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When people wish to learn about their community or family history, they probably head 

out to the local museum, library, archive, or genealogical society. This is a logical starting point, 

and when they get there, they likely expect the collections to be in good condition so they may 

easily access the information they need. Librarians, curators, archivists, and volunteers work 

hard to conserve and preserve materials as they are added to their collections, insuring that the 

materials can be safely used. However,  not all genealogical and historical information is held in 

cultural institutions; unknown numbers of valuable information sources reside with individuals 

and in residences. By educating the community today on how to protect the treasures in their 

care, we have the potential to minimize the repairs needed for these items in the future. In 

planning community instruction, it is important to consider why we are doing it, what audience 

to target, and what we need to teach them. 

 

Why Should We Educate? 

There are two basic reasons we should teach our community members about best 

practices in preservation. While libraries, archives, genealogical societies, and museums do hold 

a wealth of information, there is also an abundance of photographs, writings, wedding dresses, 

newspaper clippings, and quilts sitting in the closets, basements, and attics of amateur historians 

who may not know how to best protect the items in their care. People who have an interest in 

history, genealogy, or cultural memory already have a vested interest in protecting their records 



and artifacts, so by raising awareness of best practices, we can equip these people to properly 

preserve these items. 

The second reason to educate the community follows from the first. Teaching others how 

to care for their items simply makes our jobs as professionals easier in the long run. When attic 

treasures eventually make their way into either the hands of descendants or into a cultural 

institution, they are more likely to be in good condition and require less repair work to keep the 

materials usable if we make efforts today toward education. 

 

Who Should We Target? 

 In an ideal world, we would teach our entire communities how to best preserve the items 

in their care. Realistically, however, while we can certainly put on programs and invite the 

general community, we may be more effective in our educational outreach efforts if we instead 

target specific groups. Whenever I give presentations or workshops for targeted groups, I also 

make these sessions available to the general public. This allows those who are not members of an 

organization to be included in these targeted educational outreach efforts. 

  But who should we target in our instructional programs? As we have primary 

responsibility for public collections, our first students should be ourselves: the librarians, 

archivists, and museum curators of the world. Before we can teach others to protect their current 

and potential heirlooms, we need to make sure we really know that what we are teaching is 

accurate to the best of our knowledge. Beyond these professionals, however, there are many 

groups that we can target who should have an interest in protecting their collections for the 

future. We need to look at organizations that collectively hold and maintain materials as well as 

groups in which the organization’s members own materials individually. 



 Genealogical Societies—These groups hold a wealth of information, and, by their nature, 

they already exhibit an interest in the long-term preservation of information. These societies 

could have a wide variety of materials to protect, including, but not limited to, paper documents, 

photographs, wedding dresses, family quilts, home movies, and digital pictures. Some materials, 

like reference resources, may be held collectively; however, the majority of items will belong to 

individuals. 

 Historical Societies—Much like genealogical societies, local historical societies will 

likely have holdings of paper documents, photographs, scrap books, and historic textiles. They 

may also have collections of artwork, pottery, ephemera, and local artifacts. These items belong 

to the organization, and its members will often be responsible for the care of the collective 

materials.  

 Quilt Guilds—When working with quilting groups, you should expect a wide variety of 

textiles, some photographs, and paper documents. There may be loose patterns, newsletters, 

magazines or books, needles, thimbles, threads, instructional DVDs,  and plastic quilters’ 

templates, as well as wooden or PVC quilting frames.   

Theater Groups—These organizations will likely have a large number of costumes, a 

variety of props and scenery made from many different materials, photographs, video recordings, 

posters, playbills, and scripts—possibly with annotations. Many of the items held by community 

theaters may be considered ephemeral in nature, as items like scenery or costumes are likely to 

be painted over or altered many times throughout their useable lifetimes. This ephemeral quality 

must be respected, yet there are still means of preserving the information, if not the object, 

through initiatives to document and photograph materials deemed significant-yet not so 

significant as to protect from reuse. 



Local Writing Clubs—These groups should be fairly straightforward, holding mostly 

paper documents and electronic files. There could also be photographs of club activities, 

newsletters, or newspaper clippings.  

Photographic Societies—The holdings of these organizations are generally held by 

members rather than collectively, and they can vary widely. This group will undoubtedly have 

collections of modern photographs and digital images, but they will likely also have older 

photographic forms, such as daguerreotypes, glass plate negatives, tintypes, and albumin prints. 

Those interested in photography could also have items such as early cameras, magic lanterns, 

and modern slide projectors. 

This is but a brief outlining of groups that would likely have an interest in preserving 

their collections for the future. Certainly there are other groups as well that we could target who 

would have an interest in protecting their treasures. Any organization that has an interest in 

history and heritage or in collecting or creating something with potentially historical value could 

be a target for an educational campaign to teach people about preservation. 

 

What Should We Teach? 

 Now that we have identified some of the types of groups it would be beneficial to target 

with educational programs, we need to look at the kinds of information these groups will need to 

know in order to protect their treasures. Initiatives such as ALA’s annual National Preservation 

Week
1
 have provided opportunities and motivation for preservation professionals to go out of 

their normal sphere of influence to talk to community groups about preservation. When giving 

these presentations, I begin by leading a discussion about common sources of damage for many 

items and then follow that up with ways to counteract and prevent future damage. I do not 
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advocate that people attempt to repair any damaged item, since oftentimes these efforts, when 

not performed by a professional, will lead to further damage. 

 Before starting a conversation about preservation for people not trained in this field, I 

find it helpful to clarify some of the terms at the heart of preservation. 

 Preservation—Measures taken to maintain a collection or an item in its current condition 

and to prevent any further deterioration. Given that the expected audience for these 

presentations will be untrained in appropriate repair techniques, this definition should not 

be broadened to include invasive measures. The focus is on climate control, proper 

storage, and handling. 

 Conservation—Measures taken to restore or repair materials. This should only be 

undertaken by a trained professional. 

 Acid-free—Materials that have a neutral or alkaline pH, 7 or higher on the pH scale. 

 Lignin—Lignin is a natural substance found in wood pulp that contributes to the break-

down of paper and board fibers. Storage materials should be both acid-free and lignin-

free. 

 Archival Quality—This term is unregulated. Some materials marketed as archival quality 

may not be safe for your collections. Be wary of supplies that do not contain the terms 

acid free and lignin free. 

 Buffered—This indicates that an alkaline buffer has been added to the materials to help 

neutralize acids released by the objects they house. Buffered materials are generally a 

good choice for storage; however, be aware that some items can be damaged by the 

alkaline buffer. 



 Unbuffered—This indicates that no alkaline buffer has been added to the materials. These 

items can absorb acidity over time. Unbuffered boxes and papers are preferred for some 

textiles as well as for certain older photographs, as these can be damaged by alkaline 

buffers. 

 Photo Activity Test
2
 (PAT)—Items used to house photographs should state that they have 

passed the PAT, which indicates that these materials have been tested by the Image 

Permanence Institute
3
 and were found safe for long-term use with photographic materials. 

 

Common Sources of Damage 

 Light—Items allowed exposure to light will often suffer from light damage observed as 

fading or discoloration. In addition to this, there can also be structural damage not easily seen 

that is caused by a combination of the light and its accompanying heat. The harmful effects of 

ultraviolet rays in natural and artificial lighting can be minimized through the use of special 

filters that can cover windows and light bulbs. Light damage is irreversible. 

 Particulates and Dust—These are not merely unsightly; they are also abrasive, conducive 

to mold growth, and can form a mildly acidic solution when they combine with humidity in the 

air. This acidity may be absorbed by your materials, leading to discoloration and embrittlement. 

Be wary of using feather dusters to clean, as these can scratch valuables and are generally 

ineffective cleaning tools. A soft cloth will be a safer option for dusting valuables. 

 Humidity—Humidity is especially problematic for collections. High relative humidity 

encourages pest infestations and aids in mold growth; low relative humidity can lead to 

embrittlement. Fluctuating humidity is associated with accelerated aging, as the varying levels of 

                                                           
2
 https://www.imagepermanenceinstitute.org/testing/pat 

3
 https://www.imagepermanenceinstitute.org/ 



moisture held within the objects will cause materials to expand and contract, which increases the 

risk of damage. This risk is elevated when multi-media materials are involved, since different 

materials will expand and contract at different rates. 

 Temperature—Elevated temperatures accelerate the aging process of the items in our 

care. Lower temperatures are better for the long-term health of collections. Fluctuations in 

temperature are problematic because temperature is directly related to relative humidity. It is 

difficult to maintain a stable relative humidity level when temperatures are fluctuating. 

 Pests—Most of our collections of importance to local history are organic in nature. 

Insects love the organic materials found in books and textiles, and some types will lay their eggs 

in these materials. When the larvae hatch, they will eat their way through these materials until 

they reach adulthood. Rodents, another common pest, can damage your collections, but they are 

also an indication that you may have an insect problem as well. Rodent and insect droppings can 

stain your materials. 

 Water—With almost any major disaster or minor emergency, water will nearly always be 

involved at some point. Water will cause porous materials to expand and can lead to warping, 

curling, fading, softening, ink migration, and the separation of materials into multiple layers, as 

with photographs. Items which are not dried thoroughly or quickly can become a host for mold. 

 “Inherent Vice”— These are naturally-occurring qualities that cause items to change or 

break down over time. Properties such as acidity found in wood pulp papers or the instability of 

dyes used to create color photographs are examples of inherent vices. Some of these effects can 

be slowed through proper climate control. 

 

Ways to Counteract and Prevent Damage 



Climate Control—Maintaining a steady and acceptable temperature and relative humidity 

is essential to the long-term preservation of any collection. Fluctuating temperature and humidity 

are closely associated with accelerated aging of and increased damage to materials. The 

American Institute for Conservation website
4
 provides information about ideal temperatures and 

relative humidity levels for a variety of materials. 

Proper Storage—Storage materials should be constructed from acid- and lignin-free 

materials. If you are housing photographs, these materials should also have passed the 

Photographic Activity Test. It is important to do a little research into your items before deciding 

between buffered and unbuffered storage materials. Storage boxes should be close in size to the 

pieces being stored, and items should be stored with like materials as well as with materials of 

similar size. Ideal storage spaces will be cool, dry, dark, and elevated at least a few inches above 

the floor to mitigate the risk of water damage and to discourage pests. You should not store 

valuable or important items in basements, garages, or attics, as these areas tend to have greater 

risks for water leaks, pests, and uncontrolled temperature and humidity. 

 Handling—Cotton gloves should be used whenever handling photographs, as oils that 

transfer from hands can cause damage to these materials. You should wash and dry your hands 

well before handling other materials; however, gloves are not usually necessary. Gloved hands 

pose a potential danger to fragile papers and textiles since the glove has the unfortunate effect of 

limiting tactile sensation. This can cause inadvertent roughness by leading you to grip items 

more tightly than necessary. Remove any jewelry and extraneous items and be aware of loose 

clothing when working with materials to reduce the risk of scratching or snagging fragile items. 

 Pottery—Carry with both hands on the main body of the piece, and avoid lifting by 

handles or spouts, as these areas are often the weakest parts of the artwork. 
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 Textiles—These materials will be most fragile when wet. To reduce the possibility of 

creating new rips or tears, you should always support weak textiles when moving them. 

 Photographs—Wear white cotton gloves, and hold photographs only by the edges or 

supported from behind. 

 Paintings—Carry small paintings with one hand on each side of the frame with the 

painting facing your body. Get assistance when moving larger paintings. 

 Documents—Support fragile paper when turning pages or moving documents, and avoid 

folding documents, even if previously folded, as the crease breaks paper fibers and 

creates vulnerabilities. The use of paperclips, staples, and sticky notes also pose dangers 

to paper and should be discouraged. 

 Books—grasp books from the center to remove from shelves. Pulling on the endcaps can 

cause damage to the book’s spine. Do not fold page corners to mark your place, as these 

corners often break away when the paper becomes brittle. Resist the urge to store books 

spine up, as gravity will work against the book structure to pull the text block from its 

covers. 

LOCKSS Theory—LOCKSS
5
, or Lots of Copies Keeps Stuff Safe, is typically associated 

with electronic journals; however, its principles hold true for physical items as well. By making 

duplicates of important materials through photocopying, digitizing, or photographing the items, 

we can store the originals and use the surrogates as access copies. This protects from 

unnecessary handling of the original while still providing access to the information. Duplication 

does not, however, constitute preservation. It is still important to store the originals properly and 

to check them regularly to ensure that pests are not present. 
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Conclusion 

 There are many opportunities throughout our communities to educate people about the 

importance of preservation. By alerting today’s holders of tomorrow’s treasures about common 

threats to their collections, we can raise awareness about common risks and train people 

concerning best practices in preservation. Through these efforts, we can help to mitigate damage 

caused by improper storage or from uninformed, though well-intentioned, attempts at repair. 

These educational efforts will be invaluable as they prolong the useful life of many important 

historical documents and artifacts. This chapter has looked at the “why, who, and what” of 

preservation education. It is up to you to determine the when and where. 
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