanctioned discussion groups, and petitions, letter-writing campaigns, op-eds, 
articles, and letters to the editor. Hear, Here was a link in the chain that would 
ultimately lead to a decision to move the statue. 

-
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You Can’t Make Ketchup 

Without Smashing a Few Tomatoes 

Refections on a University-Community Partnership 

Aubrey Thompson and Ildi Carlisle-Cummins 

Though most ketchup-eating Americans don’t know it, one machine—the 
mechanical tomato harvester—allows California’s Central Valley to play 
a critical role in ensuring that we never run out of that classic condiment. 
The invention of the mechanical tomato harvester took a feat of engineering 
that had tremendous impact on the tomato industry. But a backlash to the 
machine’s invention among activists also sparked the early California food 
movement. When it was released in 1964, the machine put tens of thousands 
of farmworkers and 95 percent of tomato farmers quickly out of work. This 
led to national debates about the role of land-grant universities in developing 
industry-altering technologies that beneft only a select few. 

In 2015, the two of us—Aubrey Thompson and Ildi Carlisle-Cummins— 
joined together to produce a podcast, Cal Ag Roots. The frst episode is about 
the invention of the mechanical tomato harvester and its complicated story 
of technological triumph and social failure. In some ways, the story begged 
us to tell it. We’re both products of UC Davis, the public university where 
the harvester was invented, we were both taught about the value and inev
itability of technological developments, and we were both striving to make 
agriculture better for everyone. As it turned out, the institutions where we 
were working while producing this story have their roots in the confict over 
the tomato harvester. 

-

In other ways, the story was much bigger than us. The mechanical 
tomato harvester carries an almost mythological weight for many in our 
situation; young academics and advocates in California hear echoes of the 
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harvester story, but rarely the original voices of those involved. As a team, we 
thought it was important to bring those voices back to the fore. We wanted 
to allow those involved with the invention of the harvester and its fallout to 
interact with young academics and activists to inform their professional paths 
in food and agriculture. 

We told this story through our frst podcast episode, “There’s Nothing 
more Californian than Ketchup.” Through this, we found ourselves forced to 
navigate the politics of our positionality, roles, and identities to tell this story 
in the right way. Ildi Carlisle Cummins is an activist who was educated at UC 
Davis. Aubrey Thompson, also a UC Davis alumna, continues to work as a 
staf member at the university. This article introduces you to the process we 
went through to tell a politically charged story from our positions inside and 
outside of the university. It also refects on how we navigated (and continue 
to navigate) our individual roles in institutions trying to do activist-and 
research-oriented work. 

Since it has been four years since this collaboration, we decided the best 
way to revisit the project was to record a conversation between the two of us. 
We’ve been able to refect on the process, and wanted to share those refec
tions directly using our favorite medium: audio! 

-

NOTE: the audio transcripts below have been edited for cohesion. 

Transcript 

Aubrey Thompson (AT): Do you have your radio voice on? 
Ildi Carlisle-Cummins (ICC): Here we are in the middle of Aubrey’s 

workday, remembering work done three years ago. But yeah, we’re 
gonna try and, like, think about how and why we made this story 
about the tomato harvester and what it was like to work together, like 
from very diferent roles. As friends [giggle], but coming at it from 
very diferent roles. 

AT: Well, should we break it down a little bit? [Yes] Well, from my per
spective, I work at a public university that has decreasing public funds 
as the years go on and yet is consistently responsible to the public that 
it serves and needs to better learn how to do that. 

-
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Figure 9.1: Ildi Carlisle-Cummins (L) and Aubrey Thompson (R) frst told the story 
of the mechanical tomato harvester aboard an Amtrak train as it crossed through 
California’s agricultural felds. 

AT: [. . .] A public university with public funds is one thing, but a public 
university that actually responds to the needs of its public, is another 
challenge altogether. And I see it as my work, in my current role and 
my past role, to . . . improve that. 

By clicking on each of the audio clips as you read, you’ll be able to hear 
directly from us on some of the major themes we discussed and lessons we 
learned: 

• We’re not journalists, but instead work for institutions that cultivate 
their own voices. 

• Telling this story together helped propel each of us toward the kind of 
academics and activists we want to be; it clarifed our paths and helped 
make our work more meaningful. 

• We’re both committed to helping build strong connections between 
the university and community-based organizations. The work we did 
together is one of the ways that happens, but we explore the ideas of 
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“community engaged research” and “research engaged practice” to 
help others explore how their work might better engage outside of their 
standard working silos. 

If you’re setting out on a project like this—one that might push you from your 
comfort zone and make you grapple with your role in storytelling—we’d like 
to ofer some basic rules that we learned in the process of working together 
on this story. These rules form the backbone of this essay and are found at the 
beginning of each section. 

Before you go much further, we recommend you listen to the full episode 
“There’s Nothing more Californian than Ketchup.” While we’ve organized 
this article to stand alone, without the podcast, you’ll likely glean much more 
after a listen. 

Rule # 1: 

Trust the stories of your interviewees to guide you, but talk to plenty of people to fnd balance. 
Seek an understanding of all the perspectives at your institution or in your community—and 
make sure your audience knows who you, the story producer, represent (or at least work for). 

To tell the story of the mechanical tomato harvester, we called upon people 
who were closely involved in its creation and the backlash against it. While 
the engineers who invented it are no longer alive, academics at UC Davis and 
California historians know the story well and provide frst-hand accounts of 
the harvester’s release. We spoke with activists who frst protested against the 
harvester, farmers who were impacted, academics who testifed in court, and 
the lawyers who litigated the harvester lawsuit. 

Through the story production process, we learned more about our own 
institutions, and how we were actually part of the story we sought to tell. 

Transcript 

ICC: Do you want to say who you are? 
AT: I’m Aubrey Thompson. I’m currently the Community Engagement 

Manager for the Environmental Health Sciences Center here at 
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UCD. I was previously at the Agricultural Sustainability Institute 
which is the role I was in when we did this project . . . 
[. . .] That org has been around for 10 years. . . . But the name to really 
remember is UC SAREP [UC Sustainable Agriculture Research and 
Education Program] and that program was started as a legislative 
mandate following the tomato harvester lawsuits that took place. 

ICC: Ok, well I am sitting here with Aubrey. I’m Ildi Carlisle-Cummins, I 
direct the Cal Ag Roots project. [. . .] And the org that I work for, CIRS 
[California Institute for Rural Studies], has its roots in this particular 
confict over the development of the tomato harvester. 

AT: The podcast “There’s Nothing More Californian Than Ketchup” is 
a story of an instance when the public university did not serve the 
public evenly. It served some needs and did not serve others. 

ICC: I would say it’s also an origin story about some key organizations that 
have been at the forefront of California food movement work. . . . for 
the past ffty years. 

At the heart of the tomato harvester story is a tension over who has access to 
the university, and how the university accepts and addresses criticism of its 
work. As a UC Davis employee heading into her tenth year of service to the 
University as either a student or staf member, Aubrey grappled with telling 
this story as a university insider alongside a story critical of the university. For 
Aubrey, her path within the university is focused on making it a more acces
sible and public-serving institution. Her work in community engagement and 
science communication is all about making connections between researchers 
and the public need, and making complex science understandable and useful 
for those without advanced scientifc training. 

-

But the issue of directly criticizing the work of the university presents 
a diferent challenge. Is an internal staf member free to criticize? Or should 
she, as a representative of her institution, defend its mission and work? For 
Aubrey, she found her role more as an arbiter, working to understand and 
empower ideas and intentions both inside and outside the university. Often, 
it’s the groups outside of the university that need a louder microphone to be 
heard in place of power like universities. 
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Transcript 

AT: I learned through this process that it’s ok, as a staf member of the U, 
to be critical of the U, but that it has to be . . . it’s almost like it has 
to be done as an external voice . . . trying to bring an external voice 
internal, you know? In some ways I’m an open door or something to 
allow it a space inside of the walls of the university. 

ICC: So you needed a community partner, or somebody on the outside, to 
knock on that door or stroll through that open doorway in order to 
raise those questions and tell that story? Is that fair to say? 

AT: Yeah, I think so. That’s not to say that I work at a place that says 
you’re not allowed to be critical  .  .  . but I think that for the story, 
this kind of story is about the community perspective and that it does 
require that partnership with an outside org to bring that into the 
fold. 

Rule #2: 

The role you inhabit at your institution is not a barrier or a shield. Use your role to push for 
improvement and growth at your institution. 

Of course, collaborations inside and outside of the university are not just 
about critique. Carolina Balazs and Rachel Morello-Frosch, among many 
others, argue that community-based participatory research—that is, research 
that incorporates non-university partners in the research design and imple
mentation—can increase the relevance, rigor, and reach of science.

-
1 Building 

partnerships with people directly impacted by research, or designing research 
to respond to the needs of those people, strengthens the work. 

For Ildi, the reciprocal is also true: communities beneft from engaging 
with public institutions like the university. She terms this “research-engaged 
practice,” which builds on a long tradition of thought related to community-
engaged scholarship. Building those connections and the capacity for each 
of these groups to engage with each other are key goals for both of us in our 
own roles. 
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Transcript 

AT: I wonder if we could each talk about those two terms—community-
engaged scholarship and research-engaged practice. How do you see 
it and what do you see as Cal Ag Roots’ role in it? 

ICC: You want me to go frst? [. . .] I think there’s an increasing number of 
scholars now that put themselves in the community-engaged scholar-
ship camp, so really wanting to be vitally engaged over the long term 
with communities to produce data that is relevant to them and that 
creates change. 

AT: I think there’s a spectrum of community-engaged scholarship and 
that the . . . there is a guiding light of research being guided by com-
munities: that communities are able to come to the university and ask 
for something and that the university researchers are able to deliver 
something to them that is in an equitable partnership, that at the 
outset they know who owns the data and where things are going and 
what they’ll be used for. But at the same time communities know the 
research process, they know how to identify what good research is and 
what high-quality research is. And they can see it, and they question 
it, and they can engage with it. 

ICC: I frmly put Cal Ag Roots in a “research-engaged practice” vein. I think 
that’s a big part of our goal. To encourage people to be informed 
about where we’ve been and to be prepared to reach out to a whole 
set of paid public thinkers who are theorizing and collecting data and 
informing our understanding of the world and who are ready and 
wanting to work with community members. 
[.  .  .] I think it’s really important that this project illuminates who’s 
doing thinking particularly around food and farming in our public 
research institutions and that we make those people available to folks 
outside of the university. If that could be one of the things that Cal Ag 
Roots accomplishes, that would be really cool. 

Rule #3: 

If you work for a university or advocacy organization, your story is not a piece of journalism. 
Use that fact to improve your story—seek feedback on your script, work with your interviewees 
to make sure you get the story right. Use every step of the storytelling process to understand 
your own role at your institution. 
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Throughout the storytelling process, we kept running into the same tension: 
how can we tell this story objectively when we work for institutions that have 
and want their own voices? This storytelling project originated from Ildi’s 
work as an advocate, and she approached the story with an explicit goal of 
informing future advocacy eforts in the so-called California food movement. 
So together, we had to wrestle with how to do that while respecting the sensi-
tivity around this story within the university. 

We consistently remind ourselves that we are storytellers, not journalists. 
While we did strive for balance, we did not consider ourselves neutral report
ers. We wanted to maintain independence as storytellers but not so much that 
we restricted people from providing direct feedback on how we told the story, 
particularly from UC SAREP, the organization the story was partially about. 
In the end, we felt like our approach provided good scafolding for the story. 

-

Transcript 

AT: I became intimately aware of that history through my time there and 
talking with people who had worked there in its inception over the 
years, and was able to speak as a representative of that organization, 
right? Like, I didn’t separate myself in our podcast as not a represen
tative of that org—which brought its own challenges when we had to 
write scripts that met the needs of SAREP as a stakeholder. 

-

ICC: Were you running scripts by people in the org? 
AT: We ran one script by . . . I think the reaction was positive . . . But the 

reaction was in part that SAREP always feels slightly under threat 
of losing its funding. And like so many institutes at universities that’s 
maybe not the straight-and-narrow, or mainstream, I guess, so some 
of the reaction from people was “you need to boost the language 
about the positive things that SAREP has done in the story.” And we 
did that. 
[. . .] I think it impacted how we ended the story, too. We were a little 
bit less negative at the end, and a little more inquisitive. Which I think 
was actually better. [. . .] We ended the podcast with these questions 
of how do we develop these partnerships and how do we get the uni
versity to be better responsive to community needs? And so I think 
their feedback was good—if at times we felt like it . . . we questioned 
the integrity of the story-telling.

-
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[. . .] But we kind of had to keep remembering, this isn’t journalism. 
We’re not journalists. We are two people with perspectives and with 
roles in this story, in some way, you know? 

ICC: We didn’t take the teeth out of the story, but it made it a story that 
could be heard within the wall of the institution. Which was pretty 
powerful . . . I mean, I think that if there’s a place that needs to hear 
it. [.  .  .] The fact that it had a track inside the university was really 
important to the life of the story. 

The story’s potential reach inside of the university was important. But for 
Ildi—who was beginning to articulate the Cal Ag Roots Project’s role in the 
current California food movement—how the story played outside of the uni
versity mattered just as much. 

-

Transcript 

ICC: Well, there was another layer to my identity at the time, which is that 
I was fresh out of grad school at UC Davis, which is the place—the 
location of the story. [.  .  .] That student version of Ildi was really 
curious about all sides of the story and really blown away by the 
wonder of the invention and wanted people to recognize what a 
breakthrough that invention was. And at the same time sort of have a 
critical lens about who the public university is producing technology 
for. So at a personal level, I was interested in the complications and 
the nuances of that story, which is one reason why I think we were a 
good match at that moment. 
[. . .] But the Cal Ag Roots project in general, is designed to put some 
historical roots on the food movement. So there are goals related to 
that project that are defnitely unique to an organization outside of 
the university that would have movement-building, strategy-building 
goals. And this podcast was the frst that we produced. So those goals 
about movement-building were just being articulated. 
[. . .] So in an interesting way it’s sort of like this story that emerges 
from scholarly, student interest—and from the very particular place 
where I was and where I met you—and then begins to converge 
with these other goals of an activist org that’s trying to educate and 
mobilize people for efective change. 
[. . .] I’ve never said that out loud before! [Laughter] 
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So together we had feet frmly planted both inside and outside of a powerful 
institution, this land-grant university that we were both connected to. And 
we wondered as we refected back on the production of this story if there was 
something special about that moment—when we were both more recently 
students of the university, when we were forming our identities, when we 
worked for organizations that were so closely tied to the story we told—that let 
our collaboration fourish. 

Transcript 

ICC: So do you think that was a unique moment? 
AT: You mean because you were in this initial thought process of what the 

strategy of Cal Ag Roots was going to be? No . . . I don’t think that it 
was particular to that, and I think that in some ways it maybe would 
be even stronger now because I think we both have a stronger sense 
of our own . . . the process of this podcast was a lot about navigating 
what roles we were allowed to play and expected to play in this story-
telling process. And I think we both have a stronger sense now of what 
that role is and what the rules are . . . and what rules we can bend, 
what boundaries we can push. I think we sifted through it together 
pretty intensely at that time. And I think if we did it again we would 
have stronger . . . we would feel more self-confdent in it. 

ICC: So what rules would you be willing to break with me? [Laughter] 

Last Thoughts 

It wasn’t easy to produce this story for all of the reasons that we have explored 
in this essay. And yet, when we refect back on the story and the conversa
tions it has sparked about the land-grant university’s mission, the inherent 
trade-ofs at play in technological development, and the relationships between 
universities and their publics, we know that we would do it all over again. It 
can pay to deviate from the standard path of academic achievement that is 
lined with peer-reviewed journal articles. Creative partnerships that extend 
beyond publishing research can open rewarding doors and sometimes beneft 
community partners much more than any research paper. 

-
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Just recently, Ildi was asked to perform “There’s Nothing More 
Californian Than Ketchup” at a meeting for UC Cooperative Extension 
Advisors and Specialists. The story’s balanced university-community per
spective combined with the engaging delivery of audio and visual materials 
created ideal conditions for a rich conversation about the current possibilities 
for shifting university attention to the social impacts of agricultural research. 
We expect this story will have long-lasting impacts—and we hope that sharing 
refections on our process encourages other researchers to produce audio 
pieces that spark productive dialogues in other places. 

-

Notes 

1. Carolina L. Balazs and Rachel Morello-Frosch, “The Three R’s: How Community 
Based Participatory Research Strengthens the Rigor, Relevance and Reach of 
Science,” Environ Justice 6, no. 1 (February 2013). 
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