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Archives and Special 
Collections Instruction for 
Large Classes
Kara Flynn

abstract: With increasing demand for archival instruction and growing class sizes, archivists and 
special collections librarians are struggling to accommodate larger classes, both logistically and 
pedagogically. This paper reviews the literature on approaches from both higher education and 
archival instruction to identify trends for teaching big classes. The author then suggests how the 
techniques used across higher education might be adapted for use in archival instruction. Some 
of these methods include working with teaching assistants who lead discussion sections, utilizing 
digital tools such as learning management systems and digitized primary sources, and creating a 
community of practice within archives and special collections for large class instruction.

Introduction

The field of archives and special collections has long advocated for the use of 
primary sources in undergraduate learning, resulting in a wealth of literature 
focused on archival instruction. As the larger academic community has become 

more aware of archives and special collections as an important avenue for critical in-
quiry, demand for archival instruction sessions has increased. The growing interest in 
such instruction means that archivists and special collections librarians in many higher 
education systems struggle to provide these services to larger classes.1 Conversations 
among practitioners about efforts to teach big groups, such as discussions during the 
Teaching with Primary Sources Unconference in Austin, Texas, in 2019, reveal that the 
archival and special collections community is grappling with this issue.2 The field not 
only needs to address the logistical challenges that result from large class sizes but also 
must think about the pedagogical impact of class size and adapt archival instruction 
accordingly. It is time for archivists to create a community of practice around archival This
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instruction for large classes, to discuss and share ideas that address the logistical, security, 
and pedagogical concerns of teaching with primary sources in large classes.

When the author of this manuscript was asked to provide an archives instruction 
session for a political science class of 75, by far the largest she had ever taught, she 
sought guidance from the professional literature to learn how others in the field tailor 

their instruction to larger class sizes. The 
archival instruction literature offered only a 
limited body of work to draw from. This led 
the author to question where archivists and 
special collections librarians like herself might 
find such information. Are there techniques 
or models that she and her colleagues might 
take from literature on large class pedagogy in 
various disciplines in higher education? The 
following exploration examines both archival 
literature on instruction and higher education 
literature on large class pedagogy to discover 
the focuses, approaches, and strategies used. 
It seeks to determine whether the techniques 
utilized by instructors in higher education 

might help those in archives and special collections to adapt their teaching to better 
suit substantial class sizes.

Search Methodology

To compile a representative body of archival and higher education literature from 
which to draw, the author followed similar procedures for each area. In 2019, Patricia 
Garcia, Joseph Lueck, and Elizabeth Yakel published a nearly comprehensive review 
of literature on primary source instruction and outreach,3 and the author modeled her 
search methodology around theirs. She began by conducting searches in the scholarly 
databases used by the three authors, including ProQuest Central, EBSCO Academic 
Search Complete, and Google Scholar, using the keywords primary sources, archives, special 
collections, teaching, archival instruction, and instruction. Additionally, the author searched 
using the same keywords in a discipline-specific database, Library and Information Sci-
ence Source. All results were limited to peer-reviewed English-language resources and a 
date range of 1980 to 2019. This range started more recently than that of Garcia, Lueck, 
and Yakel because growing class sizes and demand for archival instruction are newer 
trends. Like Garcia and his coauthors, the author specifically concentrated on archival 
and special collections literature focused on instruction and excluded publications from 
other disciplines, such as history. Two additional deviations from the methodology of 
Garcia, Lueck, and Yakel were the exclusion of outreach-focused articles in favor of those 
dealing exclusively with instruction, as well as the elimination of articles centered on 
K–12 education. Although not an intentional search parameter, the articles from these 
searches were generally from the United States or Canada. These initial searches yielded 
a total of 35 articles.

It is time for archivists to 
create a community of practice 
around archival instruction 
for large classes, to discuss 
and share ideas that address 
the logistical, security, and 
pedagogical concerns of 
teaching with primary sources 
in large classes. 
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To augment this search and address any gaps, the author consulted the “Teach-
ing with Primary Sources Bibliography” compiled and maintained by the Society of 
American Archivists (SAA) Reference, Access and Outreach section.4 With this resource, 
an additional 23 articles were added to the bibliography, for a total of 58 articles. The 
author also consulted the Case Studies on Teaching with Primary Sources series published 
online by SAA because these studies are recent, provide detailed information about 
approaches in archival instruction, and serve as an easily accessible tool for archivists 
who do such teaching.5 When the author conducted the research in December 2019, the 
series included nine case studies.

To compile a body of literature on the pedagogy of large class instruction in higher 
education, the author used the same databases she had consulted for the archival-
focused search, as well as ERIC (ProQuest), a database from the Education Resources 
Information Center. For this search, the keywords included large class pedagogy, class 
size, higher education, and large classes. The author limited the search to peer-reviewed 
English-language articles published between 1980 and 2019. She excluded literature 
from developing countries because their increases in enrollment have been relatively 
understudied until recently.6 The educational infrastructure in developing countries 
also differs between countries and in comparison to that in developed countries.7 The 
author attempted to get a sample of literature that would represent a wide variety of 
academic subjects, since class size is a consistent issue across disciplines. She included 
a range of institution types, both two- and four-year colleges and universities, as well 
as public and private institutions of various sizes. The author excluded literature that 
focused exclusively on online courses to identify pedagogical approaches used in in-
person classes. These searches resulted in 68 total articles.

Archival Instruction in the Literature

Although archivists and special collections librarians are seldom trained in pedagogy, 
many of them have long served in instructional capacities and advocated for concep-
tualizing the archivist as an educator.8 Archival instruction has been a focus in the lit-
erature for many decades, with 
Ken Osborne’s 1987 “Archives in 
the Classroom” drawing initial 
attention to this topic.9 After 
Osborne, articles on archival 
instruction surged beginning 
in the late 1990s and into the 
2000s.10 While much of the litera-
ture discusses undergraduate or 
graduate-level history courses,11 
archivists and special collections 
librarians have also documented their work in a range of humanities and science, tech-
nology, engineering, and math (STEM) disciplines.12 Discussions of archival instruction 
have focused on five themes: (1) a codification of desired learning outcomes of archival 
instruction, often referred to as “primary source literacy”;13 (2) the need for assessment 

Although archivists and special 
collections librarians are seldom trained 
in pedagogy, many of them have long 
served in instructional capacities and 
advocated for conceptualizing the 
archivist as an educator
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of teaching in archives and special collections;14 (3) a movement away from the tradi-
tional “show and tell” lecture and toward active learning, in which students become 
actively engaged in assimilating the material instead of passively absorbing it;15 (4) the 
importance of the materiality of archival materials in primary source instruction;16 and 
(5) a movement from “one-shot” instruction sessions toward longer term collaborations 
with faculty members.17

Much of the archives and special collections literature focused on a need for agree-
ing upon the desired learning outcomes of archival instruction, which had been lacking 
for many years.18 Elizabeth Yakel began the discussion around defining primary source 
literacy in the early 2000s19 and did much of the early work in putting forth what the 
goals of primary source instruction should be. For a 2003 article, Yakel and Deborah Tor-
res interviewed archival researchers and proposed two types of knowledge those using 
archives should possess. They were “archival intelligence,” which includes foundational 
skills such as understanding procedures for working with archival materials and creating 
search strategies for research questions, and “artifactual literacy,” the ability to analyze 
and interpret primary sources.20 Yakel expanded her work on primary source literacy 
in a 2004 article in which she called for archivists to have more discussions about what 
“information literacy for primary sources” would or should look like.21 Building upon 
this work, other archivists began to develop and publish their own standards, learn-
ing objectives, and methods for instruction based on their own conceptions of archival 
literacy, information literacy for primary sources, and primary source analysis skills.22 
The core concepts or learning objectives that arose from this work varied, with some 
providing general skills that archival instruction should teach,23 and others offering 
highly specific lists of learning objectives with anywhere from 15 to 51 goals.24 In 2016, 
Peter Carini outlined six standards for primary source information literacy (“know,” 
“interpret,” “evaluate,” “use,” “access,” and “follow ethical principles”), with learning 
objectives that fell within each standard.25 Carini’s model most closely aligns with the 
“Guidelines for Primary Source Literacy” published in 2018 by the SAA-ACRL/RBMS 
(Association of College and Research Libraries Rare Books and Manuscripts Section) 
Joint Task Force on the Development of Guidelines for Primary Source Literacy. These 
guidelines provide four “core ideas”: analytical concepts, ethical concepts, theoretical 
concepts, and practical considerations. The document also outlines 22 learning objectives, 
organized into five areas: “conceptualize”; “find and access”; “read”; “understand and 
summarize”; “interpret, analyze, and evaluate”; and “use and incorporate.”26

Much of the literature addresses the challenge of assessing learning in archives and 
special collections. In her 2008 study on instructional practices in archives and special 

collections, Magia Krause found that 38.7 percent 
of survey respondents did not collect feedback 
from students for assessment purposes.27 For those 
who did do assessment, 47.7 percent performed an 
exit interview, 27.2 percent used student papers to 
measure learning, and 25.8 percent administered an 
evaluation form or survey.28 Many archivists argued 
that archival assessment practices should mirror the 
assessment work that has been done for years by 

While there is no standard 
practice of assessment 
in archives and special 
collections instruction, a 
number of models have 
been proposed . . .
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instructional librarians focused on teaching information literacy.29 This contention was 
borne out in a collaboration between an archivist and an instructional librarian at the 
University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign aimed at improving assessment in archival 
instruction sessions.30 While there is no standard practice of assessment in archives and 
special collections instruction, a number of models have been proposed, including the 
use of rubrics to measure student learning,31 surveys to determine student satisfaction 
or self-reported confidence in using materials,32 tracking use of archival materials to see 
if instruction sessions lead to increased use,33 and online assessments such as tutorials 
or games.34 Between 2004 and 2008, a group of archivists created the Archival Metrics 
Toolkit, comprised of five questionnaires to assess the work of archivists. Two question-
naires specifically targeted archival instruction: one for students who have attended 
instructional sessions, and one for instructors who use materials from the archive in their 
teaching.35 While there remains no standard way of assessing archival instruction, the 
literature from the field, and especially the development of the Archival Metrics Toolkit, 
reveals that assessment is at the forefront of discussions about teaching in archives and 
special collections.

The “show and tell” approach has for many years been the standard approach to 
instruction in archives and special collections, with instructors providing a guest lecture 
in which they display archival materials 
and discuss their significance.36 This ap-
proach has been called a “pure proselytiz-
ing moment,” intended for archivists to 
show off their collections and knowledge, 
and to encourage a return visit for a deeper 
exploration of the collections at a later 
date.37 However, those return visits rarely 
materialize, meaning that students’ only 
introduction to archives and special col-
lections focuses on viewing materials, not 
on investigation, analysis, or discussion. 
Recent research finds that many archival 
professionals engaged in instruction agree that the “show and tell” lecture is not the 
most useful teaching approach.38 Despite that archivists have begun to move away from 
this style of teaching, many faculty still expect them to provide such a presentation in 
an instruction session.39

Rather than the traditional approach to instruction, which is instructor-focused, 
many educators now favor a student-centered technique called active learning.40 Student-
centered learning is referred to by a variety of terms, including constructivism, active 
learning, or inquiry-based learning.41 This piece will use the term constructivism to encom-
pass this hands-on, student-focused pedagogy. Constructivism is a learning theory that 
proposes that students construct their own knowledge through experience. In archival 
instruction, constructivism often means that students develop new knowledge and draw 
connections with their previous knowledge through hands-on activities and discussion 
with other students and the instructor.42

The “show and tell” approach 
has for many years been the 
standard approach to instruction 
in archives and special collections, 
with instructors providing a guest 
lecture in which they display 
archival materials and discuss 
their significance.
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Archives and Special Collections Instruction for Large Classes578

Constructivism’s growing popularity among those doing archival instruction might 
be accounted for in part by the nature of archival primary sources. As David Mazella 
and Julie Grob point out in their 2011 article, approaches that allow students to direct 

their own inquiry are particularly well-
suited to archives and special collections 
because students’ curiosity is already 
piqued by the novelty of archival objects 
in comparison to the resources with 
which they usually engage.43 In addi-
tion, primary sources present forms of 
information that have not already been 
mediated or interpreted by a teacher or 
scholar, allowing the students to contex-
tualize the sources and find relationships 
among them through analysis.44 These 
factors contribute to the idea put forth by 

Anne Bahde that archives can and should be thought of as “laboratories,” where students 
engage in hands-on activities that build upon the learning gained in the lecture-based 
portions of their course.45

Constructivist learning in archival instruction can take many forms, including having 
students curate physical or virtual exhibits,46 engage in student-led discussions centered 
around materials,47 create metadata for an archival item or collection,48 or collaborate 
on a digital project.49 The techniques that archivists cite as working well in archival 
instruction, namely, active learning (grounded in a constructivist approach), visual and 
hands-on learning, and collaborative group work, often depend on the materiality of 
archives and students interacting with items physically.50 Allowing students to physi-
cally work with sources is a key aspect of archival instruction, both in terms of learning 
outcomes and student satisfaction.51

In addition to the new focus on constructivist instructional approaches, archivists 
have advocated for movement away from “one-shot” instruction and toward longer term 
collaborations between archivists or special collections librarians and teaching faculty.52 
“One-shot” refers to an instruction session that occurs only once during a course, and it 
may represent the only library, archives, or special collections instruction that students 
will receive during the semester.53 The one-shot model makes it difficult for the librarian 
or archivist to follow up with students, answer additional questions that may arise later 
in the research process, provide feedback, or assess their learning.54 Many have cited such 
instruction as one of the primary limitations to primary source teaching.55 In an effort to 
move away from one-shot instruction, some archivists have collaborated with teaching 
faculty to plan a series of special collections visits with activities that build upon one 
another.56 Others have opted to teach credit-bearing courses for a full academic term57 or 
to work with faculty on research assignments that span multiple courses and semesters.58 
The practice of “embedded” librarianship has also grown in popularity, with a number 
of archivists and special collections librarians being embedded into semester or yearlong 
courses, where they form close relationships with the students and instructor.59 Embed-
dedness could mean that an archivist or librarian hosts multiple instruction sessions for 

. . . approaches that allow students 
to direct their own inquiry are 
particularly well-suited to archives 
and special collections because 
students’ curiosity is already piqued 
by the novelty of archival objects in 
comparison to the resources with 
which they usually engage.
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a course, sits in on classes, or is embedded within the online components of the course, 
posting digitized archival materials, video tutorials, or other content within a learning 
management system (LMS).60 As archivists and 
special collections librarians pursue longer term col-
laborations with teaching faculty beyond one-shot 
instruction, it will become even more important to 
think about how to handle large classes.

The Large Class in Archival Instruction 
Literature

Teaching approaches for large classes have been a 
prominent topic in higher education literature for 
many years but have gone largely unaddressed by 
archival literature. The literature rarely discusses 
class size, and much of it “assume[s] smaller seminar-style classes rather than large 
lecture-style classes.”61 While Jason Tomberlin and Matthew Turi acknowledge that “the 
general rise in demand for special collections instructional sessions and the increased 
size of college classes have presented a significant logistical challenge,”62 they fail to 
address this issue in the remainder of their 2012 article. Because much of the literature 
does not discuss class size, archivists may have difficulty determining how to scale their 
instructional activities for varying enrollments.63

In contrast to most archival instruction literature, the cases in Case Studies on Teaching 
with Primary Sources published by the SAA all cite the number of students in the classes 
described.64 This information provides helpful and important context for archivists at-
tempting to use these case studies as inspiration for their own instruction. However, 
nearly all the studies describe small classes, with between 4 and 16 students each.65 
Marc Brodsky’s “Seeing through Risk in the Special Collections Classroom: A Case for 
Flexibility” was the only study in the series to address a larger class of 50 students.66 
While the class size was noted as a factor in planning the instruction, Brodsky focused 
more on the risk that such numbers of students pose to the physical materials they work 
with, rather than on any impact the class size might have on pedagogical approaches 
or learning outcomes.67

The only archivists to provide information on archival instruction in a large class in 
this literature review were Anne Bahde, Ann Schmiesing and Debra Hollis, and Robert 
Montoya. Bahde describes an instruction session she taught for a political science class 
of 120 students.68 Schmiesing and Hollis briefly mention a class of 77 students in their 
discussion of how they handle larger class sizes at the University of Colorado Boulder.69 
Montoya provides the most in-depth information on large classes in his description of 
working as an embedded librarian at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), 
where teaching assistants taught the smaller discussion sections of a 170-student lecture 
course.70

Embeddedness could 
mean that an archivist or 
librarian hosts multiple 
instruction sessions for a 
course, sits in on classes, 
or is embedded within the 
online components of the 
course . . .
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The Large Class in Higher Education Literature

Class size has been a topic of study in higher education since at least the 1920s, when J. 
B. Edmondson and F. J. Mulder studied it as a factor in student achievement.71 Findings 
related to the impact of class size on learning and teaching have been mixed.72 Many 
studies show that large classes result in negative student and instructor outcomes,73 
while others find little or no evidence that class size influences outcomes.74 However, the 
majority of the literature from the past 20 years has shown that larger classes negatively 
impact student learning,75 and many educators agree that larger class sizes pose distinct 
challenges to student success. These challenges fall into one or more of the following 
general areas: negative impacts to student learning in the form of lower grades,76 less 
active student involvement in learning,77 lower levels of student engagement,78 less in-
teraction between students and between the student and the instructor,79 lower ratings 
on course evaluations by students,80 and lower retention rates, especially for first-year 
students.81 As classes have continued to grow, the literature has expanded to include 
discussions of how course instructors can best alleviate some of the negative impacts 
that might result from large class sizes.

Studies from various academic disciplines have analyzed the impact of large classes 
on student grades.82 Mixed results persist,83 especially for demographically diverse stu-
dent groups, who may be first-generation or nontraditional students or may struggle 
with a language barrier.84 Among these groups of students, large classes have a negative 
impact on student performance.85 Students’ negative learning experience is borne out 
not only in their grades but also in unfavorable course evaluations.86 Big classes result in 
lower retention rates,87 especially for first-year students, who are often academically and 
socially underprepared for the massive introductory level classes at many institutions.88

Large class sizes also have a negative impact on social factors that influence stu-
dent learning, including students’ interaction with their peers and their dealings with 

instructors.89 Big classes create a sense of 
anonymity among students, resulting in pas-
sivity, which can lead to poor attendance and 
lower levels of engagement, commitment, 
and motivation.90 Students have also reported 
feelings of social isolation in large classes and 
perceptions of inadequate resources or sup-
port.91 Many studies in the higher education 
literature focus on teaching tools, activities, 
or methods to alleviate the negative effects of 

large classes on student interaction and engagement. These approaches will be discussed 
in more detail later in this paper.

Concerns have also been raised about the level or depth of student learning in large 
classes. Instructors of large classes often rely on lectures, which reinforce surface learn-
ing or low-level learning, rather than building critical thinking skills or deep learning.92 
The type of passive learning that happens during lectures not only leads to less reten-
tion of the information but also diminishes student engagement.93 Additionally, course 
instructors may have to cover the material in less depth than they would in a smaller 

Big classes create a sense of 
anonymity among students, 
resulting in passivity, which 
can lead to poor attendance 
and lower levels of engagement, 
commitment, and motivation.
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class, thereby exacerbating a problem that is already more likely in large classes.94 Some 
research has shown that students value both lectures and active learning when those ap-
proaches are combined,95 but they perceive large classes in which instructors rely heavily 
on traditional lectures as impersonal and feel a sense of anonymity in the classroom.96 
The kind of instruction students receive during class may influence their work outside 
the classroom. An Australian study revealed that students model their study habits after 
the teaching style an instructor employs, so teaching that encourages passive, surface-
level learning, such as extensive use of lectures, may inadvertently encourage superficial 
study habits, which may result in poorer student outcomes.97 Some argue that the tra-
ditional lecture can still be effective as long as the instructor is engaging enough,98 but 
many teachers favor active learning models.99 They work to incorporate active learning 
techniques, collaborative assignments, a variety of assessment opportunities, and new 
technologies into their classrooms to improve not only student learning but also student 
engagement and performance.

Higher education literature tends to explain the steady growth in class sizes in one 
of two ways: as a result of increased access to higher education100 or as a cost-saving 
measure on the part of institutions.101 Much of the higher education literature cites a 
democratizing of higher education and the ensuing accessibility of higher education to 
a broader range of students as one of the main causes for the increase in class size.102 Ad-
ditionally, as student enrollment rises, many institutions have enlarged classes to meet 
demand rather than hiring additional faculty to teach more sections of a course because 
they see it as more cost-effective.103 However, much of the literature questions whether 
increasing class size is a good way to save money when the evidence suggests that it 
results in lower retention rates,104 negative faculty evaluations,105 and lower grades;106 
and it negatively impacts students’ learning experiences.107

What Qualifies as a Large Class?

There is no agreed upon definition of what qualifies as a large class in the higher edu-
cation literature108 nor in the archival literature. In higher education literature, a large 
class is widely defined as between 100 and 300 students,109 but in at least one study from 
New Zealand, a big class was 1,000 students or 
more.110 Higher education literature on large 
classes spans a wide variety of disciplines, 
which may explain the variance in definitions. 
In contrast, archival literature rarely discusses 
class size and tends to assume archival instruc-
tion will take place in smaller classes.111 For 
archivists and special collections librarians, a 
class of 15 to 30 seems generally considered a 
standard size, 40 to 50 students is a stretch to 
accommodate, and anything over 50 students 
is assumed beyond the capacity of archives 
and special collections departments.112 Only a 
few archivists have discussed doing archival 
instruction for classes larger than 50 students.113

For archivists and special 
collections librarians, a class 
of 15 to 30 seems generally 
considered a standard size, 40 
to 50 students is a stretch to 
accommodate, and anything 
over 50 students is assumed 
beyond the capacity of archives 
and special collections 
departments.
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Archives and Special Collections Instruction for Large Classes582

For this discussion, the author has adopted an approach proposed by David Hornsby, 
Ruksana Osman, and Jacqueline De Matos-Alta, educators from the United Kingdom, 
who define large classes not by the numbers but rather as any learning environment 
in which the quality of learning is negatively impacted by the number of students in 
the class.114 This definition allows educators to determine what constitutes a large class 
according to their own local contexts. Despite the inherent differences between higher 
education and archival instruction, this definition also allows archivists to benefit from 
some of the takeaways provided by the higher education literature and might enable 
them to apply these techniques to their versions of a “large class.”

Pedagogical Approaches to Large Classes in the Archival Literature

Archivists and special collections librarians’ approaches to teaching large classes can be 
categorized in one of two ways: breaking the class up into smaller sections to make it 
artificially smaller or taking materials outside a special collections or archives depart-
ment to teach in another instructional space.

Breaking a large class up into groups and then using the same pedagogical approach-
es one would normally use in a small class have been the primary ways that archivists 
seem to deal with large classes.115 At the University of Colorado Boulder, Schmiesing and 

Hollis addressed space constraints with large 
classes by dividing the class into sections. The 
archivists assigned each student one of two 
days to visit Special Collections, and on the 
other day of class that week, students worked 
on an assigned reading. While breaking up 
classes allows faculty members to have more 
interaction with students and students to have 
more peer interaction with one another, both 
important for engaging in active learning as-
signments, this approach still puts strain on 
the reading room staff to accommodate so 

many visiting students.116 Additionally, while this technique addresses the logistics of 
providing for large numbers of students, it does not put forth pedagogical approaches 
to teaching larger classes.

A robust overview of this approach comes from UCLA’s Los Angeles: The Cluster, a 
large lecture course of about 170 students. A special collections librarian was embedded 
in the course and worked closely with the teaching assistants who ran the discussion 
sections, hosting two special collections sessions with them. However, even this ap-
proach had limitations, in that only two sections of the course (40 students out of 170) 
participated in a primary source instruction session, and only a few students could go 
to Special Collections and view materials in person.117

A frequently cited approach for teaching to large classes is to hold archival instruc-
tion sessions in an alternate space, often a classroom or lecture hall. In her case study on 
this topic, Bahde outlines how she taught a session for a political science course with 120 
students. The class was split into 30 groups of four, and each group was given a single 

Breaking a large class up into 
groups and then using the same 
pedagogical approaches one 
would normally use in a small 
class have been the primary 
ways that archivists seem to 
deal with large classes.
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item to work with and a handout with discussion questions for the groups. The main 
challenges cited by Bahde were the concerns over the wear inflicted on the materials and 
their security.118 In an SAA case study published in 
2020, a special collections librarian spent one session 
conducting a traditional “show and tell” lecture and 
a second session facilitating small group work using 
one original letter per group to do a transcription 
exercise.119 Marc Brodsky attempted to address the 
risks to the materials by having three members 
of the Special Collections staff present (including 
himself), as well as the instructor, to monitor the 
students’ use of the items.120 Again, this case study 
did not scale instructional approaches to fit the 
large class but rather found ways to make the class artificially smaller. Additionally, 
this approach took a great deal of staff time and energy, which may not be feasible for 
many institutions.

Pedagogical Approaches to Large Classes from Higher Education

Much recent literature has focused on how faculty and institutions can improve teaching 
and learning within large classes. The literature advocates better guidance and training 
for faculty teaching large classes,121 relying on graduate-level teaching assistants to help 
manage big classes,122 incorporating active learning techniques,123 and “blended learning,” 
which includes using Web-based tools and technology to enhance student engagement.124

Much of the higher education literature urges educators to reframe how they think 
about large classes.125 Many instructors believe that a balance can be achieved between 
the traditional lecture and recent developments in pedagogy promoting active and expe-
riential learning.126 One interdisciplinary team at the University of Maryland in College 
Park created a large-class handbook with tips and resources for improving teaching. 
The team also developed a series of workshops and a newsletter to share ideas and best 
practices for teaching sizable classes.127 This institution put considerable time, energy, 
and resources into improving the support for faculty 
teaching large classes at their institutions, which 
seemed relatively rare, as most literature focused 
on individuals’ attempts to bring new approaches 
into their large classes. The literature also suggests 
reframing how student evaluations are weighted 
in big classes and recognizing the value of faculty 
who regularly teach large classes.128

Many authors in higher education discuss 
strategies for the effective use of teaching assistants 
(TAs) to alleviate some of the challenges of large 
classes. While most institutions recruit TAs from graduate programs, some institutions 
have hired “professional” TAs on a part-time basis.129 Instructors often use TAs for grading 
and supplying students with substantive, timely feedback, which would be difficult for 

A frequently cited approach 
for teaching to large 
classes is to hold archival 
instruction sessions in an 
alternate space, often a 
classroom or lecture hall. 

Many authors in higher 
education discuss strategies 
for the effective use of 
teaching assistants (TAs) 
to alleviate some of the 
challenges of large classes. This
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Archives and Special Collections Instruction for Large Classes584

faculty instructors to provide on their own.130 A smaller body of literature dealt with the 
use of TAs as the leaders of smaller discussion sections.131 While TAs can alleviate a lack 
of feedback and provide a “small class feel,”132 they, like faculty instructors, need tools 
and resources for effectively teaching large classes. A team of researchers in Australia 
developed a model to prepare TAs to successfully facilitate undergraduates’ active and 
collaborative learning projects.133 As the researchers point out, TAs are an integral part 
of instruction in large classes, and they should be provided with training and resources 
to be as effective as possible.134

Active learning in large classes poses challenges, but some instructors continue 
to pursue such techniques despite teaching sizable classes. A recent study on inquiry 
learning revealed that the highest levels of such learning occurred in classes of 50 stu-
dents or fewer, but it took place to some degree in larger classes as well.135 Successfully 

integrating active learning in large classes requires 
planning and should be scaled depending on the 
size of the class.136 Active learning can take many 
forms and involve varying levels of commitment 
for both students and teachers. Examples of active 
learning activities that involve low commitment 
include brainstorming and think-pair-share activi-
ties, a strategy in which students have time to think 
about a problem individually, and then work in 
pairs to solve the problem and share their ideas 

with the class.137 Higher commitment activities include student role-playing or group 
work. Including a variety of active learning activities may better address differences 
in learning styles, help to assuage students’ hesitancy to participate in activities,138 and 
increase student engagement.139 Having instructions in writing is important in a large 
lecture hall where not all students may hear directions delivered orally. Kathy Lund Dean 
and Sarah Wright also suggest being transparent about learning outcomes and using 
the syllabus to make clear the connection between learning outcomes, in-class activi-
ties, and assessment. They recommend instructors go over the content they will cover, 
as well as any in-class activities they plan, at the beginning of class.140 Some instructors 
have altered the way they assess students for active learning, such as focusing on a few 
distinct learning objectives141 or determining whether students grasp and can apply a 
concept, rather than having memorized details.142 Some recent research suggests that 
active learning techniques improve student engagement with course content and may 
even influence their behavior.143

One popular approach to enhancing large class instruction is the use of Web-based 
tools and technologies to increase student engagement. These tools can be used in a vari-
ety of ways, including allowing for active learning through a “blended learning model,” 
increasing access to the professor or TAs, creating more opportunities for students to 
receive feedback, boosting student-to-student interaction through discussion posts, or 
applying a flipped classroom model, in which students study new content at home and 
use class time for projects and discussions.144

In studies on the impact of class size, students frequently reported that large classes 
impeded their access to their professor or TAs.145 A related issue is student-perceived lack 

Having instructions in 
writing is important in a 
large lecture hall where 
not all students may hear 
directions delivered orally. 
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of feedback from instructors in big classes, as many students receive only a few comments 
during a course, generally through exams or other heavily weighted assignments.146 
Early work in this area has found that learning management systems and other online 
tools can help to provide students with a sense of increased access to their instructors.147 
Even with such systems, however, improving contact with instructors and providing 
feedback to hundreds of students present challenges.148 Some educators offer feedback 
to a select percentage of regular class discussion posts, gradually providing comments 
to every student throughout the semester, and having TAs supply observations on the 
remaining posts.149 Premade online tutorials, which can be delivered through an LMS, 
have been used to provide additional feedback to students without placing additional 
burdens on instructors.150 Some teachers have developed their own informal assessments, 
such as class surveys or quizzes administered through the LMS. These can be given in 
class with clickers, handheld devices students use to answer a question so that they 
can see the results in real time, or the quiz or survey can be given outside class, when 
students will get immediate automatic feedback 
from them.151 Giving students multiple attempts 
at these informal quizzes may help them to work 
through their mistakes and identify where they 
need to improve.152 The instructor may use short 
podcasts to provide additional context and infor-
mation about difficult assigned readings or other 
out-of-class work. This practice has been found 
to positively impact students’ perceptions about 
instructor accessibility.153 While a few studies have 
analyzed the use of social media platforms such as 
Twitter or Facebook in place of a traditional LMS,154 
the results have been mixed. Some studies show that social media increases student 
engagement and achievement,155 while others find minimal or no evidence of this posi-
tive impact.156 A learning management system is widely considered key to increasing 
student engagement in large classes, especially by enhancing accessibility to instructors 
and instructor feedback.157

Another challenge that technologies like learning management systems can help 
to address is the lack of student-to-student interaction in large classes.158 When in-class 
instruction is combined with online tools and assignments, it is called “blended learn-
ing.”159 A form of active learning that relies on new technologies and encourages students 
to work together, blended learning is frequently cited as a way to increase student en-
gagement and integrate active learning into large classes.160 Recent studies on blended 
and collaborative learning have shown that online collaborative assignments encourage 
student motivation as well as peer interaction and student engagement.161 Discussion 
posts or collaborative research and writing assignments using Web-based tools such as 
learning management systems, wikis, or blogs increase students’ interaction with their 
classmates and their engagement with the material.162 A blended learning model can 
prove especially helpful for diverse student bodies, in which socioeconomic background, 
learning style, and language skills may pose additional challenges for students.163

A learning management 
system is widely considered 
key to increasing student 
engagement in large classes, 
especially by enhancing 
accessibility to instructors 
and instructor feedback.
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Clickers are another tool frequently cited in the literature used to enhance the experi-
ence of students in large classes.164 Students are asked to think critically and respond with 
their own answers to clicker questions, rather than listen to a traditional lecture in which 
an instructor simply delivers information.165 The use of clickers in large classrooms has 
been found to increase student engagement166 and even to result in higher test scores in 
two small-scale studies.167 Recently, instructors have begun to adopt and study the use of 
Web-based learning platforms such as LectureTools,168 which allow students to use their 
own mobile devices to answer questions embedded in the in-class lecture. While these 
tools are still in early stages of adoption, they may help to create a more active learning 
environment in large classes, leading to positive student outcomes.169

Integrating Higher Education Approaches into 
Archival Instruction for Large Classes

The higher education literature has much in common with the archival literature focused 
on instruction, namely an emphasis on active learning and cooperative or group learning. 

In contrast to the archival literature, however, 
which tends to focus on these activities with 
small classes, the higher education literature 
grapples with the challenges and opportuni-
ties of trying to re-create the feel of a small 
class in a large lecture hall.170 Instructors in 
higher education spend an entire academic 
term with their classes, in contrast to archi-
vists, who generally spend only one or a few 
class sessions with a group of students. Nev-
ertheless, archivists could incorporate some 

approaches from the higher education literature into their instruction. These include 
working with TAs to facilitate group discussion and handling of materials within dis-
cussion sections, integrating more digital tools into archival instruction, and modeling 
the use of active learning in big classes.

Some archivists have sections of a class come to the reading room in small groups.171 
Others might conduct a special collections instructional session during the discussion 
meetings led by the TAs. This approach would leverage the teaching infrastructure al-
ready in place (large lecture classes with smaller TA-led discussion sections) to enable 
archivists to teach primary source instruction as active learning, without putting undue 
stress on the physical materials or reading room staff. It could be especially beneficial for 
learning objectives that depend on students’ interacting with primary source materials 
in large class settings, such as in Brodsky’s case study of a class of 50 students172 and 
Bahde’s session of 120 students.173

Schmiesing and Hollis described a class of 75 students in which the special collec-
tions librarian delivered a lecture with presentation software in the classroom for the 
first of two sessions and then had students visit the reading room in small groups for a 
second session.174 However, this approach put additional strain on reading room staff. 
Another example of this approach comes from UCLA’s Los Angeles: The Cluster, a 

Instructors in higher education 
spend an entire academic term 
with their classes, in contrast to 
archivists, who generally spend 
only one or a few class sessions 
with a group of students. 
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yearlong lecture course of about 170 students. Special Collections Librarian Robert Mon-
toya was embedded in the course and worked closely with the teaching assistants who 
ran the discussion sections. Montoya sat in on and sometimes contributed to the large 
lecture portion of the course. Through his collaboration with the teaching assistants, he 
successfully hosted sessions with two of the discussion groups, each of which included 
20 students.175 Montoya’s pilot of this approach at UCLA faced some limitations. For 
example, he could not host small group discussions with all students enrolled in the 
course, reaching only 40 out of 170. Rather than bringing primary source materials to 
the discussion sections, Montoya instead deputized a select few students to visit Spe-
cial Collections in person and act as “ambassadors” for the rest of the class.176 Despite 
its limitations, this project does provide a useful pilot of a strategy for the delivery of 
archival instruction to large classes.

Using technical tools in large classes is another approach that could prove effective 
in archival instruction. Leveraging institutional learning management systems and em-
bedding digital lessons and resources within them could be used to integrate a “flipped 
classroom” model into archival instruction. In 
this model, the traditional lecture style of infor-
mation is provided via videos or presentation 
software screencasts and assigned as homework, 
while class time is reserved for active learning.177 
While Schmiesing and Hollis note that “with 
the increased availability of ‘smart’ or electronic 
classrooms at American colleges and universi-
ties, special collections librarians can take a lecture on the road,” they do not actually 
discuss applied examples of such instruction.178 Archivists at Brigham Young University 
in Provo, Utah, have already experimented with such technologies for training student 
workers by creating a series of instruction modules with videos and quizzes.179 This 
model could easily be adapted for use in large classes. Archivists at the University of 
Illinois Urbana-Champaign have created and used an online tutorial called the “Primary 
Source Virtual Information Literacy Learning and Growing Environment (VILLAGE)” 
as a part of a flipped classroom model, though they were the only archivists found in 
this review to have utilized technology in this way.180 Archivists teaching large sessions 
might consider creating a series of similar modules that could be embedded by the 
teaching faculty into the course’s LMS. An LMS could also serve as the delivery system 
for packets of digitized primary sources or links to archival collection finding aids.

Archivists and special collections librarians could adapt active learning techniques 
to larger classes when the class size or structure prevents breaking the group into smaller 
sections. Faculty in higher educa-
tion have demonstrated that active 
learning can be scaled according 
to class size and desired learning 
outcomes.181 While archivists and 
special collections librarians often 
rely on a similar instructional 
activity regardless of class size, 

Using technical tools in large 
classes is another approach 
that could prove effective in 
archival instruction. 

Archivists and special collections 
librarians could adapt active learning 
techniques to larger classes when the 
class size or structure prevents breaking 
the group into smaller sections. 
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such as having small groups of students analyze an item or series of items and answer 
discussion questions, faculty in other areas of higher education have experimented 
with a variety of active learning activities that require varying degrees of commitment. 
When teaching large classes, archivists could include “low commitment” activities, 
such as short writing tasks, brainstorming, or think-pair-share activities,182 in addition 
to higher commitment activities like student role-playing or group work.183 Clickers and 
applications that allow students to use their phones or other devices in place of a clicker 
create opportunities for active student engagement in large lecture environments where 
other forms of active learning might be challenging.184 In Brodsky’s 2019 case study of a 
letter transcription exercise with approximately 50 students, he noted the difficulty the 
instructors faced in answering individual student questions with such a big group.185 The 
use of clicker applications could alleviate this issue, allowing students to pose questions 
online, which could then be projected on a screen for the class. This way, the instructor 
could address questions that multiple students might share by responding once to the 
whole class, rather than visiting the desk of each student who raised a hand, as described 
in Brodsky’s case study.186 While the use of clickers is widespread in large lecture classes 
throughout higher education, the archival literature suggests that this approach has not 
yet been tested by those doing archival instruction. Bahde and Smedberg argued for the 
use of clickers in archival instruction as a technology to pursue, but such tools have not 
been widely adopted by archives and special collections.187

Use of digitized primary source collections may also be necessary to adapt active 
learning techniques to larger classes. Having students break into small groups to analyze 
or annotate a digitized primary source would allow archivists to use active learning 

approaches without putting undue 
stress on the physical materials or 
requiring additional staff to help 
monitor their use.188 While many have 
advocated for increased use of digital 
collections in archival instruction,189 
interacting directly with original pri-
mary sources remains a key feature of 
much of the literature.190 For example, 
Bahde recounts that the learning ob-
jectives the course instructor intended 
hinged on physical interaction with 
original materials, “something impos-
sible to learn from a digital version on 

a screen.”191 Many of the learning objectives cited by those in the field rely heavily on 
interacting with the physical materials that are housed in archives and special collec-
tions, and this would be a limitation for the use of digital collections.

Brodsky’s case study on a letter transcription activity for a class of approximately 50 
students was also limited in the ability to use digitized primary sources due to a focus on 
handling “original” primary sources. Although he reported concerns over the volume of 
physical materials used and the inability of the three instructors present to supervise the 
handling of items among so many students, Brodsky and the course instructor ultimately 

Having students break into small 
groups to analyze or annotate a 
digitized primary source would allow 
archivists to use active learning 
approaches without putting undue 
stress on the physical materials or 
requiring additional staff to help 
monitor their use.
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used original documents. However, Special Collections staff scanned much of the col-
lection to facilitate access to materials after class.192 In this case, students had a chance 
to physically interact with primary sources during a single instruction session and then 
relied primarily on digitized copies throughout the remainder of the semester. Given 
that staff time and energy were spent to digitize many of these documents, a large class 
like this could rely on a selection of digitized documents in the future, which would 
minimize the burden on special collections staff.

Archivists might need to adjust their learning objectives or the scope of content 
they want to cover when teaching larger classes.193 In his case study, Brodsky focused 
on a single learning objective—examining an original primary source—and that limited 
scope helped to make the session successful. Having each student work with an original 
primary source at the request of the course instructor, however, limited Brodsky’s ability 
to incorporate group work as a form of active learning and excluded the use of digitized 
primary sources in lieu of originals.194 Adjusting learning objectives may have the added 
benefit of encouraging a focus on emerging areas of primary source instruction, such as 
critical digital literacy and information literacy, skills that many undergraduates lack.195

Conclusion and Next Steps

Rethinking archival instruction for large classes will be a process of compromise, but 
the field can learn much from educators across the higher education spectrum. It is 
also important to acknowledge some of the inherent limitations of trying to meet the 
instructional needs of ever-expanding class sizes. In addition to space constraints, which 
have been widely discussed in the lit-
erature,196 larger classes require more 
staff support from the classroom to 
the reading room.197 The adoption of 
technology not traditionally used in 
archival instruction and a willingness 
to adapt learning objectives for big 
instruction sessions are two important 
steps archivists and special collec-
tions librarians could take to modify 
their instruction to accommodate 
larger classes. While the field of archives and special collections is adamant about the 
importance of interaction with physical objects rather than digital surrogates, digitized 
material may be the only option in some cases,198 and instructors may need to adjust 
their expectations and learning objectives to acknowledge this reality.

Moving forward, archives and special collections departments should have con-
versations within their department about their instructional capacity. At what point 
does a class become too massive or demanding? While archivists and special collections 
librarians may feel compelled to do whatever they can to support a class with a desire 
for special collections instruction, some demands simply cannot be met. When depart-
ments encounter these capacity constraints, archival professionals might rethink what 
they consider to be instruction, just as many in higher education have had to adjust their 

While the field of archives and 
special collections is adamant about 
the importance of interaction with 
physical objects rather than digital 
surrogates, digitized material may be 
the only option in some cases . . .
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Archives and Special Collections Instruction for Large Classes590

expectations and rewards structure for faculty teaching big classes.199 If archives and 
special collections want to support larger class sizes without compromising security, 
space, or staff time, they must adapt. Archivists and special collections librarians might 

compile digital primary source packets, 
develop interactive online tutorials, or 
help course instructors create assignments 
focused on primary source literacy, in place 
of traditional archival instruction for classes 
that exceed a special collections depart-
ment’s capacity.

Finally, archivists might consider cre-
ating and engaging with a community of 
practice to enhance their pedagogical ap-
proaches for teaching archival instruction 
to large classes. The sheer volume of articles 

and other professional resources focused on large class pedagogy in higher education and 
the respective dearth of discussion on the topic in the archival literature pose challenges 
to archivists trying to meet the needs of large classes. Instructors across higher education 
recognize the need for resources for those teaching big classes and have created a body 
of work and a community of practice around this issue. Just as archivists called for the 
creation of a community of practice focused on archival instruction many years ago200 
and have continued to push that community of practice to learn more about pedagogical 
approaches,201 they should begin creating a substantial community of practice around 
archival instruction for large classes. This includes not only a sharing of ideas but also 
an acknowledgment that class size has a pedagogical impact, not just a logistical one. 
Class size should influence the structure of an instruction session, the learning objectives, 
and the assessment of the session, not only determining where it might be held or how 
damage to the materials can be avoided.

Adapting archival instruction to better suit large classes will require compromise 
on the part of archivists, special collections librarians, and course instructors. How-

ever, the rethinking of such instruction 
has potentially far-reaching implications. 
Adaptations to archival instruction would 
better serve large classes, many of which 
are outside the humanities, thus widening 
the reach of archives and special collections 
to disciplines that might not be traditional 
users of archival materials. Additionally, the 
pedagogical tools and approaches used by 

higher education for large classes could then be applied to online and distance learn-
ing courses, allowing archivists to reach an entirely new audience often overlooked by 
traditional archival instruction.

The COVID-19 pandemic has forced many in both higher education and in archives 
and special collections to rethink how they structure and deliver instruction. After the 
pandemic began in the spring of 2020, archival and library professionals had to quickly 

Archivists and special collections 
librarians might compile digital 
primary source packets, develop 
interactive online tutorials, or 
help course instructors create 
assignments focused on primary 
source literacy . . .

Adapting archival instruction 
to better suit large classes will 
require compromise on the part 
of archivists, special collections 
librarians, and course instructors. 
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Kara Flynn 591

adapt their instruction to go online, relying on digitized primary sources and Web-
based instructional tools such as online tutorials, videos, and learning management 
systems. In some ways, the pandemic forced archivists and special collections librarians 
to adopt tools and practices they had 
earlier hesitated to employ. As a result, 
practitioners have begun to create a 
community of practice around online 
instruction, sharing resources through 
the development of LibGuides and 
related tools.202 The profession has also 
begun to provide techniques for remote 
instruction through webinars such as 
“ACRL Presents: Pandemic Pedagogy: 
Resources for Library Instruction at a 
Distance”203 and in conference presentations such as the pop-up session “Archival Out-
reach in the New Normal: Using Digital Platforms to Teach Primary Sources” at the 2020 
SAA virtual meeting.204 Many of the approaches employed by practitioners in response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic could one day be adapted for large class instruction, espe-
cially the use of online resources and learning objects. The process of adapting archival 
instruction to teaching during COVID-19 and the community of practice that formed 
as a result will aid in the development of tools and approaches that can be adapted and 
used for large classes even after on-campus teaching resumes.

Kara Flynn is the research and educational services archivist in Special Collections at the 
University Libraries of the University of Arkansas in Fayetteville; she may be reached by e-mail 
at: kf025@uark.edu.
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