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Telling Stories, Transforming Lives: College Archives and the History of American Education


During the Presidential Fellowship, I had the wonderful opportunity to pursue the key goals I set forth in my application:  (1) To launch a new line of historical inquiry for my next book project, tentatively titled, What Then Must We Do?:  Gender, Race, Education and Life Meaning, 1875-1920 and (2) To initiate a campus-wide conversation about how we might best enhance and use the Bridgewater State College Archives and Special Collections to showcase BSC’s critical historical legacy as one of the first normal schools in the United States.  Perhaps even more importantly, this generous gift of time and resources, allowed for new, unplanned and often unexpected developments in my own pedagogical and scholarly interests and also in collaborative community efforts.  In all of these endeavors, the year was a great success and has yielded substantial, tangible results for me and I also believe, for the college and the wider public community. The main accomplishments of this year are as follows:
Scholarly Activity:
Some of the most exciting research I have completed this year has taken place in the Bridgewater State College Special Collections and College Archives.  Since much of this work has been done in tandem with undergraduate researchers, librarians, faculty, and also community members, it has been especially rewarding to see the integration of this work with my teaching, service and other professional goals.   I spent hours and hours in the college archives, both perusing what was on the shelves and conducting close readings of particular primary documents.   I found the alumni publications, student newspapers, student reminiscences (from a 1940 survey conducted by the Alumni office), and the student scrapbooks to be the most revealing.   Though the archives have few student diaries and letters, these records did allow me to get a sense of some of the hopes and dreams of the students who attended as well as the general climate of student life in various time periods.  


Beyond the BSC archives, I conducted detailed archival reference work in my effort to locate student and teacher diaries and then read in person and on-line diaries held at the Massachusetts Historical Society, Smith College, and the Schlesinger Library.  Unfortunately, the Teachers College archives in New York City, an archive I expected to be quite rich, yielded little.  On the other hand, I was able to locate additional diaries at the Sallie Bingham Center for Women’s History and Culture at Duke University, the University of Michigan, and at the Iowa Women’s Archives at the University of Iowa.  that will afford comparative analysis and offer a national perspective.  I plan to visit these institutions during my spring 2008 Sabbatical.

In addition to this primary research, during the year, I immersed myself in the secondary sources of the exciting, rigorous and new field: the history of emotion.  Reading widely in a variety of disciplines (history, philosophy, education, psychology, ethnography, diary methodology, and anthropology), I now feel well-prepared to engage in the central and theoretical questions that will guide this research. (Particularly, how do historians study questions of life meaning, purpose, and subjectivity?)  


All of this work will further my efforts to tie the history of BSC to a more national history of American education and life meaning during the Progressive Era.  It will invigorate my attempt to shed light on how students and college officials interacted with the real and imagined historical belief that in America, education presents the best and most fair route to all that the nation’s founding promise offers: “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”  
Undergraduate Research:

One of the many delights of this year was training and supervising four different undergraduate research assistants:  Casey Rekowski, Andrew Higgs, Leon Nowiski, and Melanie Byam.  They were all outstanding and all gained considerable research, archival, and writing skills and clear personal and academic growth.  In addition, as I had hoped, they all remarked on how this research transformed their relationship to the college.  For example, in her summary report, Casey Rekowski, wrote: 

My experiences in the archives were priceless. The opportunity to explore the rich history of Bridgewater State College was not only intellectually stimulating, it was also an opportunity for me to get a better understanding of the legacy of the institution I attended. This has given me a sense of real pride in this storied institution. What has surprised me most was the activeness of the college campus and a real awareness of a “school sprit” or a lack there of in the past. I must also confess that the idea that Bridgewater State Normal School had students from Chile, Mexico, Japan, and even Jamaica still surprises me; why don’t more people know about this? The fact that individuals such as Arthur Schlesinger, Margaret Mead, Robert Frost, Blood, Sweat and Tears, BB King, and even the Beach Boys came to campus is nothing short of amazing; it’s a shame that we don’t pride ourselves on these facts.  
Casey also conducted an excellent two-semester, Honor’s Thesis under my direction.  
Leon Nowiski reported:
Reading through The Comment from 1970-1980 has been a wonderful experience for me. I find it extremely fascinating to see the changes that the campus has undertaken, and by learning more about the history of the college I feel much more connected to it. It’s incredible to think that the current discussion on university status had already taken place once before in the history of the college. It has been a pleasure to work in the archives and by doing this research I have become more interested on many of the themes that appeared at Bridgewater and whether or not they took place at other state colleges in Massachusetts.
I hope we build on these efforts to find substantial and cross-disciplinary opportunities for our students to work directly in the college archives and also to expand other ways for them to connect with the college history.
Archival Reference, Research, and Accessibility:


Uppermost in my efforts this year was to create summaries and finding guides that would ease and increase the use of the College Archives.  To that end, the students and I surveyed and created descriptive reviews and summaries of a wide range of collections including student newspapers, yearbooks, and literary magazines for most of the years they existed (The Comment, Equal Times, Hard Times, the Normal Offering, the Chapbook and Liberal Lit).  All of the scrapbooks, Alumni News, Alumni Reminiscences and the Jordan D. Fiore Scrapbooks were also reviewed and summarized.   We wrote detailed reports for the videos produced by the Alumni Office of each of the Fifty Year reunions since year 2000.  All of this work has been collated into three, 3-Ring binders that are available in the Library in the College Archives, and we also hope to put them on the Library’s web site.
Friends of Bridgewater State College’s History

It’s difficult to know where to begin in describing my work with the Friends of Bridgewater State College’s History Informal Working Group.  It was such a profound, substantive, and inspiring effort that I’m still just realizing and assessing the wide-ranging, campus-wide impact of its accomplishments. (For example, just yesterday, a former BSC employee who had worked in the mail room, met me in my office to donate a four-volume diary of a BSC student who attended in the 1910s. She had been holding onto it until she saw news the symposium.)  At the beginning of the year, I extended an invitation to interested campus members (faculty, students, staff, and administration) to participate in this group.  Those who responded and participated included: Mabell Bates, Anna Bradfield, Melanie Byam, Eva Gaffney, Andrew Higgs, Candace Maguire, Susan McCombe, Leon Nowiski, Casey Rekowski, Mike Somers, Benjamin Spence, Jean Stonehouse, Robert Sylvester, Wing-kai To, Lee Torda, Thomas Turner, Molly Williams, and David Wilson.)

We had six working lunches throughout the year (supported by the PF budget) where we shared our research, teaching, campus and community activities that related the history of the college.  This collaboration was extremely productive as many of the participants had been working in isolation for years and we were thus able to make personal and intellectual connections that advanced all of our efforts.  

As a result of this year-long collaboration, we created and hosted a day-long symposium on April 13, 2007,  “Bridgewater State College: Now and Then.”  It was an absolutely wonderful day, surpassing all of our expectations.   Held in the Heritage Room of Maxwell Library, at times, it was “standing room only,” over seventy people attended the lunch, and at the end of the day, even though it was cold and windy,  about fifteen people joined Drs. Ben Spence and Tom Turner for a Historic Walking Tour of the campus.   We had thirteen presenters (including two undergraduates and three alumni) and the audience included people from all walks of campus life: students, faculty, emeriti faculty, alumni, staff, administration, community officials and local residents.   The Presidential Fellowship and the budget provided the necessary funds, time and structure for this to happen.  The Public Affairs office made sure the day was videotaped and recorded, created pre and post-symposium bpods, magazine articles, and the beautiful programs and posters.  
Summary and Future Goals:


This year has been such an extremely rich and powerful experience for me on all levels and as much as the year is ending, it feels like I’ve only begun on this exciting new journey.   My  scholarly activities will certainly continue in this regard as I continue to conduct primary research and then I hope publish either several articles or a book.  (I have had a paper based on this research accepted by the European Social History Conference on the History of Emotion which will take place in Lisbon, Portugal next February.)  

We’ve barely begun to scratch the surface in creating opportunities for undergraduate research, particularly in collaboration with ATP and OUR.  I’m sure this work will yield lots of interesting faculty and student projects as we continue to unearth and open our archives to all sorts of researchers.


Lastly, the Friends of BSC’s  History Working Group has proposed that the President create and official standing committee so that we may build on the momentum of the last year and continue our efforts.  We would hope to make the symposium and annual event as well as pursue a range of other activities.
