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Engaging with Difficult Topics in the Archives: 
Suicide and Historical Empathy

Kayla Harris
Librarian/Archivist

The Marian Library, University of Dayton

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hello my name is Kayla Harris and I am the archivist for the Marian Library at the University of Dayton. Our panel session today has been exploring different ways to utilize archives to teach historical empathy. Today I’m going to talk about my experience teaching undergraduates historical empathy within a 1-credit course on primary source research and how that has allowed students to confront some emotionally charged topics within our collections. 



Institutional Context

• University of Dayton
– Private
– Catholic
– Marianist

• University Libraries
– University Archives and 

Special Collections (2 FTE)
– U.S. Catholic Special 

Collection (1 FTE)
– Marian Library (7.5 FTE)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First, a little bit of institutional context, since our identity as an institution plays an important part in this topic. The University of Dayton is a private medium-size institution that is both Catholic and Marianist. The mission statement says that, “we are a diverse community committed, in the Marianist tradition, to educating the whole person and linking learning and scholarship with leadership and service.”

We have a somewhat unique set-up of our special collections within the University Libraries. University Archives and Special Collections has rare books and archival collections, in addition to the records of the University. There is one full time University Archivist, and one full time Associate University Archivist. The U.S. Catholic Special Collection has only one full time Collections Librarian / Archivist and that collection includes records that document Catholic life in the United States. Finally, the Marian Library where I work, has 7.5 full time employees, including four librarians and other support staff. The Marian Library has circulating material, rare books, artwork, and archival collections that document devotion to Jesus’ mother, Mary.

So although we have several archivists and special collections librarian at the University of Dayton, we are spread throughout many different departments and have different collecting scopes. 



UDI 204: Archival and 
Primary Source Research

• 1 credit = 15 hours
• 6 librarian / archivist 

instructors
• Independent course 

listing
• Open to all 

undergraduates

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the spring of 2017, our Coordinator for Reference and Instruction from the University Libraries Research and Instruction team had the idea of offering a 1 credit course dealing with primary sources. Even though she was not part of a special collections department, as the liaison for English and History, she routinely taught with primary sources. At our university, we have the ability as faculty members in the library to teach a mini course for credit that is not affiliated with any specific department (such as under History for example). We offered the course for 1 credit, which meant we needed to meet for 15 classroom hours. 

The course description states “Learn about the campus, community, Catholic and Marianist past with this hands-on research course. Students will connect to the past by analyzing the University Libraries collections and by researching individual artifacts.” 



Identify themes and current 
issues within archives and special 

collections, such as historical 
empathy, silences in the archives, 

visual literacy/material culture, 
and privacy

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We brainstormed several different ways to structure the course and link the different special collection units while recognizing that this would be an elective course for students. In our planning we came up with several objectives for the course, and though this iteration from Spring 2019 is slightly more concise than Spring 2018, we definitely all admit that it is still too many objectives for one course (and we’re refining this for the next version). However, the objective that I’m going to talk about today relates to this second one here that says students will “identify themes and current issues within archives and special collections, such as historical empathy, silences in the archives, visual literacy/material culture, and privacy.” 

Each week focused on one of those themes, and the instructors used primary source materials from our special collections and databases to explore that theme with students. In the second iteration of the course, we used Mondays to discuss readings that had been assigned on the topic the previous week, and then Wednesday was spent doing hands-on activities once the students had more background knowledge and context. For the future we may rethink how many themes we attempt to cover in the course. In this introductory course, students have varying levels of archival expertise, and we couldn’t get too deep with any one theme given the amount of time. 





4. F 
Demonstrate historical empathy, 

curiosity about the past, and 
appreciation for historical 

sources and historical actors. 

Case Studies 
on Teaching with 
Primary Sources

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Around the time that we were first developing our course, SAA and RBMS issued the Guidelines for Primary Source Literacy. These guidelines articulate the range of knowledge, skills, and abilities required to effectively use primary sources, and while they are not measurable outcomes they are useful for writing learning objectives for primary source instruction and correlated well with the objectives we had already identified for our mini course. For example, Objective 4.F is to “demonstrate historical empathy, curiosity about the past, and appreciation for historical sources and historical actors.” 

You can read about our mini course and how others have been using the guidelines through SAA’s Case Studies on Teaching with Primary Sources, sponsored by the Reference, Access, and Outreach section and available on SAA’s website. 

https://www2.archivists.org/publications/epubs/Case-Studies-Teaching-With-Primary-Sources
https://www2.archivists.org/publications/epubs/Case-Studies-Teaching-With-Primary-Sources


Readings and Discussion

“How do you think you would reconcile your own values and 
morals with those you find in the archives - some of which you 

may find strange or even offensive?”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For the week on historical empathy, students read the article “Historical Empathy and Its Implications for Classroom Practice in Schools” by Kaya Yilmaz and “‘A Historian Walks into an Archive…’ Humor and Historical Research” a blog post by Jennifer Vannette for the American Historical Association. Choosing readings was difficult and neither were quite at the level we had hoped for. The blog post was an addition for Spring 2019, and one that resonated with the students more so than the Yilmaz article since it was more relatable. To demonstrate that students had successfully completed each week’s readings, they were asked to upload a powerpoint slide before class with three main takeaways or questions generated from the readings. In Spring 2019 after the addition of the blog post reading the students showed a greater understanding of what historical empathy meant.  

The activity for historical empathy was led by my colleague, Stephanie Shreffler from the U.S. Catholic Special Collection. To frame the discussion, she used the example of baby cages. She explained that she settled on this as an introduction the second time because it was a topic the students could easily understand (people attached metal cages to their windows to give babies some fresh air) but yet wasn’t likely to be an emotionally charged topic for them. This allowed them to really “appreciate the beliefs, values, and intentions of historical actors” from Kaya Yilmaz’ definition of historical empathy. 





Presenter
Presentation Notes
For the hands-on activity, students examined Catholic textbooks from different time periods. For example this is an image of a family in their backyard. The son is mowing the lawn while the mother serves drinks on their patio. The caption underneath says that, “Citizens are most happy and industrious when they own property, however modest.” This is from a 1958 textbook called “My Catholic Faith” and presents several ideas for students to engage with about gender roles, diversity, and economic privilege. After spending time with a 1950’s textbook, students also looked at a Catholic textbook from the late 90’s and early 2000’s, meaning that it could have even been one they were taught with in K-12. 

Students completed a worksheet in small groups asking them to point out similarities and differences between the two textbooks and to use any knowledge they already had to try and understand why those differences were present. For example, many students immediately noticed the increase in diversity of the people shown in the later textbook when prompted to compare. 





Final Assignment
• Digital Poster

– Historical context
– Connection to a theme

• Reflection
– How do the themes play into the research you conducted?

• Bibliography
– Primary and secondary

Presenter
Presentation Notes
UDI 204’s final assignment asked students to conduct further research into a particular item from one of the special collection areas. At one of the earliest class sessions, students participated in an archival speed dating exercise where they spent a few minutes answering guided questions on several potential final project items that the instructors had selected. They also had the choice to create an appointment with one of the instructors to find an item that fit their interests if none of the items from the speed dating activity appealed to them. 

Students created a digital poster to communicate their research and connections to one of the weekly themes, and wrote a short reflection about the topics taught in class and how that prepared them to do conduct their own research. 



“I found in my research that it 
was difficult to employ this 

‘historical empathy’ to 
something from as close to home 

as the University of Dayton.”

-Junior, history major (honors)

The Exponent Vol. XIII, January 1915

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In one semester a junior history major in the honors program, selected the Exponent, a student publication for his final project. He  visited the University Archives and Special Collections to browse issues of the Exponent, and he came across an essay on suicide from the January 1915 issue. Written by two seniors at the time, the essay explores what they see as the increasing prevalence of suicide. They state, “Among the immediate causes none is more to blame than the present unnatural social and economic conditions. Aristocracy is inexorable in its unreasonable social code. The unhappy victim of mistake or failure is branded and condemned to a miserable existence, which his pride is unable to bear, so like a cowardly thief he slinks away and steals his own life.” Throughout the short essay, the authors mention suicide as a cowardly act several times and that really stood out to the student.

In his reflection he wrote that, “I found in my research that it was difficult to employ this ‘historical empathy’ to something from as close to home as the University of Dayton.” Again, going back to our institutional identity, UD is a Catholic, private institution. There are currently many great initiatives on campus towards diversity, equity, and inclusion, but historically the student population has been very homogeneous. This student examined some of the Catholic teachings regarding suicide as a sin and reasons why these UD students in 1915 selected the words that they did. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the Exponent essay the authors discuss suicide due to “mental insanity” and our UDI 204 student used this to talk about some of the current initiatives on campus for mental health. He said that he had a hard time understanding the viewpoint of the authors, writing, “much of campus now has become rather aware to the dangers of mental illness, and actively work to destroy the negative stigma surrounding mental health issues.” 

The University of Dayton has a student group called Active Minds, a local chapter of a national organization that advocates for mental health awareness. With over 100 student members, and events throughout the school year, this group, along with campus resources such as the website on the right, demonstrate a much different atmosphere than that of 1915. He also researched some of the more recent Church teachings in regards to suicide that allow for mercy in certain circumstances. 

Although historical empathy is only one aspect of the UDI 204 course, it’s been extremely gratifying to see the ways that students have employed this skill within their research. In addition to this project, students in other semesters have selected historical empathy as their area of focus and have researched topics ranging from drinking on campus to the role of the Marianists at the University of Dayton. 



Kayla Harris
kharris2@udayton.edu

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I apologize again for not being with you in Austin today. I am happy to answer any questions or discuss this topic further and can be reached via email at kharris2@udayton.edu. Thank you! 

mailto:kharris2@udayton.edu
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