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This workbook was written for frontline and community-based organizations who
might already have a lot of material that is part of their day-to-day work, but
would like some help thinking about what to do with it.

Introduction

A frontline community-based
organization is a local, state, or
Indigenous nonprofit organization,
unincorporated group, or small for-
profit business that represents
and/or supports a specific frontline
community and its residents and
stakeholders. Frontline CBOs also
represent or serve a particular
population from many communities
and geographic areas, but which face
shared experiences of environmental
injustice and climate challenges.
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Who is this workbook for?

What is the goal of this workbook?
We hope to encourage you to value the work
you do, either as a community organizer or
frontline organizer, and to see that the story of
your community and your place is something
that is worth saving for future generations and
so that others can listen and learn from your
experiences.

We also hope that this workbook can help you
think critically about how a practice of
archiving and preservation can be part of
telling the story of your organization and/or
your community. 

This workbook is for you if you know that your
work is important, but you feel like you don’t
have capacity to spend a lot of time thinking
about documenting or preserving your story.
This workbook is also for community
organizers who may not have much “stuff” yet,
but are interested in building out an archive to
preserve or document the stories of their
people and place.

Vernice Miller-Travis speaks at FRI’s 2023 Conceptual
Committee meeting.



Archiving is a practice of collective memory.

Archiving is NOT The same as organizing.

Professional archivists do valuable work to preserve and catalogue materials in a
standardized way, but for the purposes of this document, it’s useful to think about
archiving as a practice that serves you, your organization, and/or your
community. 

If you are in the habit of saving materials and objects that document key parts of
your organization’s or community’s history, congratulations, you are keeping an
archive.

Archiving Does NOT mean you save everything.

What is an archive?
...and why do I need to think about an archive?

Maybe you feel overwhelmed by the idea that you might want or need to create an
“archive.” Perhaps you feel pressure that you need to go from what you have now
to a neatly organized filing cabinet or perfectly arranged bookshelf, and that feels
impossible. Don’t let the fear that you’re not “organized enough” keep you from
maintaining an archive. 

Once you decide to start archiving materials, it can be tempting to try to keep
everything. This is a very human thing to do, particularly when it comes to physical
items that may be strongly associated with a particular memory or time and place.

Part of deciding to maintain an archive is deciding what you have the time and
energy to hold on to and keep track of. Be kind to yourself – don’t hold yourself
accountable for saving everything.
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You Should Own your archive.

You may be approached by researchers, journalists or well-meaning individuals
who may be interested in “helping” you document, preserve, or make your archive
available. You are not obligated to accept their “help”! 

You are allowed to make demands of the people who want to hear your story,
especially if they might benefit from it in some way.
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How do you own your archive?

It is essential to obtain free, prior, and informed consent from anyone who shares stories
with you. Ask contributors how they want their story to be stored and used, and respect
their choices.

Consent forms

Often, the best way to make demands of partners is by controlling and managing their access to your
story through consent forms, access controls, and Memoranda of Understanding.

Maintaining an archive does not necessarily mean everyone must have equal access,
especially if your materials are in a private repository. You can decide what’s available,
when it’s available, and to whom, to protect your community.

Access Controls

You can make demands of the people who want to see your materials. A Memoranda of
Understanding can formalize partnerships with external people or groups, to make sure
everyone understands the goals of working with your archive.

Memoranda of understanding



Your archive is your story.
Reflect: How can archiving be a part of your storytelling?
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What are some important things for young people or future generations in your
community to know about their people and place?

What is important for others outside your community to know about your place,
community and/or organization?

What are some shared experiences or
activities that define your community
and/or organization?

How could you preserve or document
it for someone in the future who may
never experience it firsthand?
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What sorts of stories do elders and/or leaders have to share? What are some
goals you have for talking to elders? What do you hope to learn from them?

How do you want your community and/or organization to be remembered? What
do you want your legacy to look like?

Your answers to these questions will inform the contents of your archive, who has
access to your archive, and how the archive’s contents are shared (or not shared).

keep these answers in mind as you move through this workbook.



What should I do with all this stuff?
Taking inventory of your archive
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First, decide: 

What types of stuff will go in your archive? Start by taking inventory of what you have, and
think about what you’d like to collect in the future.

WHAT to keep

What you do with your stuff will depend on the format (what type of stuff it is) and the content
(what or who the stuff is about, or whose ideas it contains).

How to keep it

Consider who your story is for, and to whom you are accountable when telling your
community’s stories.

Who can see it

How do we decide what to keep?
Begin by taking an inventory. What is already in your archive? Check the boxes if your
organization or community has or uses any of the following:

Photographs
Video recordings

Financial records

Correspondence (letters, emails)

Meeting minutes or notes

Flyers, signage, decorations, swag
buttons, etc.

Media coverage - print/written

Media coverage - video clips or
audio interviews

White papers / reports / original
research

Print Digital

Research data or results
conducted by your organization

Sensitive or protected data (e.g.
SSNs, health data)

Oral histories (audio)

Oral histories (transcripts)

Print Digital

Research data or results from
research conducted/managed by
partners

Other written materials (speeches,
educational materials, brochures)

Other materials not listed:
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What are some items that you do not currently collect or save that could tell an important
story of your community or organization?

Reflect: Deciding what to keep

“I have a hard time deciding what to keep and what to throw away.”
When it comes to archiving, it is very likely that you simply can’t keep everything,
and even if you did, it might not help you tell your organization’s story. 

For example: Imagine if you saved every receipt you ever got from the grocery
store for a year. That archive might tell a very comprehensive story of your
eating habits, but it might take up a lot of space. Now, imagine if you compiled all
of your favorite recipes into a cookbook. That might tell almost the same story as
the grocery receipts, in a way that someone else could more easily understand -
and, on top of that, it would be easier to store!

You may feel that it is important to ‘hold on’ to certain items, ‘just in case.’ You
may feel a sense that you are ‘throwing away memories’ or that the item might
be useful later, and you may regret throwing it away. 

This is normal and common.



Use the space below to reflect on how you can maintain a process of preservation that still
allows for you to let go of items that may not be useful for your archive. What would you need
to do to feel OK about letting those items go?

Reflect: Maintaining a Preservation Process

A few ideas for low-maintenance organization:

Maintain files or boxes organized by year. Every few years, go through old boxes. Make a point
to identify and discard items that no longer have resonance.

Organize by Year

Have someone else go through your archive. Encourage them to find opportunities to make
your collection smaller. Allow them to ask questions about the significance of items.

Get a second pair of eyes.
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How you store things depends on Format and content.

NEXT: How to keep it?

FORMAT (WHAT IS IT)?

Note: All formats benefit from storage in climate-controlled conditions, away
from heat, humidity, and in containers that protect from water or fire damage.

Consider: 
What do you need to do to access its contents? 
What is it made of? 
How can you preserve it for as long as possible?

Content (WHAT IS About)?

Consider: 
Does it contain community knowledge and/or indigenous knowledge
that should be afforded additional protections and/or access
restrictions on use?
Does it contain private information that could (or should) be removed
or destroyed before archiving? 
Does it contain protected information where access should be
controlled or limited, such as research data?
Did everyone who contributed or was part of the item (e.g. a photo or
a video) provide consent or affirmative approval?
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Format: Physical Items

Store all items in a cool, dry, dark place away from sunlight or heat.

Store clean, dry, acid-free paper in flat files (vertical or horizontal).
Copy paper is acid-free; newsprint and magazine clippings are not.
Scan and discard newsprint or magazine clippings, or place individual
sheets between folded sheets of blank copy paper to reduce acid
bleeding.
Remove any paper clips, binder clips, fasteners, or other metal
bindings (staples). If it is important for the papers to be bound together,
use plastic clips. Remove any post-its, scotch tape, or other glues.
Avoid using adhesives to affix items to paper or scrapbooks.

For paper items:

Store in a box or flat file away from sunlight or heat.
If possible, store in archive-quality photo albums or plastic sleeves. 
Avoid using adhesives to stick photos to albums.

For Photographs:

These items will naturally degrade over time. Keep fabrics in climate
controlled conditions, away from sunlight or pest damage (e.g.
moths).

For Fabric and textiles:
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If possible, move files from physical media (CDs, hard drives) to cloud storage.
This ensures that files are backed up and cannot be lost if a hard drive fails.

Download your own copy of a file whenever possible.

Keep in mind that readable file formats can change as technology advances and
older formats can become obsolete. 

When possible, create a copy of your file in a standard format that is
likely to be supported for the foreseeable future (e.g. .txt, .csv). 
Avoid formats that require a software license to access information.

Back up tapes (cassette, VHS, reel to reel) into digital formats (e.g.
DVD, cloud storage) as tape degrades over time.

For Tape Recordings:

Keep in mind that not all items will be archival. Store items you are
unsure about separately from other materials to avoid contamination or
damage.
Consider taking photographs for documentation as an option to “back
up” any items that are not archival.

For All other physical/print items

Format: Digital Items

Consider “depositing” data in external repositories when feasible.
DAtasets

Create a backup by archiving the page at the Wayback Machine or Perma.cc.
Webpages or online articles
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Uoes the item contain community or Indigenous knowledge? If so, what audiences should
this knowledge be shared with? Are there any audiences this knowledge should not be
shared with? 

Reflect: Community and Indigenous Knowledge

Reflect: Deciding How to keep It
Use the boxes and prompts on pages 14-16 to consider the content of your
items.
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Does the item contain private or protected information, such as SSNs or health data? What
about protected data where access should be limited, such as research data?

Reflect: Sensitive and Protected Information

Did everyone who contributed to or was part of the item provide consent or affirmative
approval? If not, is it possible or relevant to get consent?

Reflect: Consent and Approval
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“I feel overwhelmed when I think about organizing!”
Archiving is the practice of preserving your materials for use by others, whether
it’s other folks in your organization, by researchers, or future generations. It is
possible to have an archive that is disorganized, and it is possible to have
organized materials that are never archived. 

Use the space below to reflect on any concerns you have about keeping an archive organized.

Reflect: Organizing

The Stuff does not have to be organized ...
                                                                it just needs to have a place.

Remember: Archivists and librarians are professionals who go through a process
of organizing new collections before they are made available to researchers. It is
very likely that unless your collection is highly organized, it will not necessarily be
stored in an external archive exactly the same way you stored it. So when
thinking about organization, focus on making your archive useful for you.
 14



An ideal “home” for physical stuff is
indoors, in a climate-controlled
space if possible, with low risk of
water and/or fire damage
(elevated off floor, in sealed
containers), and low risk of
damage from pests (stored away
from food, clean, dry)
 

Organize files by year, quarter, or month. Once the year, quarter, etc is
over, start a new folder.
Organize files by type. e.g. all reports together, all photos together.
Use key words in digital filenames to make them easily searchable
(e.g. New Orleans Convening 2025.jpg)

A few ideas for “low maintenance” organization

Consider: Storage Options
Any of the following options can be used to store physical items for long-term
preservation. Which could work for you?

A set of binders
A stack of cardboard boxes (stored off the floor)
Stackable plastic containers/totes
A vertical filing cabinet
A flat file cabinet
A bookshelf or set of storage shelves
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Committee meeting.



Describe how you’d like to store your physical or print materials. What is possible now? What
could be a long-term plan for the future?

Reflect: Physical and Print Materials

How are you currently storing physical or print materials? What is working, and what would
you like to change?

Reflect: Physical and Print Materials
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Reflect: Deciding How to keep It (Part 2)
Use the boxes and prompts on pages 18-20 to consider how you’d like to store
your items, based on what is feasible to you. Remember: focus on making
your archive useful to you.



Describe how you’d like to store your digital items. What is possible now? What could be a
long-term plan for the future?

Reflect: Digital File Storage

How are digital files currently stored? Who has access to those files?

Reflect: Digital Files and Access
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Take a moment to reflect on what has worked (and hasn’t worked) for you in the past. How
can you make your archive work for you?

Reflect: What has worked in the past?
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NEXT: Who can see it?

In this section, you’ll consider a fundamental question to your
archiving process: Who is this archive for? 

How are digital files currently stored? Who has access to those files?

Reflect: Who is this archive for?

Determining the audience, purpose, and overall goals for your archive will help
guide your decisionmaking around who has access to the information. It’s also
important to determine which stories shouldn’t be told, like those that include
sensitive information as identified in the last section. Remember, this archive
should work for you and your goals. 
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How would you like to work with outside researchers? What would it look like for researchers
to be accountable to the community?

Reflect: Working with outside Researchers

Who benefits from making this archive available? Ideally, who should benefit from this
archive being available?

Reflect: Who benefits? 

20



Are there examples where it might be preferable not to preserve certain items or types of
data in your archive? What items, and why?

Reflect: Deciding when Not to archive
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Archiving as you go
Because you’re too busy doing the work!
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Label it
Include key words in digital file
names or label folders clearly

Remove it
Remove items that are not

archival

Leave a Note
Remind yourself why you are

keeping this item

Back it Up
If time, create an extra copy or

backup in a different format

You don’t have to plan everything up-front, nor do you have to set
aside substantial time to build your archive. For busy organizations,
it’s great practice to archive as you go. As important items,
documents, and stories come up in your work, you can add them to
your physical or digital archive. 

Archiving as you go: A four-step cycle
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Step 1: Label it

Label and store the file in a way that will help you find it later.
For digital files, include the title or name of the document, and possibly the date or
year in the filename, so you can search for it easily. 

 For paper files, consider placing the file in a folder or container that has a label
describing the contents (e.g. FY 2025, Published Reports).

Remove anything that is not archival before putting files in long-term storage.
Remove any paper clips, binder clips, or other metal bindings (staples). 

Remove any post-its, scotch tape, or other tape or glues.

Scan and make copies of newsprint or magazine clippings (discard originals), or
place individual sheets between sheets of blank copy paper to reduce acid bleed.

Take a moment to leave yourself a note to remind yourself and others why you kept
it or why it is important to your organization’s story.

For print documents, if possible, make notes in pencil. Post-it notes, pens, and
highlighters can degrade paper. 

For digital documents, add a note in the filename, file metadata, or the document
itself with some background information, or create a text file that provides context.

For photographs, add captions to identify who is in the photo. For digital photos, add
this information in the filename or metadata. 

For print photos, write on the back only with pencil or acid-free ink.
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Step 2: Remove it

Step 3: Leave a Note

Step 4: Back it up

If you have time, create at least ONE backup copy.
For digital files, consider printing the file or saving it in multiple places or formats.

For print files, consider scanning the file or printing an extra copy.

Create and save permalinks to web pages. Two options: The Internet Archive’s Wayback
Machine, a long-running project to archive the internet since 1996, or Perma.cc, a newer
permalink site designed for libraries and courts.

https://web.archive.org/
https://web.archive.org/
https://perma.cc/
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Your archive should work for you, your organization, and your
community’s legacy. We hope this approach to archiving supports your
storytelling journey! 

Conclusion

Remember: Your archive is your story.

From 2025-2026, the Research and
Engagement team at the Museum of Life and
Science supported a cohort of FRI Narrative
Sovereignty and Story Justice grantees through
tailored technical assistance and support on
storytelling projects, one of which was this
workbook. During initial conversations with
grantees and other community partners, the
Museum team recognized that frontline
organizations needed a practical, step-by-step
guide that would allow them to preserve their
story without distracting from their ability to do
frontline work. The Museum team drew on their
collective years of experience in oral history,
science communication and  community 

About this workbook

engagement to develop the first version of this workbook, which was shared with grantees at
an in-person convening of the grantees in New Orleans, Louisiana. 

Ashton Merck presents the first version of the Your Archive is Your Story
Workbook at FRI’s 2025 Grantee Convening in New Orleans, Louisiana.
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OHA Principles and Best Practices 
OHA Social Justice Oral History Work Guidelines 
OHA Independent Practitioners Toolkit for Oral Historians 
UK Oral History Society’s Mapping Environmental and Climate Crisis
Oral History Projects Worldwide 
Environmental Justice Oral History Project

more resources on archiving and oral history:

https://oralhistory.org/principles-and-best-practices-revised-2018/
https://oralhistory.org/guidelines-for-social-justice-oral-history-work/
https://oralhistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Independent_Practitioners_Toolkit_for_Oral_Historians_2020-2021.pdf
https://ohs.org.uk/environment/map/
https://ohs.org.uk/environment/map/
https://ejohp.com/
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	Introduction
	Who is this workbook for?
	This workbook was written for frontline and community-based organizations who might already have a lot of material that is part of their day-to-day work, but would like some help thinking about what to do with it.
	This workbook is for you if you know that your work is important, but you feel like you don’t have capacity to spend a lot of time thinking about documenting or preserving your story. This workbook is also for community organizers who may not have much “stuff” yet, but are interested in building out an archive to preserve or document the stories of their people and place.
	A frontline community-based organization is a local, state, or Indigenous nonprofit organization, unincorporated group, or small for-profit business that represents and/or supports a specific frontline community and its residents and stakeholders. Frontline CBOs also represent or serve a particular population from many communities and geographic areas, but which face shared experiences of environmental injustice and climate challenges.


	What is the goal of this workbook?
	We hope to encourage you to value the work you do, either as a community organizer or frontline organizer, and to see that the story of your community and your place is something that is worth saving for future generations and so that others can listen and learn from your experiences.
	We also hope that this workbook can help you think critically about how a practice of archiving and preservation can be part of telling the story of your organization and/or your community.


	What is an archive?
	...and why do I need to think about an archive?
	Archiving is a practice of collective memory.
	Archiving is NOT The same as organizing.
	Archiving Does NOT mean you save everything.

	You Should Own your archive.
	You may be approached by researchers, journalists or well-meaning individuals who may be interested in “helping” you document, preserve, or make your archive available. You are not obligated to accept their “help”!
	You are allowed to make demands of the people who want to hear your story, especially if they might benefit from it in some way.


	How do you own your archive?
	Consent forms
	Access Controls
	Memoranda of understanding

	Your archive is your story.
	Reflect: How can archiving be a part of your storytelling?

	Your answers to these questions will inform the contents of your archive, who has access to your archive, and how the archive’s contents are shared (or not shared). keep these answers in mind as you move through this workbook.
	What should I do with all this stuff?
	Taking inventory of your archive
	First, decide:
	WHAT to keep
	What types of stuff will go in your archive? Start by taking inventory of what you have, and think about what you’d like to collect in the future.

	How to keep it
	What you do with your stuff will depend on the format (what type of stuff it is) and the content (what or who the stuff is about, or whose ideas it contains).

	Who can see it
	Consider who your story is for, and to whom you are accountable when telling your community’s stories.
	Begin by taking an inventory. What is already in your archive? Check the boxes if your organization or community has or uses any of the following:
	Research data or results conducted by your organization
	Research data or results from research conducted/managed by partners
	Sensitive or protected data (e.g. SSNs, health data)
	Other written materials (speeches, educational materials, brochures)

	How do we decide what to keep?
	Photographs
	Video recordings
	Financial records
	Correspondence (letters, emails)
	Meeting minutes or notes
	Flyers, signage, decorations, swag
	buttons, etc.
	Oral histories (audio)
	Media coverage - print/written
	Oral histories (transcripts)
	Media coverage - video clips or
	audio interviews
	Other materials not listed:
	White papers / reports / original
	research


	Reflect: Deciding what to keep

	“I have a hard time deciding what to keep and what to throw away.”
	When it comes to archiving, it is very likely that you simply can’t keep everything, and even if you did, it might not help you tell your organization’s story.
	For example: Imagine if you saved every receipt you ever got from the grocery store for a year. That archive might tell a very comprehensive story of your eating habits, but it might take up a lot of space. Now, imagine if you compiled all of your favorite recipes into a cookbook. That might tell almost the same story as the grocery receipts, in a way that someone else could more easily understand - and, on top of that, it would be easier to store!
	You may feel that it is important to ‘hold on’ to certain items, ‘just in case.’ You may feel a sense that you are ‘throwing away memories’ or that the item might be useful later, and you may regret throwing it away.
	This is normal and common.

	A few ideas for low-maintenance organization:
	Organize by Year
	Get a second pair of eyes.
	Reflect: Maintaining a Preservation Process
	NEXT: How to keep it?
	How you store things depends on Format and content.


	FORMAT (WHAT IS IT)?
	Consider:
	Content (WHAT IS About)?
	Consider:


	Format: Physical Items
	Store all items in a cool, dry, dark place away from sunlight or heat.
	For paper items:
	For Photographs:
	For Fabric and textiles:

	For Tape Recordings:
	Back up tapes (cassette, VHS, reel to reel) into digital formats (e.g. DVD, cloud storage) as tape degrades over time.

	For All other physical/print items
	Keep in mind that not all items will be archival. Store items you are unsure about separately from other materials to avoid contamination or damage.
	Consider taking photographs for documentation as an option to “back up” any items that are not archival.


	Format: Digital Items
	If possible, move files from physical media (CDs, hard drives) to cloud storage. This ensures that files are backed up and cannot be lost if a hard drive fails.
	Download your own copy of a file whenever possible.
	Keep in mind that readable file formats can change as technology advances and older formats can become obsolete.
	When possible, create a copy of your file in a standard format that is likely to be supported for the foreseeable future (e.g. .txt, .csv).
	Avoid formats that require a software license to access information.
	DAtasets
	Webpages or online articles

	Reflect: Deciding How to keep It
	Use the boxes and prompts on pages 14-16 to consider the content of your items.
	Reflect: Community and Indigenous Knowledge

	Reflect: Consent and Approval
	Reflect: Sensitive and Protected Information
	“I feel overwhelmed when I think about organizing!”
	Archiving is the practice of preserving your materials for use by others, whether it’s other folks in your organization, by researchers, or future generations. It is possible to have an archive that is disorganized, and it is possible to have organized materials that are never archived.
	The Stuff does not have to be organized ...
	it just needs to have a place.
	Reflect: Organizing
	Remember: Archivists and librarians are professionals who go through a process of organizing new collections before they are made available to researchers. It is very likely that unless your collection is highly organized, it will not necessarily be stored in an external archive exactly the same way you stored it. So when thinking about organization, focus on making your archive useful for you.


	A few ideas for “low maintenance” organization
	Organize files by year, quarter, or month. Once the year, quarter, etc is over, start a new folder.
	Organize files by type. e.g. all reports together, all photos together.
	Use key words in digital filenames to make them easily searchable (e.g. New Orleans Convening 2025.jpg)
	An ideal “home” for physical stuff is indoors, in a climate-controlled space if possible, with low risk of water and/or fire damage (elevated off floor, in sealed containers), and low risk of damage from pests (stored away from food, clean, dry)
	Any of the following options can be used to store physical items for long-term preservation. Which could work for you?



	Consider: Storage Options
	A set of binders
	A stack of cardboard boxes (stored off the floor)
	Stackable plastic containers/totes
	A vertical filing cabinet
	A flat file cabinet
	A bookshelf or set of storage shelves

	Reflect: Deciding How to keep It (Part 2)
	Use the boxes and prompts on pages 18-20 to consider how you’d like to store your items, based on what is feasible to you. Remember: focus on making your archive useful to you.
	Reflect: Physical and Print Materials
	Reflect: Physical and Print Materials

	Reflect: Digital Files and Access
	Reflect: Digital File Storage
	Reflect: What has worked in the past?
	NEXT: Who can see it?
	In this section, you’ll consider a fundamental question to your archiving process: Who is this archive for?
	Determining the audience, purpose, and overall goals for your archive will help guide your decisionmaking around who has access to the information. It’s also important to determine which stories shouldn’t be told, like those that include sensitive information as identified in the last section. Remember, this archive should work for you and your goals.

	Reflect: Who is this archive for?

	Reflect: Who benefits?
	Reflect: Working with outside Researchers
	Reflect: Deciding when Not to archive
	Archiving as you go
	Because you’re too busy doing the work!
	You don’t have to plan everything up-front, nor do you have to set aside substantial time to build your archive. For busy organizations, it’s great practice to archive as you go. As important items, documents, and stories come up in your work, you can add them to your physical or digital archive.


	Archiving as you go: A four-step cycle
	Label it
	Remove it
	Back it Up
	Leave a Note

	Step 1: Label it
	Label and store the file in a way that will help you find it later.
	Step 2: Remove it
	Remove anything that is not archival before putting files in long-term storage.
	Step 3: Leave a Note
	Take a moment to leave yourself a note to remind yourself and others why you kept it or why it is important to your organization’s story.
	Step 4: Back it up
	If you have time, create at least ONE backup copy.
	Conclusion
	Remember: Your archive is your story.
	Your archive should work for you, your organization, and your community’s legacy. We hope this approach to archiving supports your storytelling journey!
	About this workbook
	more resources on archiving and oral history:
	OHA Principles and Best Practices
	OHA Social Justice Oral History Work Guidelines
	OHA Independent Practitioners Toolkit for Oral Historians
	UK Oral History Society’s Mapping Environmental and Climate Crisis Oral History Projects Worldwide
	Environmental Justice Oral History Project
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