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“Mobile Digitization for Rural Community Archives” 

 

     Introduction, goal and vision for the project 

In recent years, archivists have identified the need and desire to capture community archives with the 

twin goals of providing community members with tools and techniques to engage with their collections, 

as well as equipping archivists with connections, tools, and techniques to use in their communities. One 

potential avenue we wish to explore is a mobile maker space and digitization lab that will allow us to 

reach out to rural communities and digitize their material, making such material widely available while 

keeping the archive in the community. This is a pilot project that would allow us to work with tribal 

colleges and communities in Nebraska. 

While mobile digitization and maker spaces have been done in the past, notably Baltimore’s Open 
Works, California’s SparkTruck, Boston’s UpTruck, New York City’s Culture in Transit, and Atlanta’s 
STE(A)M Truck, we offer an alternative approach to these largely urban-based initiatives. Mobile spaces 
have generally targeted the cities and urban centers in which they were launched. UNO currently has a 
robust Native Studies and History program with deep roots within the community. We also house the 
American Indian Digital History Project, an initiative to share important Tribal community archives. Our 
initiative seeks to go beyond the urban area of Omaha and Council Bluffs to connect with community 
archives in rural and tribal communities to capture their rich history and preserve it and make it 
accessible to all. Combined with the University of Nebraska at Omaha’s core mission of community 
engagement, developing a mobile maker and digitization lab would help us in fulfilling our mission as a 
university.  
 
This outreach is happening at a particularly important moment. Commentators in the wake of the 2016 
election have pointed to an urban/rural divide1, a long perceived issue in American history. As a 
metropolitan research university, UNO Libraries believes a core facet of its mission is reaching out to 
tribal communities in our region to connect with their histories and tell their stories. By doing so, we 
offer a way for rural communities to use their archives and provide those archives more widely within 
and without.  
 
This project will help us to:  

- explore how to provide access to community-made archives  
- provide a model for community engagement and involvement in public digital humanities work, 

specifically around community archival, curatorial, and participatory work  
- employ innovative technologies to enable digital participation  

                                                           
1 Emily Badger, Quoctrung Bui, and Adam Pearce, “The Election Highlighted a Growing Rural-Urban Split,” New 
York Times, November 11, 2016. 
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The UNO Team 

 
 
The core team includes: Dr. Jason A. Heppler (Digital Engagement Librarian, University of Nebraska at 
Omaha) Joyce Neujahr (Director, Patron Service, University of Nebraska at Omaha) Drew Roberts 
(Creative Production Lab Assistant, University of Nebraska at Omaha) Amy Schindler (Director, Archives 
and Special Collections, University of Nebraska at Omaha) and one or two student workers to be 
identified in a later phase of the project.   
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The Project Phases 

Phase 1  
Meet with humanities scholars, library and museum professionals, and digital media 
specialists in Omaha to discuss the project’s goals, identify  which communities to 
reach out to and collaborate with, discuss the potential benefits and drawbacks to 
collecting user-generated content, and discuss the needs of the project including 
potential types of content, assessment of technology, and best practices. 

  

Phase 2 Take our plan to community leaders, meet with tribal communities and talk about 
our University and plan to capture this type of cultural heritage material. Build trust. 

  
Phase 3 Begin working in the community with the mobile lab; digitize and scan objects. Work 

will include creating metadata for objects, digitization of material, capturing 
community knowledge and/or oral histories, and building relationships.  

  
  

Phase 4 Take the digitized material and upload it to the project site. Notify community 
leaders and the public that the material can be accessed. Provide digital copies of 
material to participants (CDs, thumb drives, or downloads from Box). 

 
 

Accomplishments 
The project to date has a lot of community support. After attending many community meetings and 
events, people recognize the staff at the University Library. People trust that we will properly handle 
and care for their materials and furthermore accurately describe their cultural heritage past and 
preserve their stories. The University of Nebraska at Omaha has also provided a matching grant that 
gave the project additional funding to ensure its financial commitment to completion. The funds from 
the LYRASIS Catalyst Fund and UNO has allowed us to be more creative with our outreach, marketing, 
and with the equipment for the project by freeing us to think broadly about out-of-the-box ideas that 
otherwise could’ve been stunted. The grant allowed us to envision this project despite its long 
timeframe. Knowing the funding was available for travel and student workers gave us a freedom from 
uncertainty that might’ve otherwise accompanied our planning and logistics. 
 
We have built two very strong relationships with possible future collaborators: the Circle of 
Grandmothers and Nebraska City Public Library, who is very interested in modeling or collaborating on a 
simiair digitization project with us to expand into larger areas of Nebraska. Our first mobile digitization 
lab date is set for September 29, 2018, with the Circle of Grandmothers. We will be hosting this first visit 
on campus, however – this has come at the wishes of our community in order to reach Native people 
living in the city. We see this as an important moment, though, as a place to 1) concretely demonstrate 
what we’re trying to do, and 2) help spread the word within a broader network of potential 
collaborators. Building trust continues here, and we see our on-site event as a launching point for future 
collaborations that can begin to fulfill our broader plans for a mobile digitization lab. To that end, our 
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burgeoning collaboration with Nebraska City will be mobile. We plan to have a date set in mid-October 
with the Nebraska City Public Library, whose archives include Arbor Day (which Nebraska City was the 
home of) as well as the only site in the state recognized by the National Park Service as a point on the 
Underground Railroad. We have also had our campus’ Service Learning Academy express interest in the 
project as a potential partner with community members, P-12 educators, and UNO faculty. 
 

Challenges 
There have been a numebr of challenges with getting the mobile lab out into the communities. We knew 
buidling trust was key and this took a lot more time than we estimated. Jason Hepplar and Joyce 
Neujahr attended many community events to build trust and have the community understand the 
process of digitization, preservation, and access. Unfortunately, we had some staff turnover that 
included people that were part of the Mobile Archives team. But we’ve been able to maintain buy-in 
and expectation-setting with library leadership that ensured the project did not succumb.  
 
The greatest challenge wasn’t technical, but social: communication has been the most time-consuming 
aspect of our work so far. My first ever meeting with this community happened in August 2017, and 
after attending at least six community-based meetings and events, many emails and face-to-face 
conversations, and outreach to related organizations and communities, we’ve set our first event on 
September 29, 2018. Setting up these relationships and finding dates that worked well for our 
community’s own schedules was no small task.  
 
Building trust will certainly be our longest and hardest phase. Working with communities that have been 
historically underrepresented or misrepresented takes time. We have had a very long process of 
identifying community partners and building up a repertoire with them -- at least ten months of our 
work so far has been focused on building this trust through attending community meetings, working 
within other networks to meet communities that might work with us, and keeping conversations going. 
This all takes a lot of time, and in our experience, it is not unusual for the community to put things on 
hold -- after all, we are creating new work for them on top of things they are already doing for their local 
communities. That means communication just ceases sometimes, even for weeks at a time. But 
continuing to check in and make yourself a recognizable face goes a long way in building this 
relationship.  
 
As is assuring the community that the work being undertaken here is a partnership, not an extractive 
relationship. These are, after all, community archives that hold great personal and cultural importance 
to the individuals we work with -- and resistance, hesitation, or denial of materials use in our digital 
archive is understandably expected. But this is an important moment for promoting such digital 
partnerships in Indian Country, especially considering previous colonial attempts to "silence" Native 
voices from most archives. In 1995, the anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot identified the archive as a 
principle site where the voice of colonized and subjected peoples have been silenced.2 Over the last 
forty years, scholars have made enormous advances in documenting and interpreting Native history, but 
much of that has remained within scholarly conversations and has not filtered out into public 
consumption and consideration. Our community partners are most excited about representing their 
archives and their history, and Mobile Archives is giving them an outlet to make that happen. 
 
 

                                                           
2 Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995.) 
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What’s next 

We feel we are solidly in Phase 3 where we can kick off our mobile digitzation lab and begin digitization. 

We are sending and posting a Save the Date for our first outing on September 29, 2018 with the Circle of 

Grandmothers in Omaha. One of the important realizations we had in outreach with our community 

partners was their desire to see urban Indians better represented, both in archives but also as a matter 

of local and regional policy. We’ll post fliers within the community to spread the word. We’ll continue to 

attend and speak at communtiy events and talk about our plans for the project and hope to gain more 

interest and partner with others to set more digitization dates. 

We’ll follow up with the Circle of Grandmothers when the materials are ready to be accessed and 
provide them with the option to take digital copies for themselves as a thumb drive or download link 
from Box. The digital files we create through our community engagement find their way into the 
American Indian Digital History Project (aidhp.com), an intiative to digitize important Tribal documents 
and lead new ventures into community archiving. By partnering with Tribal communities, Tribal Colleges, 
Native organizations, libraries, and the general public to digitize primary sources, we are encouraging 
responsible research into Native history and present-day issues through the recovery, sharing, 
preservation, and protection of invaluable material. AIDHP currently provides access to Akwesasne 
Notes published between 1969 and 1984, an important newspaper to the Red Power era, as well as local 
Omaha tribal newsletters. In addition to the material we collect through Mobile Archives, we are 
currently processing a variety of material including oral histories, local newspapers and newsletters, 
photographs, and other Tribal documents deemed acceptable for public use. 

 

 
The homepage of the American Indian Digital History Project (aidhp.com). 

 
There are several potential audiences for distributing the work once completed, not only among LYRASIS 
partners but also academic organizations such as the American Studies Association (ASA), the 
Organization of American Historians (OAH), the American Historical Association (AHA), and the National 
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Council on Public History (NCPH). Community mailing lists such as H-Net can also be used along with 
Facebook and Twitter. Furthermore, the results of the pilot project can be written up for publication in 
any number of journals to share with others interested in pursing similar projects.  
 

Helpful Resources 
Somerville, Mary M. and Dana Echohawk. “Recuerdos Hablados/Memories Spoken: Toward the Co-
Creation of Digital Knowledge with Community Significance,” Library Trends 59:4 (Spring 2011). 
 
Srinivasan, Ramesh, et al. “Digital Museums and Diverse Cultural Knowledges: Moving Past the 
Traditional Catalog,” Information Society 25: 4 (July 2009), doi:10.1080/01972240903028714. 
 
Anderson, J. “Indigenous Knowledge, Intellectual Property, Libraries and Archives: Crises of Access, 
Control and Future Utility.” Australian Academic & Research Libraries, 36:2 (2005), 83–94. 
doi:10.1080/00048623.2005.10721250.  
 
Brown, D., & Nicholas, G. “Protecting Indigenous Cultural Property in the Age of Digital Democracy: 
Institutional and Communal Responses to Canadian First Nations and Maori Heritage Concerns.” Journal 
of Material Culture, 17:3 (2012), 307–324. 
 
Christen, K. “Opening Archives: Respectful Repatriation.” The American Archivist, 74 (Spring/Summer 
2011), 185–210. 
 
Joffrion, Elizabeth and Natalia Fernández. “Collaborations between Tribal and Nontribal Organizations: 
Suggested Best Practices for Sharing Expertise, Cultural Resources, and Knowledge,” The American 
Archivist 78:1 (Spring/Summer 2015). 
 
Nichols, George. “Indigenous Cultural Heritage in the Age of Technological Reproducibility: Towards a 
Postcolonial Ethic of the Public Domain”, Dynamic Fair Dealing: Creating Canadian Cultural Heritage 
Online, edited by R. Coombe, D. Wershler, and M. Zeilinger (pp.213-224) 
 
“Intellectual Property Issues in Heritage Management Part 2: Legal Dimensions, Ethical Considerations, 
and Collaborative Research Practices.” Heritage Management 3.1 (pp.117-147) 
 
Larson, Mary. “Steering Clear of the Rocks: A Look at the Current State of Oral History Ethics in the 
Digital Age.” Oral History Review 40:1 (2013): 36–49. 

 

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/433362
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/433362
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01972240903028714
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01972240903028714
http://digitalnais.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Indigenous-Knowledge-Intellectual-Property-Libraries-and-Archives-Crises-of-Access-Control-and-Future-Utility.pdf
http://digitalnais.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Indigenous-Knowledge-Intellectual-Property-Libraries-and-Archives-Crises-of-Access-Control-and-Future-Utility.pdf
http://digitalnais.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Journal-of-Material-Culture-2012-Brown-307-24.pdf
http://digitalnais.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Journal-of-Material-Culture-2012-Brown-307-24.pdf
http://digitalnais.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/Kimberly_Opening_Archives.pdf
http://americanarchivist.org/doi/abs/10.17723/0360-9081.78.1.192?code=same-site
http://americanarchivist.org/doi/abs/10.17723/0360-9081.78.1.192?code=same-site
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2463899
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2463899
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/507841/pdf
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/507841/pdf
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Materials 

In the next couple of pages, you will find some examples of our marketing materials for the project. 
 

 
Post card 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

An early flier to publicize the project from 
when we hosted an Archives open house on 
campus.

 
 

  

 

 LIBRARY.UNOMAHA.EDU 

  

 UNO LIBRARIES 

MOBILE DIGITIZATION FOR COMMUNITY ARCHIVES 

TRIBAL PARTNERS RURAL COMMUNITIES 

In our pilot year with the Mobile Archives project, we are 

working with tribal partners in Omaha to identify 

communities we will work with and identify primary 

sources that are appropriate for sharing with the general 

public. 

 

The mobile archives project is paired with the American 

Indian Digital History Project, which seeks to partner with 

Native Nations and Indigenous communities to digitize 

and make available key primary sources in American 

Indian history. AIDHP will make sources free, 

searchable, and accessible to the greater public while 

promoting the recovery, sharing, preservation, and 

protection of Tribal sources.  

 

Want to get involved? Let us know about communities 

you think would be interested in working with us! Please 

get in touch with Dr. Jason Heppler, Digital Engagement 

Librarian, jheppler@unomaha.edu, 402-554-5879. 

 

 

The Mobile Archives will be reaching out to communities 

beyond the Omaha and Council Bluffs area to work with 

local archives and collections. Combined with the 

University of Nebraska at Omaha’s core mission of 

community engagement, we are exploring ways of 

providing access to community-made archives, 

demonstrating a model for community engagement and 

public humanities, and employing innovative technology 

to enable digital participation.   

In recent years, archivists have identified the need and desire to capture community archives with the goal of providing 

community members with tools to engage with their collections as well as equip archivists with connections, tools, and 

techniques to use in their communities. UNO Libraries is pioneering the use of a mobile digitization lab and maker 

space to work with rural communities and Tribal partners in Nebraska to collect a range of material including 

newspapers, Tribal government documents, correspondence, objects, and memorabilia. 

PILOT YEAR 

In the pilot year of the project, we will be renting an RV 

with digitization and maker-space equipment to embed 

ourselves for two to three days in a community. We will 

also be hiring students to help with the project, giving 

them valuable experience in community engagement 

and digital humanities. 

Photo: Ben Christen, CC BY-NC 2.0 
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Introductory Powerpoint
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Save the date flier 

 


