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Abstract
When universities closed in March 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, librarians and other information professionals quickly pivoted to providing virtual services and expanded online resources to their users. The librarians, archivists, and curators of the Western History Association (WHA) provided information services not just to patrons of one institution, but to any researcher studying Western American history. These information professionals, from institutions across the United States, quickly produced two webinars and a research guide, providing historians with resources as well as an opportunity to connect during an uncertain time. 

Introduction 
Archives and special collections hold the vital primary source material necessary to historical research, and historians are accustomed to traveling to visit these institutions in person. In the spring of 2020, COVID-19 caused institutions to abruptly close their doors, halting research travel. Anxiety over the inability to continue historical research set in, as it did for many in academia.[endnoteRef:1] The unique effect of the pandemic on historians’ research was even addressed in an American Historical Association statement of August 2020.[endnoteRef:2]  WHA information professionals were made acutely aware of the problem when one member was contacted by an historian colleague who worried that academics, including graduate students, would be unable to do any research, and their academic careers would have to be put on hold. That interaction led the librarian to email his colleagues, the WHA librarians, archivists, and curators’ group, to suggest that “we might have a call here to step forward for our WHA colleagues and friends, and especially for our graduate students, where the prospect of archival and library research in the era of COVID-19 might seem daunting, if not impossible.”[endnoteRef:3] Very soon after his email, the WHA group began planning what could be done to meet researchers’ needs. [1:  Center for Collegiate Mental Health, “Part 3 of 5: Mental Health Impact of COVID-19 on Various Demographic Groups,” accessed July 5, 2023. https://ccmh.psu.edu/index.php?option=com_dailyplanetblog&view=entry&year=2021&month=02&day=15&id=11:part-3-of-5-mental-health-impact-of-covid-19-on-various-demographic-groups; Chronicle of Higher Education, “‘On the Verge of Burnout’: Covid-19’s Impact on Faculty Well-Being and Career Plans,” 2020, https://connect.chronicle.com/rs/931-EKA-218/images/Covid%26FacultyCareerPaths_Fidelity_ResearchBrief_v3%20%281%29.pdf; Xiaomei Wang et al., “Investigating Mental Health of US College Students During the COVID-19 Pandemic: Cross-Sectional Survey Study,” Journal of Medical Internet Research 22, no. 9 (September 17, 2020): e22817, https://doi.org/10.2196/22817; Lisa L. Weyandt et al., “Anxiety, Depression, Impulsivity, and Mindfulness among Higher Education Faculty during COVID-19,” Health Behavior and Policy Review 7, no. 6 (December 1, 2020): 532–45.]  [2:  American Historical Association, “Statement on Historical Research during COVID-19,” Perspectives on History, August 31, 2020, https://www.historians.org/publications-and-directories/perspectives-on-history/september-2020/statement-on-historical-research-during-covid-19.]  [3:  J. Wendel Cox, email message to WHA information professionals, April 30, 2020. ] 


Background
The WHA was founded in 1961 and today has about 1,400 members.[endnoteRef:4] It has an active, if unofficial, group of librarians, archivists, and curators who attend the annual conference.[endnoteRef:5] The group is made up of information professionals from across the country and is fortunate to count among its members people from pre-eminent institutions for the study of the American West, including the Beinecke Library at Yale, the Bancroft Library at Berkeley, and the Huntington Library. There are also members from state universities like Arizona, Oklahoma, South Dakota, Utah, and Wyoming and members from private institutions such as Dartmouth, Southern California, and Stanford. Many of the WHA information professionals hold advanced degrees in history and conduct historical research of their own. Since 2015 the group has held a very well-received graduate student workshop during the annual Western History Association conference in the fall. At the workshop students are grouped together according to topic and then assigned to small groups of the information professionals who provide them individual research suggestions. The workshop is popular with graduate students and highly supported by WHA leadership. It also provides an opportunity for the librarians, archivists, and curators to get to know one another and to share ideas. The group generally meets before the official start of the conference to brainstorm ideas on how to organize and assist the graduate students, based on their previously submitted applications, and then often tours a local special collection or archive. Working together at WHA facilitated a camaraderie among the members of the group, enabling them to work together during a unique time in history.  [4:  Internet Archive Wayback Machine, “Western History Association - About Us,” accessed July 5, 2023, https://web.archive.org/web/20230323075134/http://westernhistory.org; Western History Association, “2023 WHA Ads and Exhibits,” accessed July 5, 2023, https://www.westernhistory.org/event-5151465]  [5:  Although there has been talk of formally organizing as part of WHA, the group has not yet done so.] 


Pandemic Response
The willingness of the WHA group to assist historical researchers exemplifies former ALA president Julius C. Jefferson, Jr.’s designation of librarians as “first restorers” or “second responders,” referring to their ability to meet their communities’ needs and bring them together in the pandemic.[endnoteRef:6]  [6:  American Library Association, “2021 State of America’s Libraries Special Report: COVID-19,” April 2021, https://www.ala.org/news/sites/ala.org.news/files/content/State-of-Americas-Libraries-Report-2021-4-21.pdf.] 


The group’s first Zoom meeting was on May 6th. The historian who first reached out joined the meeting and described the issues being faced, such as dissertations being delayed, tenure clocks continuing to tick, and the need to teach online for the first time. As information professionals who work with primary sources know, research is possible even when the researcher is not physically in an archive. Very early in the pandemic Canadian historians described the lockdown as a time for “research distancing.”[endnoteRef:7] That is, a time for taking advantage of the numerous online resources. Many institutions have excellent digitized collections or at least online finding aids. Even when there isn’t a global pandemic causing facility shut down, it would save researchers time and, potentially, disappointment if they practiced “research distancing” by consulting online collections and aids before appearing at a physical location. Other primary source materials available to the distanced researcher might include digitized newspapers or other periodicals and online books, although such resources may be licensed by libraries for a significant amount of money and are not affordable to all institutions.  [7:  William J. Turkel and Alan MacEachern, “A Time for Research Distancing,” Active History (blog), March 31, 2020, https://activehistory.ca/2020/03/a-time-for-research-distancing/. This term and blog are referenced in an interesting article on conducting library history research, Dominique Daniel, “‘Research Distancing’: Conducting Library History Research Online During a Pandemic,” Libraries: Culture, History & Society 5, no. 2 (July 2021): 230–35. ] 


The WHA group’s experience with the graduate student workshops had shown that many student researchers did not know very much about archival or library research, and although faculty might have years of experience, they might not be aware of the latest digital resources. To address these knowledge gaps, the group decided to create a guide to digital resources and to hold webinars to speak directly with historians. After some discussion, Google Docs was chosen for the guide’s location rather than Springshare’s LibGuides or a webpage hosted on the WHA site. LibGuides are standard in libraries, but a LibGuide would have required one institution to act as a host, putting too much responsibility on any individual. Posting the guide on the WHA website would have provided visibility and perhaps more authority, but that option would have required too much back and forth with the WHA’s webmaster. Speed of distribution was the primary concern. With Google Docs, everyone could contribute to guide creation, and the guide could quickly and easily be shared. After the first Zoom meeting, two librarians began working on the guide, listing digital resources and institutions with collections relevant to Western American historical research. Once preliminary information was input, other librarians, archivists, or curators began fleshing out the guide before two members of the group fine-tuned it. 

As of this writing, the guide, “A Preliminary Guide to Online Resources and Western History Research Collections,” is still available. Its focus is institutions in the United States, excluding museums. The introduction to the guide acknowledges that any schema can be arbitrary and states that resources are grouped by shared characteristics. The first two categories of material are national aggregators such as ArchiveGrid and HathiTrust, and Western regional collaborations, including Archives West and Calisphere. They are followed by individual institutions, including government-sponsored collections such as the Library of Congress Digital Collections, independent research libraries, and academic research libraries. Wherever possible, entries for each institution contain links to resources, contact information, and the state of physical access to facilities. The guide’s introduction includes a statement about information professionals being ready to assist researchers. One result of the Zoom meetings was widespread agreement that everyone was willing to assist all researchers in whatever way possible during the shutdown. The group did not want institutional affiliations to be a barrier. The collegial nature of the group, strengthened during the graduate student workshops, facilitated this desire to share resources.

Unlike LibGuides, Google Docs offers no way of discerning usage statistics, so while a great deal of effort went into producing the tool, there is no usage data. Despite good intentions to keep the guide updated, it is dated June 17, 2020, and there have been no revisions, primarily because once society got back to a “new normal” in fall 2020, regular job duties, performed in an ongoing pandemic, got in the way of efforts to be “first restorers” for the whole community of Western American historians. Were the WHA information professionals’ group a formal section of WHA, like sections of the American Library Association, perhaps the guide could have been sustained, developed, and made part of the yearly workshop for graduate students. 

While everyone had experience with research guides, hosting webinars was a new endeavor. Even though the spring and summer of 2020 was early in the pandemic, other information professionals were already hard at work providing examples of best practices. One such group was the Teaching with Primary Sources Collective, which is “self-selected and often work[s] in fields such as archives, libraries, education, and museums.”[endnoteRef:8] The Collective sponsored many “Community Calls” that could be models for the WHA webinars.[endnoteRef:9] The Collective’s online events were on various topics relevant to information professionals at all levels who teach with primary source material, and some in the WHA group had attended them.  [8:  “What Is the TPS Collective? – TPS Collective,” accessed July 5, 2023, https://tpscollective.org/what-is-the-tps-collective/.]  [9:  “Community Calls – TPS Collective,” accessed July 5, 2023, https://tpscollective.org/category/events-and-opportunities/community-calls/.] 


For the first webinar the group decided to give an overview of the major national-level tools from the research guide. Zoom was the medium of choice, with Dartmouth hosting. “Research in the Era of COVID-19: Archives, Libraries, and the Study of the West,” was held from 4:00-5:30 pm, eastern daylight time, on June 17, 2020. There were 382 registrants, and 257 attendees, with 332 subsequent views of the recording as of December 1, 2020. Most participants were from the United States, but Canada, Mexico, Germany, Italy, and Nigeria were also represented. Four members gave six presentations on ArchiveGrid; the National Archives and Records Administration’s catalog, Guide to Federal Records, and National Historical Publications & Records Commission’s directory of digital resources; the Library of Congress Digital Collections; the Digital Public Library of America; and HathiTrust. Members had been assigned to answer chat and Q&A messages on Zoom, but there were so many questions that WHA members in the audience jumped in to help answer them. Most slides are still available on Google docs and the presentation is on Panopto.  

Presentations were to be brief, six minutes each, to leave ample time for questions. As with many online events, however, there were technical difficulties causing presentations to go overtime. Some presenters had connectivity issues and others forgot to unmute, but the main problem was difficulty sharing screens and live internet searches. Despite these issues there was still time for excellent questions from the audience. Again, the anxiety over lost research time was evident with questions such as, “what would happen to grants and fellowships from libraries?” and “what if the material needed isn’t digitized?” Another question addressed differing institutional availability for databases such as HathiTrust. Those who answered were realistic. Grants wouldn’t be available that summer, in most cases. Respondents also encouraged researchers to let institutions know what materials should be digitized and to advocate for more digitization. Institutional differences were acknowledged, and researchers were encouraged to contact curators and librarians directly, in addition to reaching out to local librarians for advice on possible alternatives. 

For the second webinar, rather than trying to pick and choose more resources from the guide, historian Dr. Gordon H. Chang of Stanford was invited to speak on his noted digital humanities initiative, the Chinese Railroad Workers in North America Project. His work provides a great model of what can be done online. “Research in the Era of COVID-19 II: Archives, Libraries, and the Study of the West,” was held August 12, 2020, from 4:30-6:00 pm, eastern daylight time. There were 242 registrants and 136 attendees, with 110 subsequent views (as of December 1, 2020). Again, most participants were from the United States, but Canada, Mexico, Germany, the United Kingdom, and Poland were also represented. Some slides are still available on Google docs and the presentation is on Panopto.  

Dr. Chang spoke about his methodology, which was to use digital humanities and a multi-disciplinary team to recover the history of Chinese railroad workers. He walked the audience through the project’s website, originally built for team communication but that became a public facing presentation and educational site. Chang spoke of the opportunity that digital technologies as resources presented for his team when traditional paper resources were lacking. Examples he gave included the digitization (and magnification) of payroll records and the photography and digitization of material objects that had been found by archeologists. Finally, he mentioned that the technology allowed the team’s findings to be presented in new ways, such as interactive maps that are not possible in a traditional monograph. 

In addition to Chang’s presentation, WHA information professionals gave presentations, two on indigenous oral history collections and one on the importance of starting with a researcher’s home institution. Most of the audience’s questions were to Dr. Chang about his fascinating and encouraging presentation, which although mostly completed before the pandemic, gave researchers an idea of the opportunities presented by digital resources and digital technologies. A comment from an audience member summed up what many, including WHA information professionals, likely felt: “These two webinars have been awesome, and a connection that I needed during these Covid-19 days . . . like so many, I feel so very isolated from my awesome colleagues.”[endnoteRef:10] 
 [10:  “Research in the Era of COVID-19 II: Archives, Libraries, and the Study of the West,” accessed July 5, 2023, https://dartmouth.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=23b5ad25-425f-421b-a9b2-acd0005d78cb.] 

As with the intention to keep the guide updated, the group’s original intent was to present more webinars throughout the pandemic. The realities of working from home or in person during a pandemic created its own stress, with information professionals needing to turn their attention back to home institutions. Even with just two webinars, the group realized the potential of the medium, so that when the WHA’s annual meeting was moved online that fall, it was easy to pivot to an online graduate student workshop.

Conclusion
In sum, the WHA librarians, archivists, and curators came together quickly in summer 2020 and were part of the original wave of “first restorers.” The collaborative effort to quickly produce a research guide and two webinars gave researchers of the American West some hope about lost research time. Online historical research may never be fully adequate for some projects, but a great deal can still be accomplished. The guest speaker, Dr. Chang, gave real world evidence of a renowned scholar successfully using digital methods. Perhaps some researchers were able to spend more time with digital sources and truly explore them, and perhaps some were inspired to think of digital materials in a different way. 

Having worked collaboratively in person, within a professional organization, allowed the group to successfully host the webinars and research guide. It fostered the sense of collaboration and cooperation that enabled professionals to put aside institutional limitations for the greater good. The shared experience helped professionals understand how other institutions were responding to the pandemic and provided much needed moral support as well as a sense of fellowship. The work put into the group’s COVID-19 response also allowed individuals to connect with colleagues during a frightening event that had not been experienced in a century. While the hope is that another pandemic will not occur for a very long time, the experience of the volunteer group of WHA librarians, archivists, and curators demonstrates that information professionals can come together and successfully respond to a crisis. 

