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Archival Education vs. Archival
Practice: will the Twain ever meet?

Hans Scheurkogel
Coordinator Archiefopleidingen
Archiefschool Universiteit van
Amsterdam
Netherlands Institute for Archi-
val Education and Research

Introduction
The archival profession has gone through

important changes during the last decades.

Several developments have had a profound
influence on archival work, archival orienta-
tion and archival theory. Now, if archival

work itself is changing, this should directly
influence archival education.

In this paper I will look at the way
changes in the archival profession have

brought about changes in archival educa-

tion in the Netherlands.
Dutch archival education has a long tra-

dition. The Dutch Archives School was
founded in 1919 and has since then deliv-
ered new academic archivists to the profes-
sion year after year.

This paper will definitely not be a 'Histo-

ry of Dutch Archival Education'. It will focus

on three important years in its most recent

history - important because in those years

arrangements were made which profoundly
changed the outlook of archival education.

In discussing these moments, I will fo-
eus on three elements, which are important
whenever professional education is at issue:
1. developments wif/zz'n the pro/essz'ozz and

t/ze development o/ t/ze pro/esszon wzt/zz'n

t/ze larger society
2. tlze educational program and f/ze way it

sets out to prepare /ufure colleagues/or t/ze

jolz
3. t/ze mixture o/ /ormal feac/zing and

arc/zivalpractice wit/zin f/zz's program.
N.B.: To prevent confusion I will focus

on the archivist educated at university level.

I. 1968
In 1968 all seemed quiet on the archival

front. Most archivists worked in public
archives, devoted their time preferably to

arrangement and description and to assist-

ing qualified historians in their research.

Appraisal was considered a problem but
everybody agreed that it had to take place
before the records entered the public
archives, so archivist's activities were limit-
ed to supervision.

In that year - following the new
Archives Law - the arrangements on
archival education were codified in a Royal
Decision on Archives.

The most important aspects were:

1. Independence

In 1968 the school was made an inde-

pendent institution within the Ministry of
Culture under its own director. From then

on, it was to be clear that the school was re-
sponsible for the preparation of all ar-
chivists in the public sector.

For the examination to get the archival

diploma, an independent State Examina-
tion Committee was made responsible,

functioning independently from the ar-
chives as well as from the school.

2. Regw/afzon o/f/zeory azzc/pracfzce

The relative amount of theory and prac-
tice was arranged through the State exami-
nation. To be admitted to the examination
the candidates had to have:

• a university degree in History or Law

• a statement from the director of an ar-
chival institution, that the candidate
had been working in his archives for at
least a full year

• a 'masterpiece', which was almost always

an inventory
To get the diploma, the candidates went

through an oral examination ofseveral disci-

plines: archivistics, diplomatics, palaeogra-

phy, institutional history, church history etc.

3. Fbrma/zsafzon o/a feac/zz'zzgp/an

Within these arrangements the Archives

School was primarily responsible for prepar-
ing the students for their examination. So,

during the practical year, students came to the

Archives School approximately one day of the
week. Lectures where given on the disciplines
that were to be part of the examination. The

minimum amount of lectures on the relevant

disciplines was set in the Royal Decision.

II. 1995
In the eighties and early nineties of the

twentieth century, these arrangements were

increasingly considered to be outdated.
The aspects most relevant to the central

questions are:

1. C/zazzgeszzz t/zearc/zz'vaZpro/essz'ozi

The most important influence on the

archival profession in the last decades has

been the revolution in information tech-

nology. At first, this impact was only felt in
the institutions where the records were ere-
ated, the RegzsfrafMr, but it was gradually
recognised as something that would greatly
alter archival practice in general. A lot of
the traditional ideas and definitions had to

undergo serious rethinking. Archivists be-

gan to realise that the challenges to records

management were essentially arc/zz'vaZ chal-

lenges, and that archivists and records

managers had to solve them together.

2. T/ze ec/ucafzonaZ program
The teaching program of 1968 did not

offer enough possibilities to adapt itself to
this new situation. The program only had

to meet the demands of the Examination
Committee and, therefore, remained very
strongly focussed on public archives in gen-
eral and on the archives of the Ancien
Regime in particular.

There was another serious flaw in the

program: there was too little archivistics in
it. The lectures were on all the disciplines of
the examination program, so archivistics
covered only one-third of the program. This

system produced archivists who were pre-
pared for traditional circumstances and a

preference for practical problems and solu-
tions. Archival theorywas in very low esteem

- and interest in archival theory was needed

to face the challenges of the IT-revolution.

3. T/zeory azzdpractzce wz'f/zz'zz t/ze edtzca-

fzowaZ program
The 1968 arrangements may look like a

happy mixture of theory and practice, but,
at least formally, there is a link between ed-

ucation and examination (learning the dis-

ciplines) and another link between practi-
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cal work and examination (acquiring the

prerequisites). And if there developed a link
between education and practice over the

years, it were the archival institutions who
dictated this relation. They decided what
work the students had to do over the year.

In fact, what became clear was, that most
of the archival institutions wanted to make the

students familiar with the existing practice,
and preferably local practice, whereas over the

years the need for a change in archival practice
became more and more apparent.

This all led to revolutionary change in
1995, which fundamentally altered Dutch
archival education. What were the main as-

pects?

1. Complete independence
The Archives School was made a private

foundation, only related to the Culture De-

partment through subsidies and agreements

on output. Even more important: the school

was made responsible for the whole of the

educational process: the Examination Com-
mittee was abolished, including all its de-

mands and regulations (the disciplines to be

examined, the inventory, the practical year).

2. Cooperation
This independence was possible be-

cause the Archives School 'entered' the uni-
versity. It signed an agreement of coopéra-
tion with the University of Amsterdam, in

which the Archives School was to be re-

sponsible for the quality of the archival

courses. The rest of the educational process

was to be the university's responsibility.
Furthermore, it was agreed that archival
science was to become a specialisation
within the study of Information science.

3. LearningplaM: t/ieory andpracrice
Because of this cooperation with the

university, the Archives School had to adapt
its traditional program to Dutch university
regulations and practice. To name a few:

• Dutch university education is not suppo-
sed to prepare students for a specific oc-
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cupation, but for a professional field. The

school opted for the Australian model of
the 'records continuum', and claimed to

prepare students for an occupation in the

whole field of what we came to call 'pro-
cess-bound' information.

• Most Dutch universities have a distrust

in practical work. Therefore, there was to
be no practical experience whatsoever in
the educational program.

• University education keeps up with mo-
dern educational developments. Mod-

ern education has made a shift from
teacher-oriented to student-oriented

learning. Dutch archival educators had

to learn to formulate learning goals - in-
stead of teaching goals. They learned

how to reckon in hours that the student

was occupied with the study for the mo-
dule - instead of the number they them-
selves were teaching.

So, to sum up the main results of this
revolution:

• Archival education ceased to be a one-

year, post-university training: it entered
the university as an autonomous disci-

pline.

• It was to work closely together with in-
formation science; information science

was to provide the larger context in
which archival science had to develop.

• Its archival scope was broadened to in-
elude the whole life cycle of archives.

• It was cut loose from archival practice,
manifesting the need for academic re-
flection.

• It manifested its educational function in

adapting itself to modern didactics.

III. 2002
In the years following these arrange-

ments the Archives School came to realize
the payoffs as well as the pitfalls of the revo-
lution of 1995.

Anzeige

1. T/ie profession

Although there is in the field increasing
cooperation between professionals within
the 'records continuum', many archivists are

still holding to tradition, focussing on their

own role within the life-cycle and, therefore,

complaining about the insufficient archival
education of their younger colleagues. Even

for more 'modern' colleagues the coopéra-
tion with information studies was some-
times considered a bridge too far.

2. The link between edMcation anci practice
The fact, that there was no link at all be-

tween education and practice, made for
some criticism as well. Public archives as

well as the students themselves were com-
plaining from time to time about the too
theoretical approach.

3. Educational practice
The new educational setting proved to

be a healthy development: the quality of
archival education improved greatly, com-
pared to the 'old' system. However, there

was an important setback, and that was in-
tegration.

One of the main strategic goals for
signing the agreement of cooperation was

the integration between archival and in-
formation science. This proved to be a

process that needs more time than we had

thought: both disciplines have a long tra-
dition, because ofwhich the integration of
these disciplines will not be realized over
night.

The Archives School has tried to over-
come these setbacks in 2001/2002.

The occasion arose when the Ministers
of the European Union agreed to impie-
ment the same structure of higher educa-

tion in all the participating countries: the
bachelor-master-structure.

The Archives School has used this de-

partmental dictate to realize its own goals.
These were:

J. Give an impetus to fbe integration pro-
cess

The need to increase the number of stu-
dents at bachelor level has led to the ere-
ation of a bachelor in documentary infor-
mation science in which archival science is

fully integrated. Since 2000, a team of infor-
mation scientists and archival scientists has

been working closely together to develop
the modules of the bachelor program.
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2. Fe-estaWz's/z a Zinfc wz't/z arc/zzVaZpracfzce

Following this bachelor, we have ob-
tained a master program in archival sei-

ence. In developing this master, we took
'dualism' as a leading concept. After a first
semester in which the functioning of
record keeping processes is studied at the

university, there will be a second semester

in which the students will work in a record

keeping institution (archives or archives-

creating institutions or companies).

During this semester, however, the mas-

ter program controls the learning process:
students will work on three well-defined

projects, will be coached by the archival ed-

ucator and will regularly have workshops at

the university.
The third semester will be devoted to

evaluation and reflection of the first year
and to the preparation of a thesis.

3. Develop a reaZ/ystudent-onenfed

Zearningprogram
The implementation of the bachelor-

master-structure has been used to make a

transition from education based on disci-

plines, on 'Fächer', to education based on
competencies. This is a very important shift.

Traditionally, an educational program
is created by abstracting from the profes-
sional work those disciplines that are felt

most useful to the professional; in our case:

arrangement and description, archival

management, archival law, archival history,
auxiliary sciences, history of institutions
etc.etc. At school these disciplines are

taught as thoroughly as possible.
Competency-based education breaches

with this tradition and goes back to the

roots: what makes an archival professional
a competent archival professional? Gener-

ally, this is the case when the professional is

able to fulfil the tasks within his job effi-

ciently and effectively.
So, in this new approach the focus is on

the main professional problems/tasks in-
stead of on disciplines. The disciplines are

regarded as part of the resources needed to
solve the problem. The most important
thing students should learn is to analyse the

problem and recognize what resources they
should use and master to solve the problem.

It is evident that this approach will fun-
damentally change the role of the teacher:

In traditional education as outlined
above, the teacher is responsible for the
whole of the educational process: the con-
tent of the educational unit (the module),
the teaching and the assessment. In a com-
petency-based environment, the teacher

will be cooperating in a learning process
having his own specific responsibility:

The teacher will take part in preparing
the professional problem (preferably to-
gether with 'real' practitioners) especially

paying attention to the place of the prob-
lern in the learning process.

The teacher will coach the student in solv-

ing the problem (looking after- and watching
over - the intellectual level to be achieved, of-

fering suggestions to solutions, providing the

way to the necessary content information etc.)

The teacher will take part in the assess-

ment (assessing not only how 'good' the

student has solved the problem, but also

how the student has managed the input of
resources and how the student communi-
cates his/her solution to the contractor).

Interestingly, this development consti-

tutes another way of 'bringing practice
back into archival education'.

Conclusion
The process that Dutch archival educa-

tion has gone through in recent decades al-

lows for the following concluding remarks:

L 37ze profession
The transition from an industrial society

to an information society is fundamentally
changing the position and function of the

archivist. The archivist will become a sub-

professional within the larger body of infor-
mation professionals, being responsible for
information of a specific and very valuable

nature. This is a broader context that almost

none of us is acquainted with, but, as educa-

tors, we will have to pay attention to it. It goes
well beyond teaching students the tricks and

techniques of Information technology.

2. 77ze ZzVzfc Zzefween edwcafz'on az-zdpro/es-

szonaZ practice
In this situation, the part of practice in

education is ambivalent: will it help or hin-

der the confrontation with a changing pro-
fession? In Dutch archival education we

started with a practice-controlled educa-

tion - which did not work - and changed it
into an university-controlled system with
no practice whatsoever. Professional edu-

cation at this level has to pay attention to

practice, but not as such; it has to be: educa-

tion-controlled practice. Practice should

not be regarded as 'the place where you
learn how to do it', but as a field of research,

a confrontation with theories or a possibil-

ity for comparative analysis.

3. Learnz'zz^proprazrz and dz'dacfz'cs

In developing an educational program
for archivists, one has the heavy responsi-

bility not to create an archivist in one's own
image and liking but to create the archivist
of a future society.

Modern didactical developments fortu-

nately make this task a little easier. The shift

from learning goals to competencies, from

discipline-oriented to problem-oriented ed-

ucation, from teaching to coaching will in the

end produce a professional who undoubted-

ly knows a lot less than we, colleagues from

an earlier generation in the field, do.

However, these new colleagues will have

some advantages:

• They are very much aware that they do

not know everything, which means:

they are aware of the necessity of per-
manent education.

• They are used to approach problems, to

analyse them, to find out what knowl-

edge or abilities they need to solve these

problems.

• They are looking at archival science not

as an auxiliary science of history, but as

a science in its own right within the lar-

ger field of information sciences.

Hans ScZzetzr/cogeZ

Coordinator Andzz'e/oplezdmgez-z

Arc/zze/sc/zooZ DnzVersztezt van Amsterdam

Weesperzzjde i 90

Postfctzs J 025

i 000 BA Amsterdam
TeL- 020 595 19 00

Fax: 020 595 J 9 20

£-MazZ: j.sc/zetzrA:ogeZ@/zz.zm.tzva.nZ

Anzeige

O Iwww.archivschachtel.ch ; www.oekopack.ch ;
juerq.schwenqeler@oekopack.ch

Oekopack AG, Rougemont 7, CH-3604 Thun, Tel: +41 (0)33 654 66 06; Fax: +41 (0)33 654 28 89

Q Arb/c/o 7-8-2002


	Archival education vs. archival practice : will the Twain ever meet?

