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The State of History in the National Park Service

The National Park Service (NPS) takes care of and interprets some of the most powerful
and instructive historic places in the nation. Millions of Americans each year cultivate a
deeper appreciation of the nation’s past through encounters with historic buildings, land-
scapes, and narratives preserved by the NPS and its constituent agencies and programs.
At two-thirds of the nearly four hundred national park units, history is at the heart of the
visitor experience, and human activity has profoundly shaped them all. History is

central to the work of the Park Service.

In 2008, the Organization of American Historians (OAH) agreed, at the behest of the
NPS chief historian’s office, to undertake a study of “the State of History in the National Park
Service.” Four historians—Anne Mitchell Whisnant (University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill), Marla Miller (University of Massachusetts Amherst), Gary Nash (University of Califor-
nia, Los Angeles), and David Thelen (Indiana University)—were charged with carrying out
this assessment.

Although only about 182 NPS employees carry the job title of “historian” (0170 series),
many more are engaged in the agency’s vast history-related preservation, research, compli-
ance, and interpretive work. Therefore, this study focuses both on what historians do within
NPS, and the larger question of who does history in and for the Park Service.

The centerpiece of our work was an electronic questionnaire sent to over 1,500 members of
NPS’s permanent staff who have some responsibility for history. We received 544 responses,
generating more than 800 single-spaced pages of discursive replies. We also solicited perspectives
and advice from numerous retired and current NPS historians and administrators, including key
leaders at the regional and national levels. We consulted a set of external stakeholders—
historians generally based in colleges and universities who have worked closely with the
agency. Team members visited dozens of parks and conducted seven large-group listening
sessions at annual meetings of the OAH, National Council on Public History (NCPH), and
National Association for Interpretation (NAI). Finally, we combed through OAH-sponsored
site-visit reports, NPS administrative histories, and of other previous studies. These strategies
yielded a broad view of the fortunes of NPS history practice in recent decades.

We found that much is going well. Our study identified nearly 150 examples of historical
projects and programs that NPS personnel regard as effective, inspiring models. We ourselves
observed many instances of high-quality scholarship and creative interpretation. More than a
dozen of these successes are profiled herein, as lamps lighting the path ahead.

But we also found that the agency’s ability to manage its sites “unimpaired for the enjoyment
of future generations”—Ilet alone achieve its highest aspirations to become the nation’s largest
outdoor history classroom—has been imperiled by the agency’s weak support for its history
workforce, by agency structures that confine history in isolated silos, by longstanding funding
deficiencies, by often narrow and static conceptions of history’s scope, and by timid interpreta-
tion. As a consequence, one of our survey respondents wrote, history in the NPS is “sporadic,
interrupted, superbly excellent in some instances and vacant in others.”" Our findings describe
many specific aspects of the state of history practice today—an uneven landscape of inspiration
and success amid policies and practices that sometimes inhibit high-quality work.

1 Respondent 10273.



Promises to Keep: Our Vision for an Expansive, Integrated,
and Vital Practice of NPS History

This report urges NPS to recommit to history as one of its core purposes and invest in building
a top-flight program of historical research and interpretation that will foster consistently
effective and integrated historic preservation and robust, place-based visitor engagement with
history. The more central history can be to NPS’s missions and activities, the more relevant
and responsive NPS can be to the needs of American society in the twenty-first century.

In the spirit of the 1963 Leopold Report as well as the landmark 1966 study With Heritage
so Rich, and building upon invigorating new directions in the larger profession of history, we
recommend at the outset a general philosophy for both agency and park history grounded in
these key actions:

* Expand interpretive frames beyond existing physical resources.

* Emphasize connections of parks with the larger histories beyond their boundaries.
* Highlight the effects of human activity on “natural” areas.

* Acknowledge that history is dynamic and always unfinished.

* Recognize the NPS’s own role in shaping every park’s history.

* Attend to the roles of memory and memorialization at historic sites.

e Highlight the open-endedness of the past.

e Forthrightly address conflict and controversy both in and about the past.

*  Welcome contested and evolving understandings of American civic heritage.

e Envision “doing history” as a means of skills development for civic participation.
e Share authority with and take knowledge from the public.

* Better connect with the rest of the history profession and embrace
interdisciplinary collaboration.

Findings and Recommendations

Careful review of the history of history practice in the NPS reveals that many of the
challenges history faces in the agency today result from several defining legacies of the
way the history program has developed over time. These legacies include:

* Anunderemphasis and underfunding of historical work as priorities shifted to natural
resources, law enforcement, and other concerns;

* An artificial separation of cultural resources management from interpretation;

* An artificial separation of natural resources interpretation from cultural and historical
interpretation;

* An overemphasis on mandated compliance activities at the expense of other ways history
can be practiced; and

* A misperception of history as a tightly bounded, single and unchanging “accurate”
story, with one true significance, rather than an ongoing discovery process in which
narratives change over time as generations develop new questions and concerns,
and multiple perspectives are explored.



Findings 1, 2, and 3 describe how these legacies have too often left history without strong,
consistent sources of leadership, fragmented history practice across the agency, divided
what should be the closely linked arenas of history and interpretation, and increasingly
isolated the practice of history in NPS from developments in scholarship, museums, and
schools. These conditions have created administrative inefficiencies and dampened the
agency’s ability to both draw on and contribute to broader scholarly and public conversations.

Findings 4, 5, and 6 address workforce development and funding challenges that have
created a severe dearth of professional history expertise and capacity, both for now and
the future. Meanwhile, findings 7 and 8 explore the current limitations and unexplored
possibilities offered by targeted and thoughtful partnerships and creative uses of technology
to enhance history practice and spread ideas and knowledge. In neither area is NPS presently
mobilizing these strategies to best effect for history.

Finding 9 describes the irony that, despite a palpable reverence for longstanding agency
practices and traditions, NPS has been surprisingly slow to deeply engage its own history.
Findings 10, 11, and 12, meanwhile, discuss specific ways in which historical interpretation
is constrained by inflexible conceptualizations and approaches that do not take maximum
advantage of emerging ideas and methods that are transforming history practice and history-
based civic engagement elsewhere.

This report makes or endorses nearly one hundred recommendations to improve history
practice in the NPS. In some cases, we underscore recommendations made by the National
Academy of Public Administration (NAPA), the National Parks Second Century Commission,
and National Parks Conservation Association (NPCA), whose thorough and impressive
studies yielded many important observations and insights. In many cases, too, we have
adopted and advanced recommendations our NPS informants first proposed.

Among the key recommendations herein, we join NAPA, Second Century, and NPCA
to advocate a concerted effort to invest in adequate staffing and restored funding for history
(recommendations 1.1, 2.2, 3.4, 4.1, 4.2, 6.1). We urge NPS to reopen lines of consistent
connection between history and interpretation in every way possible. This might take the
form of scoping cultural resources studies to include interpretive deliverables, and recon-
figuring interpretive planning to incorporate the findings of historical resource studies
(1.3). We propose formal and informal mechanisms to improve communication and reduce
isolation both within and beyond the agency (3.2, 3.3, 3.5). We suggest that NPS revisit
position qualifications (4.5) and essential competencies (1.4), study the agency’s historical
employment patterns for historians (4.1), distribute historians more widely across the
agency (4.1, 4.6), and take other steps to ensure that additions to the staff are adequately
trained for their work. We urge that existing staff be supported in pursuing necessary,
ongoing professional development (4.2, 4.3, 4.4). We endorse recommendations made by
the Second Century Commission to establish conduits for innovation (3.1), and to strive to
cultivate an ever-more-diverse workforce (5.1, 5.2).

We encourage efforts to maximize synergies with an array of external partners, from
colleges and universities to local community groups (7.1, 7.2), and to harness the power
of technology to facilitate interpretation and conversation, with visitors, peers and partners
(8.1). We recommend ways to make NPS scholarship more widely available, to disseminate
more broadly knowledge cultivated within the agency (8.2-8.5). We describe ways to
engage the agency’s unique history and to improve internal documentation (9.1, 9.3).

With greater attention to the agency’s own history, we envision ways for parks to adopt a
more reflexive posture, interpreting their own pasts and engaging in more challenging and
relevant interpretation with visitors (9.2, 10.1, 10.2). And we suggest several ways in which
historical interpretation can be better connected with wider aims of civic engagement built
upon incorporating multiple perspectives and listening more closely to visitors (11.1-11.3, 12.1).



We make two cross-cutting recommendations to bring together leadership empow-
ered to implement the best and most useful of the suggestions offered here: a History
Leadership Council (recommendation 1.2), comprising the agency’s most talented and
influential historians and interpreters; and a History Advisory Board (2.1), compris-
ing the nation’s leading public history professionals from beyond the agency—the most
innovative curators, the most insightful scholars, the most savvy administrators. With
these two bodies providing much-needed leadership, other needs (dissolving internal
barriers and fostering interconnection, better engaging the agency’s own history, and
learning of and from some of the most exciting developments both within and beyond
the agency) should fall more readily into place.

We conclude by enjoining the OAH and the history profession more broadly to em-
brace and enlarge their efforts to support history in the NPS, through expansion of the
partnership that produced this report and through other creative efforts to make common
cause in the interest of rearticulating a reinvigorated public and civic role for national parks-
based history for a new era.






The National Park Service stewards and interprets
historical resources of great power and importance,
such as the Cliff Palace at:Mesa Verde National Park,
Colorado. (Photograph by Ansel Adams, circa 1941,
courtesy National Archives.)




Glacier. Yosemite. The Great Smoky Mountains. The Grand Canyon. When Americans think
of our national parks, these majestic natural landscapes spring quickly to mind. Indeed, the
elements of the National Park Service’s iconic logo—grazing buffalo, snow-capped mountain,
towering pine and distant stream—all cue ideas about nature. But the agency’s logo gathers
these elements within the outlines of an arrowhead, an artifact of the nation’s oldest cultures,
and longest histories. If our National Park Service (NPS) was initially conceived as an effort
to preserve the country’s most scenic landscapes, that enterprise was and remains inextricably
braided with the stewardship of the human stories that it also preserves and protects.

Despite popular perceptions that NPS is first and foremost the steward of spectacular
natural vistas, two-thirds of the system’s nearly four hundred parks exist explicitly to protect
and interpret cultural and historic resources.! At these sites, history is at the heart of the visitor
experience. As visitors gaze at the east room of Independence Hall, where Continental Congress
delegates wrote and signed the Declaration of Independence, troop with rangers over the Get-
tysburg Battlefield, listen to the clattering water-driven looms at the Lowell textile mills, marvel
at ancient cliff-dwellings at Canyon de Chelly, and as they contemplate the barren, high desert
landscape at Manzanar, where ten thousand Japanese Americans spent most of the World War
Il years, visitors encounter the national story as they can nowhere else.

At the same time, through an array of preservation programs (from the National Register
of Historic Places (NRHP) to the Federal Historic Preservation Tax Incentives program) NPS
shapes the everyday landscapes—the main streets, downtowns, and village centers—in which
millions of Americans carry out their daily lives. The NPS is nothing short of the conservator of
our nation’s origins and of its triumphs and struggles: the historic places the agency documents,
preserves, and interprets instruct us on the course of American history and encourage lifelong learning,

By holding many of the places where our American heritage has been forged, the National
Park Service has great potential to make a substantial difference in public historical understand-
ing, education, engagement, and civic discourse. In many places, it already does.

On the ground, however, this great potential is too often hobbled by the agency’s weak
support for its history workforce, by agency structures that confine history in isolated silos
(each with its separate leaders and lines of authority), by uneven and sometimes erratic fund-
ing priorities, by often narrow and static conceptions of history’s scope, and by timid interpre-
tation. When these problems manifest themselves, NPS falls short of its full potential to serve
as keeper and interpreter of the nation’s past.

This report proposes a new vision for history in the NPS—one that is appropriate for the agen-
cy’s unique possibilities and challenges. Our vision includes both guiding perspectives that should
infuse all history practice in the national parks and suggestions for how to build the professional
capacity that will foster the ability to apply these perspectives. Our goal is a stronger, more con-
sistently supported, more professional, and better-integrated practice of history that is appropriate
and relevant for our parks, the public, and our times. This new approach can lift history out of its
often marginal state within the NPS and situate it more centrally to core activities of both individ-
ual parks and the national park system. So positioned, history can help the NPS better guard the
precious resources in its care, and propel the agency toward greater relevance to American civic life.

1 National Parks Conservation Association, The State of America’s National Parks, June 2011.
http://www.npca.org/about-us/center-for-park-research/sanp/, 33 and Appendix A.



About this Study

This project was launched in spring 2008 and completed in 2011 under a cooperative agreement
established in 1994 between the Organization of American Historians (OAH) and the NPS
that has for fifteen years worked to enhance history work in NPS. The “State of History in the
National Parks” project seeks to explore whether the present practice of history in the agency
is sufficiently robust, current, and flexible enough to enable the NPS to fulfill its promise of
creating an inspired, informed, and thinking citizenry.

Undertaken at the behest of NPS Chief Historian Robert K. Sutton’s office (located at
the NPS Washington Support Office, often referred to internally as WASO), this report was
coauthored by a team four university-based historians, chosen by the OAH: Marla R. Miller
(University of Massachusetts Amherst); Gary B. Nash (University of California, Los Angeles);
David Thelen (Indiana University); and Anne Mitchell Whisnant (University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, chair). All have substantial experience working with the National
Park Service and on other public history projects. Susan Ferentinos and Aidan J. Smith of
the OAH provided project support and served as the liaisons between the team and the chief
historian’s office.

This report has three parts and need not be read in a linear fashion. Part 1 introduces
the study’s goals and methods in the larger context of other related studies, discusses the
benefits of professional history training, provides an overview of the history of history in
NPS, and outlines our vision of key principles that should guide overall history practice in
the NPS. Part 2 highlights model NPS projects, moments, partnerships, and practices—
lamps along the path that are already lighting the way ahead. Part 3 shares key findings—
observations about current conditions that inhibit the strong, creative historical work that
NPS wishes to support—and offers associated, specific recommendations, many of which
were proposed by our survey respondents and consultants. We intend the recommenda-
tions not as fixed prescriptions but as suggestions for promising approaches to solving the
problems we identify and enacting the principles we articulate. Several online appendices
provide additional background data and other resources.

Our research engaged—via a service-wide electronic survey and many other avenues of
conversation—hundreds of NPS historians and other professionals working with history at
an individual level. As a result, our report is deeply informed by voices from the field. The
centerpiece of our research, conducted together with the Indiana University Center for Sur-
vey Research, was an electronic questionnaire sent to over fifteen hundred members of NPS'’s
permanent staff who have some responsibility for history, whether or not they call them-
selves “historians,” based either on job title, job description, or training. Five hundred and
forty-four people responded (many at great length) to this challenging survey, providing us
more than eight hundred pages of discursive feedback. The respondents were a varied group,
both in terms of educational background and in terms of primary duties and titles. Forty-
nine percent of them hold either a bachelor’s or a graduate degree in history, but just over
50% have either no formal postsecondary education in history (9.8%) or only “some under-
graduate courses” (40.4%). Professionals in the 0025 Ranger series and 0170 Historian series
represented the largest plurality of respondents for whom we could determine job title.?

2 Additional information about the survey, including the questionnaire itself, is posted in the
online appendices. It was not possible to determine what series 192 respondents (35% of total)
were employed in or to determine the GS level for 177 respondents (33%). The largest plurality
of respondents for whom we could determine job title are employed in the 0025 Ranger Series
(35%), with the next largest group are 0170 historians (12%). Museum curators (1015 Series) made
up 9% of the respondents, and we had a smattering of respondents from the 0090 Guide Series,
0193 Archaeology Series, 1421/1420 Archives Tech/Archivist Series. The respondents tended to be
employed as GS levels 9, 11, 12, and 13 (these together comprised 59% of respondents) with the
largest plurality being at the GS 11 level (21%).



In addition to the survey, we solicited perspectives and advice from retired and current
NPS historians, interpreters, and administrators. We visited dozens of parks (see Sources
Consulted) and talked with key leaders at the regional and Washington office levels (including
all members of the staff of the chief historian’s office, Associate Director for Cultural Resources
Stephanie Toothman, and Director Jonathan Jarvis). Furthermore, we made an effort to
connect with the regional offices, querying current or past historians and other personnel
from the Northeast, Southeast, Intermountain, and Pacific West regions.

We also identified a set of external stakeholders—generally historians based in colleges
and universities whose work on or with the agency had brought them into close contact with
the NPS—and asked them to respond to a set of questions about their experiences and obser-
vations (see appendices). Team members also conducted seven large-group conversations
at annual meetings of the OAH, National Council on Public History (NCPH), and National
Association for Interpretation (NAI), events to which NPS employees and anyone else with
a stake in the “state of history” in NPS could come and offer their thoughts. The interest
and engagement demonstrated by all of our survey respondents and other informants and
consultants testifies to the deep commitment NPS staff and many non-NPS historians have
to history and to the NPS’s public mission.

We augmented our surveys of the field with extensive documentary research. We combed
OAH-sponsored site-visit reports and administrative histories to extract information
on successes and challenges, and scrutinized the reams of reports and studies that have
preceded this one. Together, these strategies yielded a broad view of the fortunes of NPS
history practice in recent decades, and particularly the last twenty-five years.

A Stream of Reports

The present report follows a long series of other reports on related matters, and echoes

many findings of many undertaken at the close of the twentieth century and opening of the
twenty-first on the state of the National Park Service. These more recent reports include
those by the National Academy of Public Administration (NAPA; Saving Our History: A
Review of National Park Cultural Resource Programs, 2008), the National Parks Second Century
Commission (Advancing the National Park Idea, 2009), and the National Parks Conservation
Association (NPCA; The State of America’s National Parks, 2011), each of which documents the
increasingly dire state of cultural resources, including history resources, within the Park Ser-
vice. The summer 2011 report Aligned for Success takes a somewhat parallel approach to ours
and recommends improvements to the federal historic preservation program.? We have also
integrated material from the recently released A Call to Action (2011), the agency’s response
to several of those previous reports.

Some themes emphasized in these recent reports were, indeed, already evident in earlier
ones. A decade ago, in a landmark report commissioned by the National Park System Advisory
Board, historian John Hope Franklin and his colleagues encouraged NPS to make many of
the changes we will recommend herein: to embrace the agency’s educational mission and
promise, to expand interpretive contexts well beyond particular parks, and to better integrate
understandings of nature and culture. The Franklin report also urged more funding, better
support for professional development, and improved scholarship.* Back further still we find the
1994 report Humanities and the National Parks: Adapting to Change, prompted by Director Roger

3 Federal Historic Preservation Task Force (Andrew Potts and David Morgan, co-chairs), Aligned
for Success: Recommendations to Increase the Effectiveness of the Federal Historic Preservation Program,
Preservation Action Foundation, Summer 2011.

4 John Hope Franklin and National Park Service Advisory Board, Rethinking the National Parks for

the 21st Century: A Report of the National Park System Advisory Board, July 2001, http://www.nps.gov
/policy/report.htm.



G. Kennedy’s desire to strengthen the service’s history and archeology programs. Chaired by
James O. Horton, the committee that produced that report suggested many ways to strengthen
education, research, and scholarship in the parks, to encourage the professional development of
its employees, and to help the service more effectively engage national audiences.’

These many reports (and ours, too) are artifacts of NPS’s desire to improve its ability to
achieve its mission and of an ongoing interest in improving the practice of history. But the picture
that emerges from these reports, individually and collectively, is distressing. The authors of
Saving Our History found that “the evidence clearly indicates that cultural resources, including
resources of national significance, are at risk throughout our National Park System.”® The
Second Century Commission observed the damaging consequences to both conditions and
morale after years of declining support. In a chapter titled “History Forgotten,” the National
Parks Conservation Association’s report says that the “cultural resources in the National Park
System...are in serious trouble” and that the nation’s heritage is thus “imperiled.””

While the NAPA and NPCA reports together confirm a state of crisis now facing the agency,
a longer view suggests a decades-long decline in the relative investment made in ensuring
that history scholarship and interpretation remain sound and robust. Indeed, years before the
deterioration now documented by the NAPA study commenced, historians were already feel-
ing the pinch. Writing to Chief Historian Ed Bearss regarding an assessment of NPS history
undertaken in 1988, Bob Krick, then Chief Historian at Fredericksburg and Spotsylvania, called
that assessment “a renewed reminder of the historical staffing crisis that has been growing like
a noxious weed in the National Park System over the past decade.” Describing the problem,
Krick noted that “even when the consequent attitude toward history is not outright disdain,
there is a dreadful tendency to view historic sites as somehow emasculated by the absence of
geysers, waterfalls, granite grandeur, and genuine law enforcement challenges.”

Despite this near unanimity over a long period of time about the nature of several persistent
problems, change has been slow to come. A decade ago, the Franklin report pictured the
National Park Service “as a sleeping giant—beloved and respected, yes; but perhaps too cau-
tious, too resistant to change, too reluctant to engage the challenges that must be addressed
in the 21st century.” Those words ring no less true today.

As we entered the concluding weeks of our project, the NPS’s A Call to Action appeared.
Among other promised steps, NPS commits to preparing “a contemporary version of the
1963 Leopold Report that confronts modern challenges in natural and cultural resource

5 Humanities Review Committee of the National Park System Advisory Board. Humanities and the
National Parks: Adapting to Change. 1994. This study is discussed in E. Shannon Barker, James O. Horton,
and Dwight T. Pitcaithley, “Humanities and the National Park System.” CRM: Cultural Resource
Management 18, no. 2 (1995). http://crm.cr.nps.gov/archive/18-2/18-2-1.pdf.

6 National Academy of Public Administration for the National Park Service, Frank Hodsoll, James Kunde,
and Denis P. Galvin, Saving Our History: A Review of National Park Cultural Resource Programs
(Washington, DC: National Academy of Public Administration, October 2008), http://www.napawash.org
/pc_management_studies/NPS_Saving_Our_History_Oct2008.pdf, ix.

7 NAPA, Saving Our History, 9; National Parks Second Century Commission, Advancing the National
Park Idea. Cultural Resource and Historic Preservation Committee Report: A Different Past in a Different
Future, [20107?], http://www.npca.org/commission/pdf/Committee_Cultural_Resources.PDEF,.3;
and NPCA, State of America’s National Parks, 25, 27. “In fact,” this latter report continues, “these
places and collections are being maintained in a condition well below the level that the National Park
Service itself has deemed appropriate. In 91% of the parks we surveyed, cultural resources were
found to be in “fair” or “poor” condition (see Figure 2). None merited an ‘excellent’ rating. And the
weaknesses are widespread. The problems affecting cultural resources occur across park designa-
tions and across regional divisions” (25).

8 Robert Krick to Edwin C. Bearss, August 2, 1998, included in packet of materials pertaining
to the 1988 historians’ survey, provided by Lu Ann Jones, National Park Service, WASO.

9 John Hope Franklin and National Park Service Advisory Board, Rethinking the National Parks
for the 21st Century: A Report of the National Park System Advisory Board, July 2001,
http://www.nps.gov/policy/report.htm.



management.”’® Written to address wildlife management in the parks, the Leopold Report
transformed thinking about nature in the parks and articulated an expansive vision for
science research and scientists in the agency; it was so influential that NPS now hopes to re-
visit its success by appointing a team of twelve distinguished scholars to review and update it.
Our report constitutes a no less urgent call to reinvigorate history in the NPS, to make
the highest quality history research, scholarship, and interpretation central to the agency’s
management and even worldview. And as did the Leopold Report, we too offer key principles
we hope will guide NPS history in the future. Beyond the Leopold Report, we also look for
inspiration to another extraordinarily influential document from the same era, With Heritage
So Rich (1966). That “powerful, eloquent manifesto” led directly to the creation of the
National Register of Historic Places and the Advisory Council in Historic Preservation."
Like our report, With Heritage So Rich emerged at a moment of perceived crisis, as a response
to the “corrosion of neglect.”’? The threat at that time was physical: a chipping away at the
historic fabric of the nation that put heritage at risk. Today, there is a different, but hardly
less palpable, sense of jeopardy as support for historical expertise itself has withered to
a barely tenable state. Instead of addressing threats to historic buildings and cultural
landscapes, we are concerned with the state of historical insight more generally. As that
insight is increasingly relegated to the margins, misunderstood and undervalued, the threat
we are concerned with—though perhaps less immediately tangible than that presented by
a decaying building or an altered landscape—is no less worrisome or potentially corrosive.

Examining the Current State of History within the NPS

The focus of this present report is to examine what history looks like in the NPS context.
We decided early on that we would focus both on what historians do within NPS, and the
larger question of who does history in and for the service. We found that partly because of
the agency’s administrative structures, the state of history in the National Park Service is

as diverse as the hundreds of individuals who practice it within the Washington offices, in
the regional offices, and at nearly four hundred parks spread across the nation. From the
familiar rangers in green and gray leading tours through Independence Hall, to behind-the-
scenes researchers documenting and protecting historic properties, to curators and archivists,
history practitioners in the NPS today are dispersed and often only loosely connected.

Only about 182 of the NPS’s over 22,000 permanent, temporary, and seasonal employees
carry the federal job title of “historian” (0170 series), and many of these are in positions that
might not be recognizable as such.” But many more people with history training or history-
related responsibilities work in other classifications, including the crucial 025 “ranger” series
that includes most staff for whom regular public contact is a key component of their work.

For these reasons, although sponsored by the chief historian’s office, this study is by no
means a performance review only of that office or of the “history program” itself. Indeed,
as currently organized within the NPS, the “Park History” program is just one of several
cultural resources programs, together with archaeology, cultural landscapes, ethnogra-
phy, historic structures, museum management (museum collections and archives), and

10 A. Starker Leopold, Stanley A. Cain, Clarence M. Cottam, Ira A. Gabrielson, and Thomas L. Kimball,
Wildlife Management in the National Parks: The Leopold Report, March 4, 1963, http://www.nps.gov
/history/history/online_books/leopold/leopold.htm.

11 U.S. Conference of Mayors, Special Committee on Historic Preservation, With Heritage So Rich, ed.
National Trust for Historic Preservation (New York: Random House, 1966).

12 U.S. Conference of Mayors, With Heritage So Rich, preface.

13 Figures online at Asbury Park Press, “Datauniverse” (http://www.app.com/section/DATA), show
183 0170-series historians employed by NPS in 2009. Figures obtained from NPS WASO personnel
office in summer 2011 indicate 182 0170-series historians. Figures on total employees in this system
come from National Park Service, “Frequently Asked Questions,” 2011, http://www.nps.gov/fags.htm.



the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA).** Unlike at
other points in NPS history, neither the chief historian’s office, nor any other single entity
within the service, clearly speaks on history’s behalf or has responsibility for overseeing

all history work throughout the NPS. Indeed, that fact is one of the issues this report
seeks to address.

While many of the programs referenced above also work with park-based resources,
several others, including the NRHP and National Historic Landmarks (NHL) programs,
have expansive missions that range well beyond the parks and sites directly managed by
the National Park Service. Although we sought and received input from people working in
these “external” history programs, we did not systematically study and do not comment
upon the effectiveness or reach of those programs beyond referencing some of the good
ideas and high-quality work proceeding under them. We are fortunate that the new Aligned
for Success report dovetails with ours in noting that some of the programmatic shortcomings
of the national historic preservation program, like problems we point out with NPS history,
derive partially from misalignments within NPS administrative structures.

Our investigations reveal that while history practice is alive and vital in many corners
of the agency, the NPS is not presently structured to realize the full potential of its objec-
tives as they relate to history. As one of our survey respondents wrote, history in the NPS
is “sporadic, interrupted, superbly excellent in some instances and vacant in others.”"> Most
of our respondents agree with another who said simply that history is “endangered.”*

Our recommendations are thus directed to the chief historian’s office and to the NPS
director, regional directors, park superintendents, and individual practitioners, as well as
to the history profession and the members of Congress who have the authority and respon-
sibility to steward the important historical and cultural resources of the national parks.

Making a Case for History, Historians, and
Historical Thinking

At the outset, it is crucial to understand that while the NPS faces particular challenges to
fulfill its potential for engaging Americans and overseas visitors with history, many of the
larger issues of how to make history, of historical thinking, and of historical training and
expertise more intelligible and relevant are shared by other institutions where history is
practiced: museums, colleges and universities, schools, and public programs.

In these settings, historians and the profession of history have not made a convincing
case for themselves in recent years, despite evidence that the public is and remains very
passionate about engaging the past."” Currently, history and the humanities are under siege
and facing threats, including cuts to state and federal efforts that support key programs
inside and outside of the NPS.

14 National Park Service Headquarters Organization chart,
http://www.nps.gov/news/loader.cfm?csModule=security/getfile &PageID =402384.

15 Respondent 10273. The five-digit respondent numbers are unique identifiers assigned by the Center
for Survey Research at Indiana University to each survey recipient. The numbers allowed tracking
of potential participants (many of whom might have shared the same name) throughout the process
of conducting the survey—including sending email reminders, authenticating responses, and
managing data output. They also permitted the study team to receive the survey results free of
any reference to respondents’ personally identifying information.

16 Respondent 11355.

17 Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen, The Presence of the Past: Popular Uses of History in American Life
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1998).



The Park Service cannot shoulder all of the blame for larger problems that are beyond its
capacity to solve alone. As one informant observes, “until the historical profession actively
engages policy makers with the importance of sound scholarship, expecting a government
agency (even one entrusted with the historic structures and landscapes of the American public)
to adhere to professional historical standards in its [the agency’s] conduct of work is unrealistic.”*®

While we will argue below that there is much the NPS can do to raise professional
standards of history in the agency, we agree that the history profession must also examine
itself and find ways to strengthen, support, engage, and partner with the agency most cen-
tral in the presentation of its work to the American public. For far too long, academe’s own
culture and structure have prevented many talented scholars from engaging with history in
the national parks—in effect reinforcing the insularity that NPS practices build from within,
and preventing us from recognizing and nurturing our common purpose. Working together,
the profession and the Park Service must face the future as full partners, rearticulating the
public and civic role of history.

To begin with, a clear case needs to be made for current understandings of what history
is, the ethics and methods of its professional practice, and how encouraging wider dispersal of
the kinds of skills and thinking that professional historical training develops can benefit the
parks, the public, and political discourse. This is not always easy to do, since we are working
against a wide public perception that history is either a boring recital of memorized facts or a
series of arcane and tedious debates about esoteric topics.

Yet if we inventory the fundamental benefits that historical insight and historical thinking
offer society, it is clear that they extend well beyond dates and facts to provide a wellspring
of skills, and a dynamic array of tools and insights that people can use to approach both their
own lives and the welfare of society as a whole.

As historian Peter Stearns wrote in his 1998 essay “Why Study History,” arguments for
history’s utility rest on at least two observations: first, that history “offers a storehouse of
information about how people and societies behave,” and second, that history helps us
understand why things came to be, and how things change. History, he continued, must
function as “our laboratory” with data from the past “our most vital evidence in the unavoid-
able quest to figure out why our complex species behaves as it does in societal settings.”
People need a sense of this “simply to run their own lives.”*

Clearly, working in this “laboratory”—with those materials left to us from the past
(including resources managed by the NPS)—cannot involve simply memorizing information.
Professional training in history is the key to moving inquiry about these historical fragments
beyond consumption to true engagement—to the development of capacities of analysis that
are transferable to many settings. The American Historical Association has usefully described
the professional practice of history today. Professional practice, it observed, commits us to
“particular scholarly protocols that establish what qualifies as appropriate evidence and
viable arguments” based on “original research and synthetic scholarship.” Historians” work
is “empirically grounded,” yet also importantly involves the “imaginative construction of
narratives.” Crucially, it aims “to examine the human experience over time, with a commit-
ment to the explanatory relevance of context, both temporal and geographical.”® No matter
where they practice, formally trained historians gather and weigh evidence; identify multiple
perspectives and evaluate conflicting data, accounts and interpretations; and assess the relative
significance of past examples of both continuity and change.?

18 Vivien Rose, personal narrative for State of History team, 2009.
19 Peter N. Stearns, “Why Study History?” 1998, American Historical Association,
http://www.historians.org/pubs/free/WhyStudyHistory.htm.
20 Thomas Bender et al., The Education of Historians for the Twenty-First Century
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, for the American Historical Association, 2004), 4.
21 Stearns, “Why Study History?”



History, therefore, is much more than just a collection of facts, and historical expertise is
more than just a matter of discovering and memorizing or “mastering” those facts. Rather, his-
torical expertise combines a knowledge of pertinent information with a particular set of skills
and techniques in locating, considering, analyzing, organizing, drawing meaning from, and
interpreting for (and in conversation with) others the evidence left by the past.

These habits of mind and these skills (what we might call our “historical capacities”)
grow with practice—most importantly, with direct experience encountering the past through
the firsthand evidence people in the past left to us (what historians call “primary sources”).
By virtue of the places and resources they hold, the national parks provide unparalleled
opportunity for the public to encounter some of those primary sources for themselves, and
to learn something about thinking historically. Yet, to do this most productively, they need
expert guides—historians with graduate training—who can demonstrate and facilitate the
most productive and informative possible engagement with those resources.

Working with primary sources in the search for answers to real questions about the past—
that is, doing history, not just reading it—is the key experience that graduate training in history
provides. Graduate training, unlike much undergraduate history study, always entails conducting
one’s own research in original historical sources (letters, diaries, images, maps, oral histories, mate-
rial artifacts, expressive culture) and producing a contextualized narrative about a topic.

Struggling to find, read, and make sense of evidence left to us from the past significantly height-
ens a historian’s sensitivities to what the often fragmentary traces from the past can and cannot
reveal, and to the challenges of making sense of sometimes incomplete or contradictory records.

Encountering and immersing oneself in the past in this way builds skills in asking questions,
assessing the validity of various accounts, testing pieces of historical evidence against each other,
considering voices that are not represented, understanding past contexts, and seeing the options
that actors in the past had before them. Narrating the stories thus discovered builds skills in
logic, written and oral communication, attribution of cause and effect, and varied techniques
of presentation and interpretation.

Historical skills are not as well developed at the undergraduate level, where one tends to read
finished historical narratives crafted by others. Though usually bounded by some particular area
of topical expertise, the skills of historical research, analysis, and interpretation developed in
graduate school can be transferred to a wide variety of evidence, materials, theories, tech-
niques, and arguments in many different historical contexts.

Thus by offering an independent, self-directed experience in conducting original research
in primary sources (that laboratory of past data) combined with thoughtful consideration of
competing narratives created by prior historians, advanced training in history offers a firsthand
opportunity to see how historical understanding of any era, topic, or event in the past is a mov-
ing target, a dynamic, ever-changing landscape of ideas, rather than a static narrative that once
recovered need never be revisited. One can see how and why narratives about the meaning of
the past inevitably change both as new information is uncovered and as people living in each
era ask new questions or develop new methods and approaches to help illuminate and uncover
meanings in the past and their relevance in the present.

Bringing skills in historical thinking and experience working directly with the “stuft” the
past leaves to us, trained historians are well prepared to cope thoughtfully and critically with
the necessarily fragmentary record that any national park’s resources present. Given that the
national parks’ power lies in the “authenticity of the place and artifacts,”?? as many of our
respondents note, it is critical that the NPS acquire, nurture, and develop a cadre of highly
trained professional historians with deep experience dealing with those sources.

Trained historians are prepared on an ongoing basis to ask new questions of a site, to gather
and organize information about it, to understand what its resources can and cannot say, to think

22 Respondent 10122.



about the larger contexts into which the particular resources fit, and to engage in dialogues about
a site’s meaning. These skills, even if developed in one particular topical context, are applicable in
many different contexts having to do with many different topics and moments in the past.

More broadly, graduate education is also the most inviting and disciplined place for future
historians to encounter wider debates about the content and practice of history. The tradi-
tional mission of graduate schools to teach research capacities now takes place in the context
of readings, seminars, and community projects that challenge students to envision their con-
tributions to varied audiences in varied ways. With the rise of public history programs, more
and more history departments are also cultivating new abilities and approaches that actively
engage audiences in the production of historical knowledge.

The current shapes of these discussions are more challenging than those of the past. In
the wake of the social justice movements of the 1950s and 1960s, the historical profession
was broadened and transformed—both in terms of the subjects historians studied and the
demographics of the profession. But these changes have in turn raised other complex ques-
tions about how history is practiced. These questions range across issues of how history seeks
to engage audiences beyond specialists in research topics; how it navigates the challenges to
its authority that travel under the rubric of “postmodernism”; how it should adapt its historic
educational and civic missions to changes in content and practice; how it should engage
competing intellectual interpretation and political controversies; and how the new interest
in what visitors, readers, and audiences bring to and carry away from their experiences with
history generate new concerns about civic engagement.

This report’s proposal for a more integrated approach to history interpretation grows out of
these debates. The easiest way for NPS to draw these new concerns and practice into day-to-day
NPS practice—and therefore to enliven the historical experience for everyone who encounters
history via the national parks—is to recruit historians who have engaged these concerns in
graduate school and to allow its current workforce to consider those new perspectives more
regularly through professional meetings, ongoing professional development, and greater flow
back and forth between the agency, other nodes of public history practice, and the academy.

Framing the Challenges: A Brief History of History
in the NPS

Whatever else it may be observed to be, the current configuration of history practice in

the NPS is itself a historical creation that emerged from other times, in response to specific
developments both in the profession at large and in the NPS’s own history. This legacy has
produced several persistent tensions within the NPS that profoundly shape history’s place,
practice, and status today. Most significant are two fundamental internal tensions that have
become tightly woven into many of the agency’s structures, policies, and culture:

* The fact that “history”—the exploration and interpretation of the past—came relatively
late to and has fit uneasily within an agency that started as a federal bureau focused on
preserving, protecting, and providing for public “enjoyment” of grand and inspiring
natural and scenic landscapes. Within the NPS, this divide often expresses itself in
shorthand as a split between “nature” and “culture.”

* The fact that historical work within the NPS has itself been divided between preservation-
oriented processes designed to document and protect the physical remains of the past, and
education-oriented processes aimed both at increasing public appreciation for the resources
and introducing larger narratives of the American story. Institutionally, this divide expresses
itself as a split between “cultural resources management” and “interpretation.”



The most problematic legacy of the history of history within the Park Service has been the
agency’s tendency, built gradually over the last forty years, to define and confine history,
historical research, and its history “program” almost entirely in the context of the nation’s
legally mandated historic preservation activities that emerged in the 1960s and are largely
housed within the NPS.

History emerged as a clearly defined arena of NPS work in 1931 when, in response to
1920s-era studies advocating an expanded educational mission for the Park Service, NPS
director Horace Albright hired Verne E. Chatelain into his new branch of research and edu-
cation as the NPS’s first chief historian.? Chatelain’s arrival coincided with the expansion of
the NPS from the west into the eastern United States, where Mammoth Cave, Shenandoah,
and Great Smoky Mountains national parks were under development and where Colonial
National Historical Park had just been authorized.

Other new developments in the 1930s thrust history and culture into a new prominence
within NPS. After a major government reorganization in 1933 and the passage of the seminal
Historic Sites Act in 1935, the NPS found itself transformed from an agency primarily focused on
nature and scenery to one nearly buried under what Chatelain termed “a veritable avalanche of
historic places” it had little idea how to manage.?* Chatelain understood that fitting history work
into NPS would be a challenge. Recounting his career later, he recalled fearing at the outset that
“history would be tolerated as a little additional frosting on the scenic park cake.”

Nevertheless, Chatelain embraced the task of developing a coherent history program.
His prior career had bridged academia (he had headed the History and Social Sciences
Department at Nebraska’s Peru State College) and the public sector (he had worked eigh-
teen months as assistant superintendent of the Minnesota Historical Society).? Influenced
by educational theorists who prioritized student-centered learning, he was passionate to
“breathe the breath of life into American history for those to whom it has heretofore been a
dull recital of meaningless facts.”” The parks, Chatelain argued, should be like classrooms:
places for teaching history.

Chatelain believed that doing good history in parks required historically sensitive lead-
ers and trained historians who had learned the special skills needed to connect visitors with
physical resources.?® Throughout the 1930s, thanks largely to the New Deal, the NPS hired
hundreds of historians to flesh out programs and even head operations at the dozens of new
historical sites that had come into the system. “I was hiring Ph.D.s a dime a dozen,” Chat-
elain later recalled.?” His own staff soon grew to include more than sixty historians.*

Chatelain envisioned turning the haphazard collection of NPS historic properties into an
integrated national program that presented a coherent, thematic narrative of American history.

23 See Dwight T. Pitcaithley, “National Park Service History: National Parks and Education: The First
20 Years,” 2002, NPS History E-Library, http://www.cr.nps.gov/history/resedu/education.htm.

24 Quoted in Charles B. Hosmer, “Verne E. Chatelain and the Development of the Branch of History
of the National Park Service,” Public Historian 16, no. 1 (Winter 1994): 25-38, quotation on 29-30.

25 Quoted in Hosmer, “Verne E. Chatelain,” 29.

26 Much of our account of the career of Verne Chatelain is taken from Denise Meringolo’s forthcoming
book, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks: Toward a New Genealogy of Public History (Amherst:
University of Massachusetts Press, 2012). Since we read the book in draft, we cannot cite specific
page numbers that match the forthcoming volume, so instead refer readers to the chapter on
Chatelain’s work developing the NPS history program. Barry Mackintosh, “The National Park
Service Moves into Historical Interpretation,” Public Historian 9, no. 2 (Spring 1987): 51-63, esp. 53;
and Hosmer, “Verne E. Chatelain,” 26.

27 Quoted in Meringolo, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks.

28 Meringolo, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks.

29 From pages 12-13 of a 1971 interview with Verne Chatelain, conducted by Charles B. Hosmer,
Junior, quoted in Meringolo, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks.

30 Edwin C. Bearss, “The National Park Service and Its History Program: 1864-1986: An Overview,”
Public Historian 9, no. 2 (Spring 1987): 10-18, esp. 13.



“An historic site is source material for the study of history, just as truly as any written record,” he
wrote. Each park, he explained, would illuminate one piece of the national past until ultimately the
NPS as a whole would be able “to tell a more or less complete story of American History.”*!

Chatelain viewed as a great accomplishment of his tenure the 1935 passage of the Historic
Sites Act, which not only authorized a vast new coordinated program of research, survey,
documentation, acquisition, and preservation of historic properties but also mandated educa-
tional initiatives related to the new network.*> Nevertheless, the act’s emphasis on research in
the service of historic preservation (as well as a competing, more fully documentary impulse
embodied in the Historic American Building Survey program) foretold what would become a
second central tension that would come to plague NPS history practice: the uneasy marriage of
historic preservation documentation, physical preservation, and stewardship with the desire
to present and interpret historic narratives.*®

In 1936, Chatelain articulated a set of chronologically based, thematic frameworks to guide
site selection.* These frameworks, which guided NPS historical site selection from the 1930s
to the 1990s, initially “focused on relatively few broad themes, such as the development of the
English colonies and the westward expansion, that stemmed from a view of American history
as a ‘march of progress.””*®

The survey of historic sites begun under Chatelain’s frameworks picked up again in the
flush years of the Mission 66 program (1956-1966), which generally proved a productive
time for NPS historians who were centrally involved in both the survey and in a vast expan-
sion of interpretive infrastructure inspired by Freeman Tilden’s 1957 injunction to inform
and provoke—embodied in more than one hundred new NPS visitor centers.

Historian Ronald F. Lee, who succeeded Chatelain as chief historian in 1938, moved on to
head the newly created Division of Interpretation in 1954, and later became regional director
for the Northeast Region, shared Chatelain’s belief that the NPS should—and could—build a
system of sites illustrating “all the major phases of American history.”¥

Watching the rise of 1950s-era “urban renewal” programs in the Mission 66 context, Lee
forged a crucial role for the NPS in historic preservation and planning efforts that created
or reinvigorated numerous historical parks and funded rehabilitation or reconstruction of
hundreds of historic buildings within the system. Seeing historic resources conservation as a
parallel to the NPS’s wilderness conservation, Lee helped move the NPS into a national leader-
ship role in the emerging postwar preservation movement.*

During Mission 66, the growing preservation impulse began to reshape the NPS’s educational
programs into what was by then almost universally termed inferpretation. The difference between
earlier education programs and the new interpretation thrust turned on a subtle but palpable shift

31 Mackintosh, “National Park Service Moves into Historical Interpretation,” 55, 62.
32 Meringolo, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks.

33 Meringolo, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks. See especially her discussion of HABS versus
the work of the History Office.

34 John H. Sprinkle, Jr., “/An Orderly, Balanced and Comprehensive Panorama...of American History”:
Filling Thematic Caps within the National Park System,” George Wright Forum 27, no. 3 (2010):
269-79, esp. 270-72.

35 Laura Feller and Page Putnam Miller, “Public History in the Parks: History and the National
Park Service,” Perspectives (January 2000), http://www.historians.org/perspectives
/issues/2000/0001/0001publ.cfm.

36 Freeman Tilden, Interpreting Our Heritage (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1957); Bearss,
“National Park Service and Its History Program,” 13-15; and Ethan Carr, Mission 66: Modernism and the
National Park Dilemma (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2007), 184-92. Carr does note that
Mission 66 provided little funding for research that went beyond that needed for new interpretive mate-
rials. See also John Shirley Hurst, That the Past Shall Live: The History Program of the National Park Service,
1959, http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/npsg/past_live/index.htm.

37 Quoted in Sprinkle, Jr., “/An Orderly, Balanced and Comprehensive Panorama,”” 271.

38 Carr, Mission 66, 179-84, 197.



from a focus on broad historical themes to more targeted messages intended to convey specific infor-
mation about particular sites so that visitors would “appreciate the park landscapes and resources” and
be moved to help conserve them. Although Mission 66 critics pointed out the irony that many of the
new visitor centers were situated practically on top of the resources they interpreted, NPS historians
in this period participated in an integrated way in park research, planning, and development of the
expansive new interpretive infrastructure.”

In That the Past Shall Live...: The History Program of the National Park Service (1959), Mission
66 planners articulated a specific set of aims for the history program. In order to “turn back the
pages of time and establish a vital relationship between the visitor and the memorialized
people and events,” they said, NPS pledged to rehabilitate, refurbish, and restore historic
buildings, and create new exhibits “to help recreate the atmosphere and mood of the time or
event commemorated.” When necessary, NPS would acquire land to protect historic environ-
ments, and invest in “new markers, new trailside exhibits, [and] new interpretive publications.”
In short, under Mission 66 NPS would provide all “products and activities” essential to the
“re-awakening of history...in the sites and shrines which form so important a part of the
National Park System.” The development of Philadelphia’s Independence National Historical
Park emerged from this effort, and a sizeable investment was also made in archaeology, but the
centerpiece of the initiative was the creation of dozens of visitors’ centers designed “to bring the
story of a particular time or event clearly into focus,” and thus to help visitors “feel the story of
the past.”*

In the Chatelain and Lee era, NPS entertained little doubt that through professional and detached
analysis, a properly trained historian would form accurate conclusions that could stand the tests of
time and controversy. But since the original events and their significance always had the potential,
and often the reality, of being controversial within the academy and/or the public, there was tremen-
dous pressure on park historians to find and assert that their conclusions were noncontroversial, final
conclusions that could spare NPS from criticism. That the Past Shall Live, indeed, proclaimed the Park
Service to be “engaged in an unending search for truth—and reality—in its presentations.”!

Yet the focus on accuracy created conundrums for the Park Service, when many of the new
historic sites it took on board were, as Barry Mackintosh pointed out in 1987, “inherited...from
other agencies and organization,” and thus “bore little resemblance to the way they had appeared
during their historic periods.” Debates over restoration, reconstruction, and interpretation raged,
and NPS struggled with inaccuracies (indeed fabrications) embodied in its sites (for example,
the reconstructed George Washington birthplace and Abraham Lincoln’s purported birthplace
cabin) with the need to claim the ground and project the aura of accuracy and authenticity.*?

Meanwhile, Lee’s efforts and the historic preservation impulses of Mission 66 led directly to
the passage of the landmark National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, which located the new
National Register of Historic Places under the National Park Service. With the advent of this
law and its elaboration through subsequent executive orders and amendments, the labors of
NPS historians were gradually redirected to focus heavily upon preservation and legal compli-
ance with the provisions of this and related legislation.*

Unfortunately, as former Chief Historian Dwight Pitcaithley would later observe, this
redirection of NPS historians” work toward the field of practice that came to be called cultural
resources management (CRM) resulted “in a gradual separation of the history program from
issues dealing with the interpretation of history and historic places.”*

39 Carr, Mission 66, 184-98.

40 Hurst, That the Past Shall Live.
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and Pitcaithley, “Future of the NPS History Program,” 52.
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The evolution of the NPS organizational chart from the 1930s to the present day reveals
the migration of the “History Division” from the “Branch of Research and Education” (1931)
through the area of the “Assistant Director, Research and Interpretation” (1951-1954) to the
“Division of Interpretation” (1954-1961) to the “Assistant Director, Resource Studies” (1965-1968),
to the “Office of Archaeology and Historic Preservation” (1968-1973) to the “Assistant Director,
Cultural Resources” (1978-1981) or “Assistant Director, Cultural Resource Management”
(or “Cultural Resources” (1981-1983 and after).*

The rise of the professionalized field of historic preservation studies in the wake of the
landmark National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) of 1966 has brought indisputable
benefits for preserving the nation’s built environment. And it certainly elevated the National
Park Service—now home of NRHP and the NHL programs, along with many other key
preservation programs—to a position of national preeminence in this arena of history practice.

On the one hand, the mandate (hence the power) to inventory, recognize, and preserve
historic structures and landscapes has provided a much-needed legal basis for NPS to employ
research historians, and has nurtured a cadre of professionals who lovingly care for the
nation’s historic resources both inside and outside the parks. The mandate has also generated
significant new research and has undergirded both well-regarded educational programs (for
example, the National Register’s Teaching with Historic Places program, which published
its 140" lesson plan online this year) and an effective tax incentive system that has touched
communities across the United States, and thus a vast swath of the public who may never visit
a historical park. But just as the NPS became more institutionally committed to history than
before, the way it embraced history had the long-term effect of marginalizing the discipline
and limiting its ability to have a powerful impact upon public understanding of history or
upon the nature of Park Service practice.

As aresult, as one of our survey respondents points out, is that NPS historians today are
“buried under compliance and a variety of bureaucratic mandates.... Much of our professional
talent in the cultural resources disciplines spends the bulk of its time on resource management
compliance and much less on the applied research that directly benefits park interpretation
through historic resource studies, well-researched and written site bulletins, exhibits, etc.”®

Thus, as it has turned out, the Park Service’s tendency, built gradually over the last forty
years, has been to define history, historical research, and its history “program” almost entirely
in the context of these legally mandated historic preservation activities (for example, Section
106/110 compliance or NRHP listings and documentation). This has limited the practice of
history in the agency and hobbled its ability to be as relevant a force in public education as
Horace Albright, Verne Chatelain, and their successors may have hoped. Thus the conse-
quences of the professionalization of historic preservation as a distinct enterprise for NPS
history writ large have been mixed.

Interpretation vs. History

The processes that moved many of the NPS’s professional historians and the history program
itself into the CRM orbit did not mean that NPS abandoned efforts to conduct significant
educational work in history. But that work increasingly migrated into what was, after the 1950s,
becoming an emerging and separate field of interpretation. Interpretation as a field never was—
and still is not—well connected to history as field. Indeed, the first precursor organization of
what became the National Association for Interpretation was formed in 1954 as the Association

45 Russ Olsen, “Organizational Structures of the National Park Service, 1917 to 1985,” n.d.,
see Chart 39, “The Naturalist, Ranger, & Historian Line,”
at http://www.cr.nps.gov/history/online_books/olsen/adhi39.htm
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of Interpretive Naturalists.”” While it made sense for NPS to develop a field of work focused
directly upon “provoking” visitors, as Freeman Tilden advocated, the grounding of interpreta-
tion in nature and science tended to cut it off from systematic participation by historians both
inside and beyond the agency. As a result, the content of historical interpretation has fallen
out of step, in many cases, with the best professional, scholarly practices in history.*®

Leaders in the NPS, including former Chief Historian Pitcaithley, recognized in the 1990s
that the distance between NPS history work, especially interpretation, and the professional
field of history needed to be bridged in order to rebuild sturdier history programs more closely
aligned with current work in the discipline that would engage the public and encourage visi-
tors to explore the American experience more fully.

To nourish those linkages, the National Park Service in 1994 signed a cooperative agree-
ment with the Organization of American Historians. One of the cooperative agreement’s first
sponsored projects was a congressionally mandated revision of the Thematic Frameworks that
had since the 1930s (with revisions in the 1970s and 1980s) framed the history NPS would
preserve and interpret. The revised frameworks, signaling the contribution that collaboration
with the academy might bring, eschewed linear change, a topical approach, and narrow
conceptions of relevance and embraced social history, multiple frames of reference, a conceptual
and process-based approach, and interdisciplinarity.*

This agreement has facilitated the Park Service’s efforts to draw upon the scholarly
expertise and resources of the nation’s foremost American history professional organization.
The OAH has benefited from a durable association with the NPS that provides research
opportunities and jobs for historians, archaeologists, archivists, and preservationists while
deepening the academy’s appreciation and understanding of the historical practice that
unfolds in the nation’s museums and historic sites, whether federally managed or otherwise.

These efforts complemented and supported broader changes afoot in both the profession
and NPS that incorporated into NPS sites what historians termed the new social history—
history and perspectives of common people, workers, and previously underrepresented or
marginalized groups (for instance African Americans, American Indians, and women).
Examples of new sites that entered the system from the 1970s on as the new social history
expanded the canon of the American story told in the National Parks included Lowell
(1978), Maggie Walker (1978), Women's Rights (1980), Little Rock Central High School
(1998), and Manzanar (1992). The post-1998 transformation that brought slavery into
interpretation of the Civil War at NPS battlefield sites and ongoing efforts to open up the
multidimensional nature of American values such as “liberty” and “equality” at sites like
Independence National Historical Park reflect the considerable inroads that changes in the
historical profession have made into historical interpretation in NPS.

Yet the discipline of history has continued to evolve; and again, NPS is lagging behind in
incorporating new directions. A significant change is the profession’s greater focus now on
history as process rather than history only as content to be revised, enlarged, and mastered.
These new directions, as we describe below, offer exciting prospects for enhancing and
invigorating NPS’s historical work.

47 See National Association for Interpretation, “Overview,” [2011],
http://www.interpnet.com/about_nai/index.shtml.

48 For some insight into the present state of professional training in “interpretation,” see
Brenda K. Lackey, “The State of Interpretation in Academia,” Journal of Interpretation Research 13,
no. 1 (June 2008): 27-36.

49 Revisions to the Frameworks in 1970 and 1987 had applied more detail in chronological and topical
approaches and greatly expanded the number of themes and subthemes. However, the basic con-
ceptualization of the past remained the same. The process leading to the 1990s revision is discussed
in Feller and Miller, “Public History in the Parks”; and also Sprinkle, “/An Orderly, Balanced and
Comprehensive Panorama.””



Promises to Keep: Toward an Expansive, Integrated, and
Vital Practice of NPS History

“History in the NPS,” one of our survey respondents observes, “is poised for transformation
from the archaic, static, single-themed interpretive presentations of the mid-twentieth century
into a new, vibrant, multiple perspective, interactive entity for the future—but only if the NPS
can bring to the table vision, money, and openness to new ways of doing business.”>® “History
in the NPS,” another mused, “is a public promise waiting to be kept.”*!

The proposals that emerge from our analysis aim to restore, reposition, and rethink the
ways in which history is developed and disseminated across the agency, but in particular at the
national parks where most Americans and international visitors encounter NPS approaches to
the past. Our suggestions range across matters small and large, but all aim to help the NPS to
mobilize the distinctive civic power of place-based history and reclaim the agency’s place as the
leading curator and interpreter of the nation’s past.

We are mindful of the lean budgetary times that the federal government anticipates in the
near future. In keeping with this realization and with director Jarvis’s hopes that many of the
priorities elaborated in A Call to Action are within the agency’s present capacity to implement,
we have included many suggestions that are either budget neutral or would demand only
moderate additional investment. Many, indeed, advocate internal structural
or cultural changes.

However, consistent with the findings of NAPA, NPCA, and the Second Century Com-
mission, our report likewise documents the degree to which history in NPS has become
increasingly, and now severely, underresourced. We therefore wholeheartedly endorse these
other studies’ calls for the significant reinvestment required to address new needs identified
by our own research.

We also recognize that it is impossible to predict, and unwise to try to control, how a large
federal agency subject to unpredictable changes in funding will reconfigure its historical
mission at hundreds of individual locations and through a number of diverse programs. We
encourage NPS to consider our ideas and also to identify internally other strategies that will
address the challenges observed.

Whatever the approach, to realize fully its promise, the agency must embrace and support
development of a broad, internally integrated, dynamic, and flexible vision of history that is
regularly and reliably connected to other nodes of professional history practice, to other disci-
plines in NPS, and firmly linked to the vibrant, diverse, and contested world outside the agency.

The agency’s aspirations for its history practice should be no less ambitious than those
recently set forth for its parallel practice of science. Borrowing and repurposing a sentence
from the 2009 “Strategic Goals for NPS Science,” we urge that NPS “establish and define
best available sound history scholarship as a standard of quality for NPS history, and apply this
standard to NPS history activities. Such history is relevant to the issue or need, delivered at an
appropriate time, rigorous in method, peer-reviewed, mindful of its limitations, and delivered
as usable knowledge in compelling ways to NPS managers and stakeholders.”>

Essentially, the agency as a whole needs to recommit to history as one of its core purposes,
and to configure a top-flight program of historical research, preservation, education, and inter-
pretation so as to foster effective and integrated stewardship of historic and cultural resources and
places and to encourage robust, place-based visitor engagement with history. The more central
history can be to the NPS’s missions and activities, the more relevant and responsive NPS can be to

50 Respondent 10844.
51 Respondent 10716.

52 Gary Machlis, “Advancing Science in the National Park Service: Introduction to the NPS Science
Dialogues,” January 21, 2010, in Whisnant’s possession.



the needs of twenty-first-century American society. Getting there will require:

* Adopting new thinking about how history is understood;

* Examining internal dynamics and structures to understand how they constrict history;
* Changing how history is practiced, and how history and historians are deployed;

e Listening to and engaging visitors in new ways; and

* Encouraging innovation and flexibility.

In the spirit of the Leopold Report and building upon invigorating new directions in
the larger profession of history, we begin by emphasizing a recommended philosophy for
agency and park management that lays out the key historical principles involved.® Later, in
part 3, we propose more specific recommendations tied to particular findings.

Adoption of these principles will infuse NPS with new thinking about how to approach the
history it stewards and shares. Asking different questions and reframing stories in the light of
these approaches—which are integral to the professional practice of history today (including
in some places within NPS)—would impart renewed energy and interest into history practice
in the parks. Reinvigorated perspectives and approaches, not incidentally, offer special promise
because they dovetail with similar developments in the discipline of interpretation and thus can
help NPS address one of the greatest challenges that presently constrains effective history practice
in the agency: the breach between history and interpretation as the NPS understands them.

We therefore suggest discussion and incorporation throughout the agency of the
following twelve basic approaches to historical research and interpretation:

1. Expand interpretive frames beyond existing physical resources.
Each NPS site, no matter how elaborate or significant its physical resources, is only
a fragmentary remnant of a disappeared past. While preservation of those remnants
is crucial to the agency’s mission, and the power of place, artifact, and document is
impossible to deny, NPS history should work harder to foreground the experiences,
stories, and larger social dynamics and contexts that the resources represent or to
which they relate. It should also be honest about the imperfect alignment between
extant physical remains and the important legacies of the past. Historical research
that uncovers stories and experiences that relate strongly to sites but that are not well
represented among the physical resources should nevertheless be encouraged, and
interpretation of those stories facilitated.

2. Emphasize connections of parks with the larger histories beyond their boundaries.
NPS should incorporate into its historical interpretive practices elements of the perspective
that, in the wider profession, has moved toward “transnational” histories that transcend
political boundaries. In the parks, this might mean taking a more “trans-park” approach
that which recognizes always that parks and historic sites are not isolated islands whose
histories can be safely contained within latter-day park boundaries. Rather, each site is
fundamentally connected to that which surrounds it—either in the immediate, physical
sense or in a narrative or thematic sense. In this regard, we endorse NPCA'’s recent advice
that NPS adopt “landscape-level conservation” and encourage NPS also to practice
“landscape-level history.”>* National Heritage Areas are potentially promising models
in this regard.

53 See letter of transmittal for A. Starker Leopold, Stanley A. Cain, Clarence M. Cottam, Ira A. Gabrielson,
and Thomas L. Kimball, Wildlife Management in the National Parks: The Leopold Report, March 4, 1963,
http://www.nps.gov/history/history/online_books/leopold/leopold.htm.

54 National Parks Conservation Association. The State of America’s National Parks, June 2011.
http://www.npca.org/cpr/sanp/, 49.
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Highlight the effects of human activity on “natural” areas.

NPS should integrate nature and culture more fully, taking every opportunity to high-
light the histories of supposed natural areas, which, as recent scholarship in environ-
mental history has amply demonstrated, have all been shaped by human activity and by
evolving (and thus historically shaped) ideas about nature.

. Acknowledge that history is dynamic and always unfinished.

History practice should be grounded in and incorporate the inherently dynamic processes
of historical scholarship and recognize that meanings change over time, and respond to
not only new information, but new audiences, new questions, new approaches and ana-
lytical techniques and new perspectives. Interpretations of the past are forever open and
subject to reconsideration; history is never “done.”

. Recognize the NPS’s role in shaping every park’s history.

The NPS should always and everywhere recognize that the agency as a whole and each
particular park or unit within it have themselves been actors in the past that have shaped
communities, lands, and the historical resources the NPS stewards. NPS history should
always be ready to acknowledge and reflect upon both the agency’s actions at any site and
how that park’s own history has shaped it.

. Attend to the roles of memory and memorialization at historical sites.

History should always include attention to the role of memory, memorialization, and
remembrance in considering how particular pasts have been understood over time. This
perspective, emerging as a prominent theme in the historical profession over the past
several decades, is especially appropriate to the parks, which are in many cases sites of
commemoration and remembrance. Rather than freezing an event depicted at a park or
site as something that happened in the past, history interpreters should acknowledge
and investigate the diverse and changing ways (and reasons) that people have remem-
bered and assigned significance to that event or place (up to and since when the park
itself was designated “historic”).

. Highlight the open-endedness of the past.

Historical narrative should acknowledge ways in which the past was always open-ended
and contingent. Rather than cloaking historical outcomes with a gloss of inevitability,
history interpreters might pry open past events to reveal the many viable alternatives a
multitude of past actors faced as they struggled to solve problems, take actions, and frame
horizons. This practice advances larger NPS aims concerning both stewardship and
engagement, because it reminds audiences of the role they themselves play in shaping our
collective future. History does this not by abstraction and generalization but by exploring
particular cases and examples where people have made a difference. NPS sites are the ideal
places for this kind of consideration.”

. Forthrightly address conflict and controversy both in, and about, the past.

Rather than minimizing disagreement and controversy both in the past and about the past,
history interpreters should embrace and discuss conflict among actors in the past and among
scholars and members of the public ever since. Most important events of the past were ex-
perienced both at the time and ever since through multiple perspectives. Thorough and care-
ful grounding in research is without question the basis for effective and informed discussions
that highlight and respect multiple perspectives both in and on the past. History interpreters

“The principal public function of historical debate,” John Tosh writes, is “to keep open an awareness
of alternatives,” to show that individuals can make choice and thereby shape outcomes (Why History
Matters [New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008], 138).



must become comfortable discussing—and helping their publics become more comfortable
encountering—unsavory characters, painful episodes, oppression and conflict, and even
uncertainty about the basics of “what happened” and “what it means.”

9. Welcome contested and evolving understandings of American civic heritage.
NPS can and should reflect the historical and contemporary reality that the content and
meanings of American civic heritage are not self-evident; they too are contested and evolving.
At our iconic sites, history practitioners should present the civic challenge of applying
supposedly “timeless” truths of American founding documents such as the Declaration of
Independence and the Constitution to changing perspectives in a complicated world.

10. Envision “doing history” as a means of skills development for civic participation.
In presenting history, interpreters and historians should point to its practice as a
wellspring of skills—in addition to a repository of content knowledge—that are useful in
civic life. With less focus on specific, fixed content and more on practicing the habits of
historical thinking (finding and weighing evidence, asking questions, thinking about
whose voices are not included, pondering cause and effect, considering open-endedness
and the viability of alternatives not chosen), a more flexible and fluid approach to history
can help the NPS facilitate and model meaningful essential skills and awareness for
civic participation, that will help people encounter difference, uncover assumptions,
consider evidence, suspend judgment, recognize the differential effects of choosing one
alternative over another, come to terms with the legacies of injustice, listen respectfully
to others, develop empathy, and embrace multiple perspectives. More robust develop-
ment of those skills could prove transformative both within and outside the agency.

11.Share authority with and take knowledge from the public.
NPS history should recognize—with those working in other nodes of professional
public history practice especially—the value and limitations of sharing authority in the
creation of historical narratives with visitors and the public. While we endorse the value
that historians with deep subject expertise can bring to flexible, dynamic, yet empirically
grounded discussions of the past, we encourage thoughtful efforts to incorporate other
voices, perspectives, and “truths” into conversations about the past and its meaning.

12.Better connect with the rest of the history profession and embrace
interdisciplinary collaboration.
To embody and enact the approaches outlined above and to find creative ways to engage
new publics in history, including those who may never visit the parks, NPS history should
be thoroughly and multiply interconnected with other nodes of historical scholarship and
innovative and effective historical education and interpretation: in other public history
sites, in academia, in K-12 education. It should embrace the promise of interdisciplinary
collaboration with allied fields such as interpretation and the exciting possibilities
the digital revolution is bringing to the practice, dissemination, and widely shared
participation in history.
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New exhibits installed at Shenandoah National Park’s
Byrd Visitor Center in 2007 document the controversial
removal of mountain residents when the park was created
in the 1930s. (Photograph by David E. Whisnant, 2009.)




Many of the perspectives and approaches discussed in part 1 are already in practice throughout
the park system. Indeed, we have been impressed both with the thoughtful, rigorous, and
creative history work underway in many corners of the NPS and with the passion and dedication
of historians within the agency. Our survey respondents, too, identified nearly 150 examples of
historical projects and programs they regarded as effective, inspiring models. In individual site
visits, we observed many instances of high-quality scholarship and creative interpretation.
Clearly, when conditions are right, Park Service historians and historical interpreters (and
those they work with outside the agency) do imaginative, up-to-date, stellar work to make
national parks and historic sites such inspiring places for engaging history.

Many of our respondents eloquently describe the power of place-based encounters.
“Our most effective and successful interpretation of history and historical topics,” one
writes, “includes the ‘real stuff” and the ‘real words’ of those who lived in the time being
interpreted.”! At a Civil War battlefield, visitors can “see what soldiers saw on the days of
battle.”? In Springfield, Illinois, a park recreated the homes surrounding Lincoln’s abode to
appear as he saw them.? At Cape Hatteras National Seashore, “you get a feel for weather
on the outer banks and what it took to do the job of a weather man just because you were
exposed to the areas where those people roamed a hundred years ago.”

Best of all, visitors can often participate in experiences of the past through “experiential
programming.” Immersion in the original experience means “being able to touch, act out the
events, feel the emotion for the stories make it real.”> At an Underground Railroad site, visitors
take on the role of runaway slaves seeking freedom.® In a hands-on experience at Robert E. Lee’s
Arlington House, fourth graders try on Civil War—period clothes in what they often say is the
best part of their visit. These examples are what best distinguish national parks as sites for
stimulating the public’s interest in history. Writes one respondent, “they offer direct engagement
with historical sites and themes, not just reading about it.””

This special magic between the visitor and an original site pivots around two kinds of ex-
periences: appreciating a specific place as it existed in the past, and learning through experts
how figures from that past faced its challenges. The key lesson to be learned from a site, then,
is not that here, some men signed a Declaration of Independence; or there, some high school
students desegregated a school; or over there, a soldier fired a shot. The key lesson is that before
taking the actions that would make this place famous, or “historic,” particular individuals
struggled with how they would meet the challenges before them. By understanding the
original open-endedness that Americans reveled in or struggled with, the ranger-interpreter
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'% What does the Civil War
‘@ Mean To You?

Please take a moment to share your thoughts
about the meaning of the Civil War. Each of us
has a unique perspective of this defining
period of our history, whether it be about the
causes of the war, its lasting impacts, the
military story through the involvement of
family members, or the power of historic
resources like Tredegar and the battlefields
around Richmond.

Please use the 5 x 8 note cards to record your
thoughts, then place the cards in the box.

You can include your name and address if you
wish.

We hope to use your thoughts to help shape
future programs and exhibits at the park.

A notebook at Richmond National Battlefield Park’s Tredegar Iron Works invites visitors to share their perspectives
on the Civil War. (Photograph by Anne Mitchell Whisnant, 2009.)



signals the deeply democratic message that history is neither made by fate nor full of inevi-
table outcomes, but rather that people have struggled to comprehend and to make choices
at different times in the past. This act of contemplation, based not only on abstractions and
generalizations but also on exploring particular cases in specific places, is an extraordinary
gift that Park Service personnel provide for the public.

It is worth calling particular attention to some of the brightest lamps already illuminating
the way forward for the practice of history in the NPS. While the scope of our study allows
us to explore only briefly each of the following cases, we highlight them to demonstrate some
of the positive directions in which the NPS is already moving and the powerful potential of a
dynamic history practice infused with the perspectives and approaches we outlined above.

Gaining the High Ground: Reinterpreting Slavery and
the Civil War

The nation’s Civil War battlefields are among our most iconic landscapes. Ground where
Americans died by the thousands, they are today not merely historic sites, but sacred places.
As early as the 1890s, these lands were recognized and preserved as significant cultural
resources; by the time NPS assumed their management in the 1930s, some already had forty
years behind them as places Americans went to make sense of the bloodshed.

Preserved as they were while Reconstruction itself was still fresh in many minds, these
battlefields became memorial and commemorative sites, rather than places that prompted
historical reflection. The causes of the war so fresh and so raw for so many, the battlefields
were places to talk about the whats and whos, but not, emphatically, the whys—questions
that many visitors and managers alike found too charged to tackle. Over time, that silence
became untenable. As the Civil Rights movement altered the expectations of audiences, and
the historical profession developed an ever greater understanding of the role of slavery in
American political life from the Revolution onward, NPS historians became increasingly
aware that thorny historical issues had to be confronted.

As early as 1991, NPS staff in the mid-Atlantic region had begun to focus on this issue,
and in 1998, battlefield superintendents also turned their attention here.® NPS historian John
Hennessy drafted a report of those discussions entitled “Holding the High Ground: Principles
and Strategies for Managing and Interpreting Civil War Battlefield Landscapes.” Around the
same time, an OAH site visit to Gettysburg helped articulate that “slavery was the cause of
secession, and secession was the cause of the war.”” Those conversations found a catalyst in
2000 when a Department of the Interior appropriations bill, authored by Congressman Jesse
Jackson, Jr., directed NPS “to encourage Civil War battle sites to recognize and include in all
of their public displays and multimedia educational presentations the unique role that the
institution of slavery played in causing the Civil War.”*

8 Robert K. Sutton, “Holding the High Ground: Interpreting the Civil War in National Parks,”
George Wright Forum 25, no. 3 (2008): 47-57, http://www.georgewright.org/253sutton.pdf. See
also Dwight T. Pitcaithley, “’A Cosmic Threat”: The National Park Service Addresses the Causes
of the American Civil War,” in Slavery and Public History: The Tough Stuff of American Memory,
ed. James Oliver Horton and Lois E. Horton (New York: New Press, 2006).

9 John A. Latschar, “OAH and the National Park Service,” [August 2009], http://www.oah.org/pubs
/nl1/2000aug/latschar.html.

10 Bruce Babbit, “Foreword,” in Rally on the High Ground: The National Park Service Symposium on
the Civil War, Ford’s Theatre, May 8 and 9, 2000, ed. Robert Kent Sutton ([Fort Washington, Pa.]:
Eastern National, 2001), http://www.cr.nps.gov/history/online_books/rthg/fore.htm.



But if those battlefields’ managers were poised to move on these issues, segments of the
general public were not, and NPS staff members encountered resistance, both within and
beyond the agency. “Why and how these two armies got to that battlefield is irrelevant at
the point of the battle,” one person complained. “The only thing that matters at that point is
what happened and not why,” the complainer observed. “Allow the NPS to deal with the facts
about the battle and leave the why to the educators.”*! Chief Historian Dwight Pitcaithley
led the NPS response, noting that the 1916 legislation that created the Park Service, together
with the 1935 Historic Sites Act and the 1966 National Historic Preservation Act, established a
mandate to educate the public in a way that goes beyond mere narration of military activities.

A May 2000 symposium convened at Ford’s Theatre, Rally on the High Ground (televised on
C-Span) brought together some of the nation’s foremost historians of the Civil War—Ira Berlin,
David Blight, Drew Gilpin Faust, and others—to help advance this uneasy conversation.
Robert K. Sutton, who succeeded Pitcaithley as chief historian, wrote in his introduction
to the subsequent volume Rally on the High Ground, that “National Park Service Civil War
battlefields certainly will not right all the wrongs of the past. But, they have the opportunity
to become laboratories, places that will help all Americans, from all ethnic backgrounds,
understand their past. People should expect to visit a Civil War battlefield and come away
with an understanding of not only who shot whom, how, and where, but why they were
shooting at one another in the first place.”*?

Because of these efforts, millions of visitors to NPS sites, and readers of NPS publications,
now encounter a richer and more sophisticated conversation about this wrenching moment
in our history. Public programs, museum and wayside exhibits, and other interpretive media
are being updated to reflect this more accurate and encompassing understanding of the past;
the handbook The Civil War Remembered reflects these priorities, and the Southeast Region’s
booklet Slavery: Cause and Catalyst of the Civil War has been recognized for excellence by the
National Association for Interpretation."

The multiyear effort to broaden the interpretation of the Civil War, and to confront the
reality of slavery in the past and its legacies in the present, required real bravery in the face of
public vitriol and misinformation. From the office of the chief historian to the superintendents
who steward these sites, NPS historians and history managers harnessed the power of sound
scholarship to confront resistance. These NPS professionals, with the aid of the nation’s leading
historians, held their ground, and disseminated these new points of view to audiences both
near and far. This story of intellectual courage—one cited by dozens of the survey responses
discussed here—continues to resonate through the agency today. Perhaps most important, it
engaged many of the best practices that will be called for throughout these pages: coordinated
leadership across multiple levels, collaboration with academic partners, and real financial
investment in terms of gatherings to support discussion, publications and other activities.

11 Quoted in Kevin Levin, Civil War Memory: Where History, Heritage, and Education Intersect, blog,
June 5, 2006.

12 Sutton, “Introduction,” in Sutton, Rally on the High Ground.
http://www.cr.nps.gov/history/online_books/rthg/intro.htm.

13 NPS, The Civil War Remembered (Virginia Beach: Donning Co. Publishers, 2011); and NPS Southeast Region,
Division of Interpretation and Education, “Slavery: Cause and Catalyst of the Civil War,” brochure, National
Park Service, 2011, http://www.illinoiscivilwar150.org/pdfs/SlaveryCause_CatalystNPS.pdf.



Building Effective Civic Ties, Seeing Beyond “Resources,”
and Using Technology to Support Creative Distance
Learning: Manzanar National Historic Site

Many survey respondents highlighted Manzanar National Historic Site (NHS) as a leading
light in modeling effective community engagement. “The effort put forth by the NPS to
seek collaboration with the concerned communities—particularly the Japanese American
community—in telling the story of that place is essential to the effectiveness of historical in-
terpretation at that site,” one respondent wrote." Manzanar embodies many of the other ap-
proaches we call for as well: an ability to consider a site’s multiple, layered histories; a respect
for evolving memory in dialogue with history; and an ability to effectively and creatively
interpret (partly through digital history and distance learning), a site that has few extant
“resources” and is far from well-traveled tourist paths.

Manzanar sprawls across 814 acres of windswept, sparsely vegetated high desert in Califor-
nia’s Owens Valley. Perched beneath the majestic peaks of the Sierra Nevada, it was one of the
largest of ten internment camps where about 120,000 Japanese Americans, two-thirds of whom
were American citizens, were imprisoned during World War IL

Established in 1992, Manzanar is one of the three NPS sites that tell the story of civil
liberties and civil rights denied. Here, approximately eleven thousand Japanese Americans
created churches and temples, schools, a newspaper, social, musical, and athletic organizations,
and other structures of community life to prepare themselves and their children for eventual
release from the camps.

Manzanar uses digital tools and selective reconstructions to convey the site’s complicated
history (of which the internment camp was only one episode). Off-site visitors can view (and
purchase if they like) a twenty-two-minute documentary, “Remembering Manzanar,” which
features former internees and staff of the camp telling their own stories and thus giving voice
to authentic actors. A scale model created by former internees in 2004 helps visitors envision
the destroyed features of the camp. In addition, a Layers of History exhibit provides context
for Manzanar’ s prewar history with stories of the Paiute Indians who have long lived in the
Owens Valley, the homesteading era, and the fruit-growing community that preceded the
acquisition of most Owens Valley land by the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power.

Distance-learning technology and digital media are vital for Manzanar because its
remoteness—DBakersfield is the only city within three hours by car—has all but guaranteed
that it would be a low-traffic NPS site. Thus, planners have emphasized bringing Manzanar
to the people through modern media; the number of virtual visitors greatly exceeds the
eighty-five thousand people who come through the park entrance each year. In addition to
the Remembering Manzanar DVD, online booklets tell personal stories of more than seventy
imprisoned Japanese Americans.'”® Many more interviews of internees at Manzanar and the
other nine internment camps are archived in the Manzanar Oral History Project and are
available online through the Densho: Japanese American Legacy Project archive.'

Meanwhile, the Manzanar photo gallery enriches the online experience by making available
the photography of Dorothea Lange, Clem Albers, and Francis Stewart, who were sent to the
camps by the War Relocation Authority to create a visual record. The site also contains a link to
a Library of Congress collection of photographs Ansel Adams took of Manzanar. Although the
photographs are not available online, the interpretive center features dozens of the images taken
by Toyo Miyatake, a Los Angeles commercial photographer who smuggled a lens into Manzanar

14 Respondent 10156.

15 Remembering Manzanar, produced by Signature Communications, Huntingtown, MD, for the NPS,
http://www.nps.gov/history/museum/exhibits/manz/videos/remembering_manzanar.html.

16 Densho: The Japanese American Legacy Project, c. 2007-2011, www.densho.org.



and was permitted to continue shooting after being discovered by the camp director.

In 2007, Manzanar partnered with Ball State University, the National Baseball Hall of
Fame, and the National Park Foundation to create an electronic field trip entitled Desert
Diamonds behind Barbed Wire, with supporting curriculum, website, and webisodes.”” Also
recently installed (2010) is an online virtual museum showing hundreds of artifacts—paintings,
ceramics, furniture, weavings, and other expressions of Japanese-American creativity in the ten
camps. Included are the pencil drawings, pen-and-ink sketches, and watercolor paintings of
Charles Isamu Morimoto, who taught his craft at Manzanar to internees young and old.'®

As we write, Manzanar NHS is working with Minidoka NHS and the Tule Lake Unit of
WWII Valor in the Pacific National Monument (NM) on collaborative research projects and
to procure the equipment necessary to link the three sites for school-based distance-learning
efforts. Meanwhile, Manzanar is providing a model for Park Service distance learning.

Negotiating Civic Engagement and Civic Heritage:
African Burial Ground National Monument and the
President’s House, Independence National Historical Park

The visitor center and memorial at the African Burial Ground NM in Lower Manhattan are
legacies of a remarkably inclusive, patient, and creative process of civic engagement managed
by the NPS Northeast Region. In the course of developing plans for a federal office building,
archeologists uncovered remains of approximately fifteen thousand free and enslaved
Africans buried on this site between about 1690 and 1794. Some called it the most important
urban archaeological project in the United States. The African descendant community protested
mightily against the construction of an office building on top of what they regarded as a
sacred space that connected them with their ancestors. Negotiations between the community
and General Services Administration were essentially gridlocked. At that point, NPS was
given responsibility to negotiate a resolution. Working with major black cultural institutions
such as the Schomburg Center and Howard University, and developing a patient listening
process that sought to incorporate descendants’ voices and concerns, NPS shepherded into
existence a stunning memorial not only to the individuals who were buried here but also to
the rich origins and cultures of those people of African descent who shaped New York in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

In another case, Independence National Historic Park (NHP) engaged in an often-
contentious, drawn-out debate over whether the land outside the new Liberty Bell Center
at Sixth and Market Streets should be used to build exhibits commemorating the site where
Presidents Washington and Adams operated the executive branch from the Robert Morris
mansion. This house, to which Washington brought nine slaves from Mount Vernon as part
of a household workforce that included white indentured servants and free waged employees,
stands as a poignant example of how slavery and freedom were joined at the hip throughout
history and points up the cardinal paradox of American freedom in the Revolutionary era. Site
and symbol, freedom and slavery, black and white: how should the Park Service explain the
site over which several million visitors each year would enter the Liberty Bell Center?

The superintendent of Independence NHP preferred to avoid the issue, wary of confusing
the Liberty Bell Center’s story of the internationally famous American icon. But Northeast
Regional director Marie Rust, a founding member of the International Coalition of Historic
Sites of Conscience, launched the Park Service’s Civic Engagement Initiative, sending the

17 The field trip may be viewed at http://www.schooltube.com/video/dfb7f72371e4928f1c82/Desert-
Diamonds-Behind-Barbed-Wire.

18 NPS, Museum Management Program, Virtual Museum Exhibit, Manzanar Historic Site, “Pastimes:
Artwork,” www.nps.gov/history/museum/exhibits/manz/pastimes_artwork.html.



straightforward message that “in a democratic society such as ours, it is important to under-
stand the journey of liberty and justice, together with the economic, social, religious, and other
forces that barred or opened the ways for our ancestors, and the distances yet to be covered.””

A group of local historians and institutional leaders calling itself the Ad Hoc Historians
(of which one author of this report was cofounder) captured newspaper headlines and
airtime to publicize the reluctance of Independence” NHP’s superintendent to take hold of
the problem and urge action on treating fully and frankly one of the nation’s most history-soaked
pieces of urban real estate. The intervention of Chief Historian Dwight Pitcaithley on the side
of the Ad Hoc Historians was crucial. So too was the mobilization of black Philadelphians
by a black trial lawyer, who founded the Avenging the Ancestors Coalition and led them into
the streets for a Fourth of July demonstration.?

With nearly $13 million from Congress and PECO, a Philadelphia energy company, and
after eight years of planning, exhibit designing, and construction—all attended by public
viewings of exhibit design mock-ups and often furious arguments—the exhibits opened in
December 2010. Called The President’s House: Freedom and Slavery in the Making of the New
Nation, the exhibits featured outlines and architectural features of the first executive mansion;
wall displays of colonial slavery in Philadelphia, the emergence of a free black community,
and high points of the decade when Philadelphia was the nation’s capital; audiovisual reen-
actments of some of Washington’s slaves, including two who fled to gain their freedom; and
a sculptural commemoration of the nine enslaved people who lived in the president’s house.
Though long, complicated, and controversial, the project engaged large segments of the
community and brought together the two principal partners that jointly approved the final
plans—NPS and the city of Philadelphia.

Sharing Authority: The Lewis and Clark Bicentennial
Traveling Exhibit and the Tent of Many Voices

Between 2003 and 2006, in celebration of the two hundredth anniversary of the Lewis and
Clark expedition, a traveling exhibit called the “Corps of Discovery II” (Corps II) stopped at
sites across the country, allowing visitors to share differing interpretations of the past. Within
the exhibit, a Tent of Many Voices provided space for live demonstrations, lectures, cultural
presentations, and audiovisual showings created in partnership with American Indian
communities, federal agencies, local and state governments, and the private sector. Inside
the tent, in the words of one of our respondents, “speakers were invited to share their take
on the Lewis and Clark story.”

Gerard Baker, then superintendent of Lewis and Clark National Historic Trail, also
served as superintendent of Corps II. A member of the Mandan-Hidatsa tribe, Baker saw
the project’s goal as “inciting curiosity.”** To this end, as one informant expresses it, in the
Tent of Many Voices, “speakers were given liberty to tell their story without prior review by
the NPS,” affording them a forum to engage a wider audience. “We allowed history to be
rewritten from a predominantly American Indian perspective (over three hundred speakers
had tribal affiliation). We heard history as we never had, and we were open to experiencing
that. We discovered the value of oral tradition, and facilitated a safe place to record such

19 Quoted in Gary B. Nash, The Liberty Bell (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010), 200.
“The National Park Service and Civil Engagement” can be viewed at http://www.nps.gov/civic/.

20 See Gary B. Nash, “For Whom Will the Liberty Bell Toll?: From Controversy to Cooperation,”
in Slavery and Public History: The Tough Stuff of American Memory, ed. James Oliver Horton and
Lois E. Horton (New York: Norton, 2006).

21 Respondent 10827.

22 Quoted in Joseph Flanagan, “Tent of Many Voices: In the Footsteps of Lewis and Clark,”
Common Ground (Spring 2003): 22.
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history. Every program, unless the speaker declined (very rare) was recorded.”? Record-
ings are archived at the University of Nebraska’s Peter Klewit Institute. Available for
viewing are 346 video segments from the presentations, as well as other aspects of the
bicentennial events.

In fashioning the Corps II exhibits, NPS took the risk of allowing others to participate in
the interpretation of the past without managing the message. One respondent wrote: “NPS
didn’t write the history and we didn’t pretend to have all the answers. The employees on
this project understood history in a way somewhat unknown in the NPS upon completion.
It shaped how I think about things every day.”*

This willingness to allow a conversation to unfold that might be challenging, even
uncomfortable—provided a model for other NPS projects. Another respondent calls the
Lewis and Clark Bicentennial, “a huge partnership experience that was beneficial for all
involved.” This person says that “the same thing occurred for the Dred and Harriet Scott
Sesquicentennial in the City of St. Louis,” adding that she/he finds that “the knowledge
shared there opened my horizons and allowed me to sense that it was not the history of
one race but the shared history of us all.”*

Forging Interdisciplinary Partnerships: Cape Cod
National Seashore and the Olmsted Center for
Landscape Preservation

A fine example of productive partnership between NPS and universities emerged when
Cape Cod National Seashore (NS) contacted the Olmsted Center for Landscape Preser-
vation (OCLP, founded at the Frederick Law Olmsted NHS) to help document cultural
resources in a complex political landscape, and eventually NPS engaged the help of
researchers from several departments at the University of Massachusetts Amherst to
respond to a complex challenge. Setting the boundaries of the 43,000-acre Cape Cod
NHS on the fragile Outer Cape a half-century ago had led to abrasive relationships
between NPS and Cape Cod residents in the six towns bordering the park. By the 1980s,
the character of Cape Cod NHS was threatened by proposed redevelopment of inholdings
and plans for intense development of areas in and around the national seashore. Scholars
from the UMass Landscape Architecture and Regional Planning Department and the
Public History Program (part of the History Department) undertook a two-year effort
to provide research to inform these issues in a strategy involving graduate courses
(“studios”) and funded research assistantships that eventually engaged several faculty
and over thirty graduate students.

This collaboration generated innovative approaches to research and analysis. The
research plan used NPS’s cultural landscape report as a point of departure, but the
group necessarily “expanded and customized” their approach. To create what the team
came to call a “landscape character study,” the public historians organized a series of
“Cape Conversations”—community meetings at which residents gathered to “share
their responses to certain images, plans, and other representations of the landscape, as
well to contribute their own observations.” Combining “description and documentation
of both physical features as well as historical and ongoing activities, such as surf casting
or berry picking,” the landscape architects and planners documented “the cultural and
ephemeral qualities of the landscape as well as landscape morphology and patterns.” The
interdisciplinary report that emerged received an award from the National Environment

23 Respondent 10827.
24 Respondent 10827.
25 Respondent 10450.
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Many respondents highlighted the effectiveness of the Lewis and Clark Corps of Discovery Il traveling exhibit
(2003-06), which commemorated the 200th anniversary of the famous expedition. (Photograph courtesy
U.S. Army Center of Military History.)

Design Research Association and now serves as a basic planning document. Equally
important, the collaboration engaged “a range of people, many of whom had not been
drawn into public processes when orchestrated by the NPS alone.”?® The flexibility of
park managers and other NPS officials was key to facilitating this innovative project.
Thus the stage was set for more cooperative and productive discussions as the work of
landscape preservation moves forward.

26 Ethan Carr, personal narrative for State of History team, 2010.



Harnessing the Power of Local History: San Antonio
Missions National Historical Park and Brown v. Board
of Education National Historic Site

Recognizing the significance of local history has long been a part of the mission of the NPS.
Throughout the half-century history of the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP),
approximately 60% of the nominations cite local significance (another 30% cite state-level
significance, and the remaining 10% are listed as nationally significant). However, if a park’s
enabling legislation is grounded in national significance, tensions between national and
local narratives can emerge. As former NPS historian Art Gomez points out, too often, “park
managers are reluctant to divert from the park’s mission statement to present other historical
aspects of the park, no matter how viable.” At San Antonio Missions NHP, for instance, he
noted, “a substantial number of visitors came to that park because their father or grandfather
participated in the 1930s restoration of San Jose Mission as members of the CCC [Civilian
Conservation Corps].” Yet “because the enabling legislation emphasized the eighteenth-
century Franciscan missionary experience in south Texas,” it had been difficult to pursue
this locally important subject.”

As NPS seeks a broader range of partnerships to cultivate new audiences and to meet
basic operational obligations, more parks are exploring local stories alongside national ones.
San Antonio Missions NHP reached out to members of the local parishes of the four church
missions to share personal experiences through photographs. “We told their history through
their photographs and words and shared it with the public,” explains a respondent. “It was
quite effective, created a better bond between the park and the local community, and told
extremely interesting stories and talked about recent and modern history of the park that
visitors were surprised to see and experience.”* In embracing “the lure of the local,” the park
worked effectively with local partners to utilize resources beyond park boundaries.

We concur with the respondent who argues that “to truly be successful, a park must be
able to tell a story on a local, regional, and national level. While the ‘big picture” helps
explain the significance of a park, it is the local history that best makes that story believ-
able and understandable to park visitors.” This respondent offers another good example of
using local history to broaden a story’s significance and appeal—a program undertaken in
partnership between the Shawnee County Historical Society, Unified School District 501,
and the Brown v. Board of Education NHS that examined the segregated high school basketball
teams of Topeka, Kansas. By using the topic of high school basketball to illustrate the larger
issue of Jim Crow laws and the fight for equal educational opportunity, the park drew approxi-
mately 450 people to the program, “about double the number of people who turned out for
the Brown v. Board of Education NHS program commemorating the 55th anniversary of the
Brown v. Board decision.””

Local stories—stories that may lie beyond strictly construed enabling legislation but are
of passionate interest to the men and women who live alongside a park’s boundaries—have
proven equally important at Lowell NHP, the Mount Rushmore NM, Hopewell Furnace
NHS, and elsewhere. Among the few history-specific items in A Call to Action is a pledge
(under “Connecting People to Parks, Action No. 3”) to “expand the meaning of parks to new
audiences and provide an opportunity for communities to learn more about their heritage by
conducting history discovery events, using oral histories and other methods, in at least 100

27 Art Gomez, personal narrative for State of History team, 2009.
28 Respondent 10022.
29 Respondent 11483.



parks.”** The prospect of people gathered in fully one-quarter of the nation’s parks, connecting
the stories of their own lives to the work of NPS—activity that would necessarily expand a
park’s reach beyond its enabling legislation—is indeed heartening. The process would enable
local residents to contribute meaningfully to and collaborate with the NPS.

Confronting a Park’s Own History: Shenandoah
National Park

More than a decade of new and imaginative scholarship on history and memory has opened
new possibilities for understanding the intertwining of past and present at any site of historical
remembrance. Meanwhile, burgeoning scholarship on the histories of particular sites within
the NPS, as well as a mushrooming number of anniversaries commemorating the work done
on the national parks in the 1930s, have called attention to the profound influence the Park
Service itself has had where it has acted to create, protect, preserve, or develop (and redevelop)
parks. That influence extends both to the telling of history and to on-the-ground matters
such as land use and regional economic development.

In view of the power of these histories and their continuing relevance both to conversa-
tions about the meanings of history (witness the Civil War) and to current management
issues, some parks’ attempts to build regional partnerships and enhance cooperation with
nearby neighbors and communities have made them realize the importance of forthrightly
confronting their own histories in their interpretive materials.

One of the most careful and creative efforts by a park to make itself the subject of public
historical interpretation is Shenandoah National Park’s (NP) expansive exhibit, Within a
Day’s Drive of Millions, installed in 2007 at the Harry F. Byrd Visitor Center at Big Meadows,
Virginia.* The exhibit is a splendid example of repurposing a Mission 66—era structure to
candidly recount the Park Service’s own role in shaping the history of the southern Appalachian
region where this park was carved from private lands in the 1920s and 1930s. The exhibit,
funded with $1 million in park fees, grew out of a thoughtful ten-year process that combined
first-rate primary research with substantial public engagement with the Children of Shenandoah,
a group of descendants of families moved out of the park in the 1930s.

The exhibit opens with the effort to bring western-style national parks to eastern population
centers in the 1920s and ends by asking visitors to consider the ongoing conundrums of park
management. In between, the exhibit packs in a tight, linear, and chronological—yet dialectical—
narrative of park establishment, development and early use, and evolution to the present.
Innovative use of exhibit panels and three-dimensional features such as fences, shovels, a
house, a landscape architect’s office, a park store, and life-size cutouts of people that seem
to emerge from the panoramic photographs that line the halls effectively invite viewers into
the historical scene in ways that are reminiscent of nineteenth-century cycloramas.

Carefully chosen historical documents, images, and artifacts support a narrative that fore-
grounds the complexity of the decision-making processes that shaped the park, including the
pivotal decision (justified largely through public portrayals of the residents as illiterate, ignorant,
isolated, and apolitical) to remove several thousand residents from more than three thousand
separate tracts of land purchased for the park. The exhibit also confronts the development
and use of the Lewis Mountain “Negro Area,” where black visitors gathered and camped

30 NPS, A Call to Action: Preparing for a Second Century of Stewardship and Engagement, August 25, 2011,
http://www.nps.gov/calltoaction/PDF/Directors_Call_to_Action_Report.pdf.

31 The discussion that follows is condensed from Anne Mitchell Whisnant and David E. Whisnant,
“Exhibition Review: ‘Blue Ridge Parkway, America’s Favorite Journey,” Blue Ridge Parkway, and
‘Within a Day’s Drive of Millions,” Shenandoah National Park,” Journal of American History 96, no. 3
(December 2009), http://www.historycooperative.org/journals/jah/96.3/exr_6.html.



and picnicked before the site was desegregated in 1947 (two years after a federal order that
directed desegregation of all national park facilities).*

Shenandoah’s success in mounting this engaging project owes a great debt to primary
research on the park’s history conducted over more than a decade by the park’s in-house
historian Reed Engle and to park-sponsored historical and archaeological research conducted
by consultants. Their work was extended through a deliberative process in which park interpretive
staff (including one ranger whose time was almost completely dedicated to the project for several
years) mounted preliminary versions of portions of the exhibit and invited feedback from
descendants of relocated residents and other interested citizens. The process was funded in
part by money that this park raised for its own use through park entrance fees (an option not
available to many other sites). The confluence of all of these factors, one of the staff members
told our team, created a “perfect storm” that offers promise elsewhere.*

Mobilizing Public Conversations about History through
New Media: NPS and Social Networking

It appears self-evident that NPS must connect rapidly and forcefully to the explosive growth of
social media that has transformed personal, institutional, and governmental communication
around the world. Now that the Department of the Interior has lifted restrictions on the use of
social media, NPS use of web 2.0 technologies has begun to grow, and we are seeing hints of its
potential to reach new publics.**

One site that has engaged and integrated new media is Glacier NP. While many NPS websites
actively conceal information about the specific people behind the prose, Glacier identifies its social
media team with brief bios and photos. Glacier thoughtfully harnesses specific tools (gathered on
the park’s “Social Networking Media” webpage) to achieve specific ends. A Twitter feed shares
“updates on breaking news in the park,” social events, and “what is happening now,” while a
Facebook page (with ninety thousand “friends” as of October 2011) allows real and virtual visi-
tors to the site to “engage in conversations, post photos and videos,” and to “bring clarity to any
rumors floating around out there.” Through Flickr, the park encourages the public to select from
among (currently) more than thirteen hundred images for their own “publication, school project,
PowerPoint or next viral video.” Staff posts footage via two YouTube channels. Several blogs
share insights into NPS through the eyes of its stewards; posts like that of curator Deirdre Shaw’s
“Twenty-one Days Traveling through Glacier: Journal Excerpts from the 1912 Geographic Society
of Chicago’s Visit to Glacier National Park,” allow users to encounter documents historians use
to understand the past in ways that generate excitement and curiosity.*

While Glacier uses social media to reach general visitors and supporters beyond NPS, the North-
east Museum Services Center (NMSC) uses these tools to reach the NPS peers and colleagues they
serve. This particularly thoughtful entry into social media aims to raise the profile of NPS museum
collections in general as well as the services the NMSC provides by engaging a range of strategies
designed to address their various audiences, including two Twitter feeds, a Facebook page, and a blog.*

32 See Reed Engle, “Shenandoah National Park—Segregation/Desegregation (U.S. National Park Service),”
January 1996, http://www.nps.gov/shen/historyculture/segregation.htm.

33 Anne Mitchell Whisnant, site visit, Shenandoah National Park, March 13, 20009.

34 See U.S. Department of Interior, “Notices—Social Media Policy,” November 18, 2010,
http://www.doi.gov/notices/Social-Media-Policy.cfm.

35 Glacier National Park, “Social Networking Media,” http://www.nps.gov/glac/parknews
/socialnetworking.htm; Dierdre Shaw’s History Blog, “Twenty-One Days Traveling through Glacier: Journal
Excerpts from the 1912 Geographic Society of Chicago’s Visit to Glacier National Park,” March 2, 2011,
http://www.nps.gov/glac/parknews/blogs_shaw.htm.

36 The NMSC'’s efforts are described in Giles Parker, “Since No One Knows Us, We Decided to Social-ize: The

National Park Service Northeast Museum Services Center,” Voices of the Past: Connecting the World of Heri-
tage Online, March 4, 2011, http://www.voicesofthepast.org/2011/03/04/nmsc-case-study/.



Consistent with and supportive of the NMSC’s mission (“to support and strengthen park
management, partnerships and programs that preserve and protect natural and cultural resource
collections within Northeast Region sites of the National Park Service and make those collec-
tions accessible for research, education and public enjoyment”¥), the center’s Facebook page
promotes events, and engages in humorous but substantive discussions of artifacts in the
collection. One Twitter feed, aimed at volunteers and interns, seeks to “build the workforce
and reinforce the types of museum opportunities that are available,” while another addresses
“all things storage-related for NPS collections: preventative conservation, equipment,
security, fire protection.”*

Within six months of inaugurating these social media efforts, the center had made
“significant progress toward our goals with NPS and non-NPS followers from across the
nation. In many ways,” they report, “the numbers speak for themselves. We primarily
provide service to 76 sites in the Northeast, but @NPS_NMSC (190+ followers),
@NMSC_Volunteers (80+ followers), NMSC on Facebook (70+ followers), and our
blog (300+ readers per posting) are reaching a much broader audience.”*

Last, African Burial Ground’s Twitter feed is a model of how to engage readers well beyond
the specific aims of the park or the agency. Their posts share not only time-and-place-sensitive
alerts as to what is happening at the site, but also news regarding scholarship and ideas per-
tinent to their park and of broader scholarly interest. As of this writing, about fifty thousand
readers follow their tweets, expanding the site’s reach exponentially and modeling for other
units the potential of this deceptively simple tool.

Building Learning Links: Place-Based Approaches to
the American Revolution in the K-12 Classroom

Little can be more useful in cultivating the interest of new generations of young Americans
than drawing upon the Park Service’s extraordinary array of sites, documents, and artifacts
to create K-12 learning materials. One outstanding example of this is the collaboration that
produced, among other things, the website “The American Revolution: Lighting Freedom’s
Flame,” as well as Honored Places: The National Park Service Teacher’s Guide to the American
Revolution (available online and in published form).** Beginning as an initiative to bring
together the resources surrounding more than twenty Revolutionary War parks for the
225th anniversary of the American Revolution, the website gathers together resources for
students, researchers, and teachers; the site posts a timeline and brief biographies of key
players, as well as short essays on a range of topics. This collaborative effort of teachers,
scholars, and Park Service educational specialists also offers a list of NPS sites associated
with the American Revolution and describes NPS educational programs at various American
Revolution sites. Honored Places extends the use of the material. Organized around five
lessons: “Prelude to the Revolutionary War,” “Words and Action,” “Making Choices,”
“The Power of Remembrance,” and “The Legacy,” each lesson includes learning objectives,

37 “About | NMSC Archeology Blog”, n.d. http://nmscarcheologylab.wordpress.com/about/.

38 The two Twitter feeds are @ NMSC_Volunteers (132 followers as of December 4, 2011) and
@NMSC_StorageGuy (formerly @ NPS_NMSC), which as of December 4, 2011, had 433 followers.

39 Parker, “Since No One Knows Us.”

40 NPS, “The American Revolution: Lighting Freedom’s Flame,” “Revolutionary Teaching Resources,”
“The Learning Center,” updated November 7, 2005, http://www.nps.gov/revwar/educational_resources
/overview.html; and NPS, “The American Revolution: Lighting Freedom’s Flame,” “Revolutionary
Teaching Resources,” Honored Places: The National Park Service Teacher’s Guide to the American
Revolution, updated October 3, 2008, http://www.nps.gov/revwar/educational_resources/teachers.html.
This material is based in part upon work conducted under two cooperative agreements, one between the
U.S. Department of the Interior, NPS, and National Conference of State Historic Preservation Officers,
and another between the NPS Southeast Regional Office and the Georgia Trust for Historic Preservation.



historical background essays, rich primary sources that undergird active learning classroom
activities, and student worksheets.

Valley Forge NHP has also created a curriculum guide to the park that uses engaging
primary source-based teaching activities for six lesson plans, including “Create Your Own
Broadside Ballad,” “Critical Thinking with 18th-Century Technology,” “The Need for Man-
power,” and “Examining the Leadership Traits of George Washington.” Additional materials
on African Americans and American Indians in the revolution are available.*!

Valley Forge’s website also presents a series of short essays on “The Unfinished American
Revolution.”* Written by historians on such subjects as children’s rights, unicameralism, de-
mocratizing the judiciary, religious freedom, and indentured servitude, the essays also include
“questions to consider” and activities to prompt additional student learning. The essays invite
teachers and students to discuss the ferment concerning political, social, and religious issues
that erupted in the course of the revolution. In still another distance-learning program, Valley
Forge has created a series of ten podcasts aimed at upper elementary and middle school
students on a variety of revolutionary episodes such as “Timothy Murphy: Rifleman of the
American Revolution,” “General von Steuben: The Making of an American Army,” “French
Alliance Artillery Firing Demonstration” (featuring Oneida Indian Nation members demon-
strating artillery procedures), and “Hannah Till, Washington’s Enslaved Cook.”*?

Provided adequate resources, many heavily visited Park Service sites could follow Valley
Forge in constructing rich curricular materials and on-site learning activities for K-12
students, their teachers, and their parents.

Transporting Visitors to the Open-Ended Past:
Harpers Ferry National Historical Park and
Antietam National Battlefield

Two examples illustrate the transformative power of exposing visitors to the original open-
endedness of history by shifting from fixed explanations of the past to considering the past
moment as the original participants experienced it when they did not know what the outcomes
would be. Themes that scholars can see through hindsight may not be congruent with what
participants saw on the original site.

At Harpers Ferry NHP, visitors stand at the point where the two rivers converge, look-
ing at the pillars that originally held a railroad bridge on which a train has stopped, its
crew unaware of the raid that is in progress around them. We imagine the raiders agonizing
over whether to let the train proceed, carrying news to the outside world that the arsenal has
been seized. We try to comprehend what we would have done had it been our responsibil-
ity to decide the train’s fate.

Or, guided by a skilled interpreter like the late David Larsen, we can look up to some second-
floor rooms in Harpers Ferry, and imagine a young husband in 1850 trying to decide what
birthday present to buy his wife that will best convey his love. We are jolted when Larsen
imagines that the husband decides to buy her a slave to spare her doing housework. In
imagining ourselves thinking about a birthday present, we are prepared to picture slavery
at the intersections of intimacy, commerce, and work. Instead of simply hanging on with
confidence to our unexamined faith that slavery was evil, we are asked to consider the
challenges it presented to the individuals who experienced it.

41 NPS, “Valley Forge National Historical Park, Curriculum Guide,”
http://www.nps.gov/vafo/forteachers/upload/CurriculumGuide.pdf.

42 Disclosure: a member of this committee was commissioned to organize this project.

43 These podcasts may be downloaded via iTunes (search Podcasts>Government &
Organizations>National>Valley Forge National Historical Park).




Similarly, at Antietam National Battlefield we can imagine ourselves as Confederate | 45
soldiers standing in the Sunken Road, looking up at the distant hill in front of us, and worry-
ing as we imagine Union troops beginning to appear over its crest. Initially, we appreciate
the great cover the sunken road apparently provides. A little later, however, standing in the
same ditch, we look to our right as Union troops flank us, stare down the road at us, and
open fire as if we were fish in a barrel. Interpreter Manny Gentile adds to our horror by lining
us up and then asking our reinforcements to line up behind us. We realize we are trapped.
The Union troops can mow us down—"roll up our flank,” if you prefer—until the road is so
strewn with bodies that our feet, like those of soldiers on that day, can feel only other bodies,
no ground, as we try to walk on it. As visitors, we see on a wayside the photograph of the
carnage taken by Alexander Gardner, one of Matthew Brady’s colleagues, and displayed as
“The Dead of Antietam” in New York. What did the people who lined up over a mile to see
these photographs think when they saw the images of the carnage on September 17, 1862,

on what even today remains the bloodiest day in American history?




The Antietam visitor center features a poster whose words transport us back from this
carnage to contemplate its meaning. The poster’s words were written by William Childs, a
surgeon for the 5th New Hampshire Infantry, a month after the battle, while he was still
on the field treating the wounded. “When I think of the Battle of Antietam, it seems so
strange,” he wrote. “Who permits it? To see or feel that a power is in existence that can and
will hurl masses of men against each other in deadly conflict—slaying each other by the
thousands is almost impossible. But it is so—and why, we cannot know.”*

Collaborating with Historians in Colleges and
Universities: Fort Vancouver National Historic Site
and the Rhode Island School of Design

Many survey respondents and other contributors noted the potential of partnerships with
higher education to do everything from filling basic labor gaps with undergraduate interns
to creating robust collaborations with local faculty. Among the most successful partnerships
nationwide are found in the Pacific Northwest, where Fort Vancouver NHS enjoys a thriving
partnership with Portland State University (PSU) through the park’s Northwest Cultural
Resource Institute (NCRI). The Public History Field School, available to graduate students
in the PSU public history program, is designed to “build on the context of their introductory
coursework by providing a focused, hands-on immersion into how history is promulgated”
by the NPS. In this eleven-week program, “students actively apply knowledge gained
through group discussion, directed readings, research, practical exercises, peer review, and
class instruction to crafting programs and interpretive media for the public.”

Fort Vancouver chief ranger and historian Greg Shine has an adjunct appointment in the
PSU history department. In his dual role, he teaches the upper-division public history seminar,
Historic Site Interpretation (Public History Field School) on-site at Fort Vancouver. In 2009, the
students created an online exhibit, Beyond Officers Row: Duty and Daily Life at the U.S. Army Fort
Vancouver:*® In the 2011 course, Shine “led Portland State University students through discus-
sions, directed readings, practical exercises, on-site instruction, and research in the creation of a
plan for the national park system to use podcasting and other new media techniques to tell
the story of the 150th anniversary of the American Civil War.”*

The collaboration allows PSU students to glimpse public history in action, while the park
harnesses the skills and interests of the rising generation in the development of podcasts and
other digital media. As Shine teaches a group of students about the theory and practice of
public history, his course also engages his peers across the NPS, exposing students to an ever-
wider array of sites and history while serving his colleagues both by producing materials of
use and interest to them and by providing a forum where they can connect with one another.

In another exemplary collaboration, the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) and NPS have
organized a course around the use of wood from felled “witness trees.” In a joint furniture studio
and history seminar, senior critic of furniture design Dale Broholm had become intrigued by
the opportunities presented by these trees after visiting Gettysburg NHP, where trees still

44 Child, quoted in George C. Rable, God’s Almost Chosen Peoples: A Religious History of the American
Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 182.

45 NPS, Fort Vancouver, “2011 Public History Field School,”
http://www.nps.gov/fova/historyculture/2011-public-history-field-school.htm.

46 NPS, Fort Vancouver, “Beyond Officers Row: Duty and Daily Life at the US Army Fort Vancouver,”
http://www.nps.gov/fova/historyculture/dailylifebarracks.htm.

47 NPS, Fort Vancouver, “2011 Public History Field School.”



on the landscape that were present during the three-day Civil War battle in July 1863 are
classified as “witness trees.”®

Inspired, Broholm developed a course using lumber from a felled pecan tree at Hampton
NHS, a former plantation outside Baltimore, Maryland. Class readings and discussions
looked at the history of slaveholding, the lives of slaves, the slave-based economy of the
Upper South, and the lifestyles of the planter class. Students researched Hampton’s signifi-
cance in American history and visited the tree’s site in Maryland, building a fully informed
design vocabulary from which they created objects. The RISD student artwork was then
displayed at Hampton NHS in spring 2010. “Working with the tree from Hampton,” said
Broholm, “shows how history informs objects and provides a deeper understanding of culture.
This has been an enriching experience and our hope is this project will enrich the learning
of others as well.”” “This project brings to life the social, cultural, and economic history of
the Hampton property,” said Gregory Weidman, Hampton'’s curator. “Watching the process
of RISD students creating objects in response to the pecan Witness Tree was fascinating and
a wonderful learning experience.”*

In both collaborations, students are exposed in fresh and creative ways to NPS work,
while the agency benefits from the infusion of youthful energy, and also the resources higher
education can offer, from access to and application of new media tools to furniture work-
shops and exposure to developments in the visual arts.

Bridging the Gap between Nature and Culture:
Martin Van Buren National Historic Site

Since its founding, NPS has drawn distinctions between sites protected for their natural
and scenic qualities and others preserved for their cultural and historical significance. As
Mark Fiege points out in a recent issue of the George Wright Forum, environmental history in
some form has always been valued by the agency; its contemporary iteration an “outgrowth
of a much older effort to identify and understand nature and the causes of environmental
change.””! Yet while the agency is increasingly alert to the many ways such boundaries
are blurred, a too-broad gap continues to separate natural and cultural resources. In many
instances, that separation undermines sound stewardship, particularly with regard to agri-
cultural lands within national parks. Parks that interpret farming or collaborate with farms
are often hampered by the nature/culture distinction, as well as by the difficulty of knowing
how—or whether—to engage with decision making about how to keep farms viable within
the contemporary agricultural economy.

One site that is bridging the gap between nature and culture is the Martin Van Buren NHS
in Kinderhook, New York. For more than a decade, the park has been working to incorporate
interpretation of Van Buren’s post-presidential farming activities, which Van Buren saw as an
important expression of his political and personal values. This interpretive shift was greatly
enhanced in 2009 with a boundary expansion that brought most of Van Buren’s farm within
the park. Several scholarly studies, including an ethnographic landscape study of farming in
Columbia County, where the farm is located, support the development of innovative new

48 “Rhode Island School of Design and National Park Service Partner on Cultural Study and
Object Creation from Fallen Witness Tree,” press release, http://www.risd.edu/templates
/content.aspx?id=4294974149; “Witness Tree Exhibit Opens,” NPS Digest, http://home.nps.gov
/applications/digest/headline.cfm?type=Announcements&id=8911; WTP General Introduction, 2010
(thanks to Dale Broholm for sharing this document); and Charles A. Birnbaum, “Tree Hugging Is
Back in Style,” Huffington Post April 1, 2011.

49 “Rhode Island School of Design and National Park Service Partner.”

50 “Rhode Island School of Design and National Park Service Partner.”

51 Mark Fiege, “Toward a History of Environmental History in the National Parks,”
George Wright Forum 28, no. 2 (2011): 128-47.1%



approaches to the history of agriculture that hold promising implications for sites elsewhere.

By embracing the dynamic history of farming and analyzing both how and why it is too
often oversimplified in the majority of historic sites, the staff at Van Buren’s staff is pioneer-
ing new ways to engage the public in a more sophisticated discussion about past and present
food-supply systems. Especially important are insights about the ways in which soil itself can
be considered a cultural resource.

Van Buren’s model builds on work undertaken at other national parks, such as Marsh-Billings-
Rockefeller NHP and Minute Man NHP, which have moved toward an “agro-ecological”
approach that integrates cultural and natural processes and interpretations. Marsh-Billings-
Rockefeller especially has cooperated with other local groups on surfacing and engaging local
concerns about the community’s future. The aim is to build those concerns into a movement for
preserving lands that might otherwise fall to unwanted development. Elsewhere within NPS,
too, other exciting projects that bridge gaps between nature and culture through a focus on
agriculture include Haleakala National Park’s “agreement with a native Hawaiian organization
to at Kipahulu, Maui, Hawaii to restore taro patches on park lands. This is a successful
example of how parks can make the past relevant to today and at the same time celebrate
and learn from the history of Hawaii’s first Polynesian settlers. This also establishes the
connections to the land that native community at Kipahulu have with their lands, economy,
and ancestors.””> Through these and other initiatives, NPS can show real leadership as the
nation rethinks our relationship to our food supply, and engage understanding of the past
to create a more sustainable future.

Fostering, Producing, and Disseminating Historical
Research: Studies, Exhibits and Handbooks

History research, undertaken by or under the auspices of the NPS, has made and continues
to make powerful contributions to historical understanding. Talented historians across the
agency, as well as the many historians from outside the agency employed or contracted for
specific projects, generate daily insights that advance scholarship in political, social, cultural,
economic, and architectural history.

We have read administrative histories that make thoughtful contributions to the under-
standing of not just a single park, but also of the evolution of public history. The best historic
resources studies, NRHP nominations, and cultural landscape reports document the history
of a given place while also grounding these stories and insights in the broadest contexts of
U.S. history. Theme studies, too, undertaken by the National Historic Landmarks program
(on labor history, civil rights, desegregation, and other topics), generate fresh scholarly insight
as they draw together disparate sites that relate to a common development. In 2000, for
instance, Congress directed NPS to undertake a study of the American Civil Rights move-
ment; two volumes in that study (on racial desegregation and voting rights) are presently
available through the OAH-NPS partnership, IUPUI University Library’s eArchives. The
segregation study was downloaded 967 times in just five weeks, suggesting its effective-
ness in reaching interested audiences. This important and substantive work is not as widely
known and studied as it ought to be by historians outside NPS (and sometimes even
within NPS—a matter addressed later in this report).

The Park Service also produces scholarship in other forms, including substantive museum
exhibits that are recognized well beyond the agency. For instance, the 1998 exhibition Lying
Lightly on the Land: Building America’s National Park Roads and Parkways, “employed a wide
range of visuals, artifacts, and technologies to expand on the usually dry and internally

52 Respondent 10085.



circulated HAER report format to reach a broad audience”; the project won the Vernacular
Architecture Forum’s Paul E. Buchanan Award, which recognizes outstanding contributions
to the study and preservation of vernacular architecture and the cultural landscape.* In
2006, two NPS curators working in partnership with Amnesty International USA, the Gulag
Museum in Perm, Russia, and the International Memorial Society, developed the innovative
exhibition GULAG: Soviet Forced Labor Camps and the Struggle for Freedom. The exhibit trav-
eled to a number of NPS sites as well as to partnered colleges and universities. The New York
Times called it “powerful,” noting how “small things tell large truths ... in spareness and
simplicity.”>* In 2009, San Francisco Maritime NHP’s The Cargo is King! multimedia exhibit,
located on the “tweendeck of the 1886 square-rigger Balclutha, was recognized by the National
Association for Interpretation’s (NAI) Interpretive Media Competition.
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A plan for the “Cargo Is King” exhibit at San Francisco Maritime NHP shows how evolving and complex histories
of ocean-going trade were represented in the physical space of the Balclutha. (Image courtesy San Francisco
Maritime NHP.)

53 An online version is available at National Park Service, “Lying Lightly on the Land,”
http://www.nps.gov/history/hdp/exhibits/lll/overview.htm. The original brochure is at
National Building Museum, “Lying Lightly on the Land: Building America’s National
Park Roads and Parkways,” June 6, 1997-January 11, 1998,
http://www.nationalbuildingmuseum.net/pdf/Lying_Lightly_on_the_Land.pdf.

54 Quoted in Martin Blatt, “Remembering Repression: The GULAG As an NPS Exhibit,”
Perspectives on History (November 2008),
http://www.historians.org/perspectives/issues/2008/0811/0811publ.cfm.



The Park Service has also drawn on scholarship based in colleges and universities to
produce attractive, high-quality handbooks that make scholarship about parks and history
readily accessible to the reading public. The new handbook The American Revolution, published
by Eastern National and skillfully edited by Ron Thomson, could easily be assigned in a college
classroom: essays by Charlene Mires, Pauline Maier, Don Higginbotham, Gordon Wood, and
Gary B. Nash—among the very top historians of the period in the nation—reflect the best of
recent scholarship, while well-chosen illustrations are engaging and instructive for readers.”
Likewise, The Civil War Remembered, the NPS handbook on the Civil War, features sixteen
essays written by some of America’s most noted Civil War historians.>® After James McPherson’s
thoughtful introduction, James Oliver Horton’s essay “Confronting Slavery and Revealing the
‘Lost Cause’ and Ira Berlin’s “Race in the Civil War Era” tackle some of the most delicate and
controversial issues that the parks engage; other subjects are covered by teaching scholars on
landmark topics: Eric Foner on Reconstruction, Drew Gilpin Faust on death and dying, and
David W. Blight on the Civil War in American memory.

A review of Thomson’s handbook articulates the qualities that the best handbooks
achieve: they are authoritative, succinct, readable, well illustrated, and loaded with extra
features that readers appreciate, such as sidebars and timelines.?” The combination of
nationally recognized scholarly expertise with the lively format and appealing design of
the NPS handbooks, which reach wide public audiences through distribution at NPS sites,
blends the best of each community of history practitioners in ways that are most advanta-
geous for the widest range of readers.

Engaging Professional Associations:
The OAH-NPS Partnership

Relationships with professional associations within the discipline of history have become
increasingly important in NPS’s quest to strengthen its presentation and interpretation of
history. Among the most significant is the Organization of American Historians (OAH)-
National Park Service partnership that commissioned this study. In 1994, NPS signed the
first in a series of five-year cooperative agreements with the OAH that allows that organization
to undertake projects for the NPS; since that date, nearly 150 projects have strengthened the
practice of history in the NPS. Thirty-three collaborative projects are currently in process,
with an average budget of less than $30,000; nearly all represent multiyear commitments.

The work undertaken through this partnership includes eighteen administrative histories,
sixteen historic resource studies, and twenty-two projects aimed at developing National
Historic Landmarks, as well as interpretive projects, oral histories, and more than a dozen
trainings and conferences. Approximately two-dozen NPS site visits have brought many
college- and university-based historians into parks to talk about strengths and needs,
events that generated numerous reports on how history can be more effectively programmed
and delivered; other collaborations have produced statements of significance, theme studies,
and cooperative work to create teaching materials.>®

55 NPS. The American Revolution. NPS Handbook. Eastern National, 2008.
56 NPS, Civil War Remembered.

57 Bob Janiskee, “The American Revolution: Official National Park Service Handbook—Everything
that an NPS Handbook Should Be,” National Parks Traveler, March 19, 2009.

58 For a list of projects, see Organization of American Historians, “OAH/NPS Projects (1994-2009),”
2011, http://www.oah.org/programs/nps/cumulative.html. We thank Aidan Smith at the OAH for
providing a detailed breakdown of projects to date.



The OAH-NPS partnership has numerous benefits beyond the products delivered most
immediately. NPS staff members gain access to the nation’s leading content specialists and
opportunities to develop relationships that can extend well beyond the project immediately
at hand. Meanwhile, a growing cadre of non-NPS historians (mostly academics) learn about
the nuances of history practice within the NPS, which differ in important ways from practice
in the academy; what’s more, those scholars become invested in the future of the park they
visited. Since 2006 alone, nearly 300 outside historians have contributed to the practice of
NPS history through the OAH partnership. As larger numbers of academic historians are
exposed to the broad world of history practice within the NPS, from National Register docu-
mentation to interpretive plans, the barriers to collaboration that academics face (a reluctance
to “count” this work as part of one’s case for tenure or promotion, the academy’s version of
performance evaluations) will in time fall, as the historians who become department and
campus administrators will have a better sense of the rigorous nature of this scholarship.”
At the same time, faculty members are better positioned to steer capable undergraduate and
graduate students into internships with NPS, and even toward careers with the agency, helping
cultivate the twenty-first-century workforce.

The NPS partnership with OAH has also helped the agency strengthen ties to the
National Council of Public History, the America Historical Association, and other profes-
sional associations. The OAH-NPS cooperative agreement has been renewed twice; the
most recent renewal carries the relationship through 2015. Both NPS and OAH should
continue to support this important partnership to the fullest possible degree.

These are just a few especially notable examples of the leading-edge work that can occur
in the NPS when a dynamic, flexible, deeply informed, and multiconnected practice of history
such as the one we have called for is employed. Many others could likewise have been shared.
We offer these cases as the start of a much longer conversation.

Where will that conversation unfold? In the wake of the Second Century Commission’s
report, which proposed a Center for Innovation “to gather and share lessons learned quickly
throughout the organization,” NPS has launched the Network for Innovation and Creativity
(a pilot phase now hosted by the Conservation Study Institute in Woodstock, Vermont), a
“bold and forward-thinking initiative, with the goal to rapidly share knowledge, new approaches,
and insights from practical experience to solve mission-critical problems and advance
organizational excellence.”® “By supporting a higher level of peer-to-peer collaboration
across the national park system,” planners hope that the “network will encourage and share
innovation and improve performance.” Practitioners will harness an “internet platform of
blogs, discussion forums, wikis, and other tools” as well as “video conferencing, telephone,
email, and face-to-face meetings” to disseminate new ideas, insights and strategies for success.*

Although not the ambitious Center for Innovation envisioned by the Second Century
Commissioners, perhaps this network will flourish and prove a resource for creative practi-
tioners across the agency. And the projects featured above might provide some good starting
places. To be sure, one’s peers can be a powerful source of inspiration and information, and
it is critically important to transfer the knowledge gained by the agency’s most innovative
practitioners to their counterparts elsewhere in NPS.

59 NPS, “NPS Scorecard for FY 2010 Now Out,” May 19, 2011, http://www.nps.gov/applications/di-
gest/printheadline.cfm?type=Announcements&id=10474.

60 National Parks Second Century Commission. Advancing the National Park Idea. Cultural Resource
and Historic Preservation Committee Report: A Different Past in a Different Future, [2009], http://www.
npca.org/commission/pdf/Committee_Cultural_Resources.PDF, 34; “Developing a Network for
Innovation and Creativity to Enhance NPS Learning and Effectiveness: A Concept Paper Requested
by the National Leadership Council,” May 2011, and “Project Update: Launching a Pilot of the
Network for Innovation and Creativity,” June 3, 2011, both online at http://www.nps.gov/csi/pdf
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With so many examples of lively, vibrant, and innovative history practice at the NPS, it
seemed reasonable to expect that our survey respondents would have been upbeat about
the prospects for history in the agency. Yet when asked to characterize the “state of history”
in two or three sentences, all but a handful among the discursive comments paint a bleak
picture. They describe NPS history as “an afterthought” relegated to “small cubicles and
minor sideshows” and therefore either “stagnant and irrelevant to today’s generation and
issues” or “moribund, old-fashioned, and largely irrelevant, with a couple of spots of fearless-
ness and innovation.”* It is “erratic,” one respondent says, “outstanding in some places, awful
in others.”? “Underfunded, undervalued, underutilized and misunderstood,” summarizes
another, while several express a sense of decline: history in the Park Service, respondents
asserted, is “deteriorating”; “losing ground”; and “threatened.””

As our “lamps on the path” abundantly demonstrate, there have certainly been many
attempts by chief historians, regional directors, and many individual superintendents and
their staff members to strengthen history. However, we believe that much of the energy
that has led to innovative approaches to research, analysis, and dissemination of historical
work like those featured above has arisen locally and flowed from the creativity and initia-
tive of particular individuals rather than from system-wide encouragement and inspiration.
In the words of one respondent, history is “lost in the wilderness...we have lost our way....
If it weren't for the incredible dedication of some employees who want to do the right thing
for the Service, we'd be in even worse shape than we are now.” As one of our consultants
observed, “Where the agency is strong they are just lucky. Individuals... have taken it on
themselves to take up the slack.”

In many places, the robust history we all want to see has taken hold—as the examples
gathered in part 2 illustrate—but is not flowering on the whole, and people have a negative
sense of its current state and prospects. What is holding the agency back?

Our research has revealed several, often intertwined, areas of concern that we outline in
the list of findings below. For each finding, we make specific recommendations ranked by
priority for putting history back to work in the National Park Service and enabling it to realize
its full potential as the steward of the nation’s heritage.

Respondents 10337, 11808, 10137, and 10713.

Respondent 10584.

Respondents 11558, 11156, 11256, and 11325.

Respondent 10321.

Ethan Carr, personal narrative for State of History team, 2010.
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Finding 1: The History/Interpretation Divide

The intellectually artificial, yet bureaucratically real, divide between history
and interpretation constrains NPS historians, compromises history practice
in the agency, and hobbles effective history interpretation. The NPS should
find and take every opportunity to reintegrate professional history practice
and interpretation.

As noted in part 1, historians are, fundamentally, both researchers and interpreters. Yet the
structure and culture of the Park Service have allowed its historians’ interpretive role to
wither. Our survey respondents describe how they view the current relationship between
historical research and interpretation: while some report that there is no gap between history
and interpretation at their parks, a majority believe not only that the gap exists but that it is
growing and detrimental to both research and interpretation. “I think many historians have
been relegated to the ‘Section 106 ghetto,””one respondent observes, and “that has become
the essence of their work in the NPS. It’s a shame, but I also feel that historians deserve
a good bit of the blame for allowing this to happen to their profession.”® In short, writes
another, “history is generally practiced in NPS as an adjunct to administration, i.e., through
NR/HABS/HAER/HALS and related programs.... The professional field of history has only
selectively been used in the NPS interpretation program.”” A colleague concludes that
“history has been relegated to small boxes on organizational charts at WASO and the regional
office.”® Indeed, as evidence of this imbalance, most of the agency’s 0170-series professional
historians, including the chief historian, have for decades been housed on the cultural
resources management (CRM) side of the organization; few are on the interpretation side.

How has the Service-wide divide between resource management and
interpretation affected the practice of history in the parks?

BY PERCENT OF TOTAL RESPONSES

The divide has had a
positive effect.
3%

Respondent left the
question blank.
19%

6 Respondent 10173.
7 Respondent 11192.
8 Respondent 10562.



The fact that “a lot of historical research is compliance and management focused,”
laments one respondent, means that it is done “not with interpretation in mind.”’
History research, writes another, is “too isolated from the interpretative effort.” Compliance
work, this respondent continues, means that there is “not enough time to develop programs
that aid interpretation.”’® Because historians are “concerned with NEPA and Section 106
compliance,” another adds, “interpreters are left to do much of the research for interpretive
programs”—tesearch for which they often lack formal training."! The interpretive division
at a fourth respondent’s site, meanwhile, “does not get the results of resource studies....
Cultural resource reports go right to the library,” and “interpretation seems totally out of the
loop.”** Meanwhile, “those interpreting are often not supported in learning the history, and
those caring for the resources are often not trained in important interpretive messages.”"

By some accounts, part of the blame for the isolation of historians from interpretive work
lies with former NPS director George Hartzog. After having visited a historical park in
the 1960s where he was ignored by the one uniformed staff member on duty—a historian
who proceeded instead to focus on his research—Hartzog is said to have directed a struc-
tural reorganization that significantly reduced park historians’ roles in visitor interactions.
Historians, according to the informant who recounted this tale to us, were “presumed to be
introverted, inarticulate, and happy among their documents.”*

This administrative reorganization separated those responsible for history research from
those responsible for history education. While the historians migrated to the preservation
and stewardship side of the organization, programs, exhibits, and public engagement with
history became more and more the purview of professional interpreters, the cherished uni-
formed park ranger (generally hired in the 025 series, and often employed only seasonally)
whose “storytelling skills,” this informant continues, “would obviate the need to know the
history (or other subjects) in detail.”®®

While many interpretive rangers are capable of, and some have training in, conducting
historical research, analysis, and writing, one respondent observes that since the 025 series
“does not have a degree requirement...we don’t always hire academically trained profes-
sionals in fields directly related to our work (history, archaeology, biology, etc.).”® Several
other survey respondents agree that “interpretation’s focus on having visitors make emo-
tional connections (not intellectual ones) makes it harder [to] incorporate nuanced history
into programs and media...interpretive staff often equate history and heritage, which I don’t
find encouraging.”"’

While we, as historians, find the divide problematic, we observe that many of our survey
respondents on the interpretive side do too. Typical was one respondent’s complaint that the
curator at his/her park so restricted access to the park’s archives that “we recently revised
our exhibits, and only at the end of the process, and largely by chance, did I discover and
gain access to most of our historic photo collection. Too late to improve the exhibits.”*®

Our informants in a variety of settings noted that the managerial requirement to complete a
predetermined set and sequence of studies sometimes undermined genuine scholarly inquiry.
Real questions to which parks needed answers were necessarily set aside as funds were

9 Respondent 10079.

10 Respondent 10139.

11 Respondent 10931.

12 Respondent 10625.

13 Respondent 10573.

14 Jerry Rogers, personal narrative for State of History team, 2010.
15 Rogers, personal narrative.

16 Respondent 10927.

17 Respondent 10442.

18 Respondent 10345.



devoted to projects in which few had a genuine interest, but which were among the forms of
documentation NPS has prioritized as essential management tools.

One informant noted that some of the most valuable studies he and his colleagues
undertook were, in fact, completed “outside and independent of the normal NPS history
program.” Had this site “followed the normal path of attempting to gain funding for special
history studies, the region or Washington would have wanted the park to first complete an
Administrative History and an Ethnographic Overview and Assessment,” our correspon-
dent observed. Instead, he continued, “The park felt that these administrative and bureaucratic
studies could be produced at a later date, when the park was on sound footings as to what,
actually, its history was.” This park had access to independent funding, and so was able
to complete the research needed to interpret its resources in new and important ways and
create “an effective and state-of-the-art program.”

We concur with this respondent that the best results emerge when a site can first
“survey and determine” what its “cultural and interpretive staff [feel] are the studies that
they need to do their jobs more effectively. Checklists of needed documents (GMP, historic
structure reports, historic landscape reports, special history studies) should be discarded
in favor of documents that seek to define the cultural history of a park in the broadest and
most accessible manner. Once this definition has been accomplished, more bureaucratic
[work] could be undertaken.”

In any case, the split between cultural resources management and interpretation processes
replicates itself at almost every level of NPS, from WASO to the regional offices to many of
the larger parks. Smaller parks often have combined interpretation and cultural resources
management divisions or by necessity foster regular communication among all park staff—
an arrangement many survey respondents found more logical and functional.

More often, however, this pervasive divide and the narrow conception of history’s role
that the agency perpetuates seriously impoverishes the NPS’s mission in a number of ways:

* The agency’s most highly trained professional historians, and the outside scholars often
hired under contract for particular projects, too often have little to do with the agency’s
most visible and public history activities—its interpretive exhibits, products, and programs.
Historical interpretation, meanwhile, is left to a cadre of staff with (often) little formal
training in history, subject knowledge, or experience doing primary source research on the
topics they are charged with communicating. Interpretation thus misses opportunities to
take advantage of the most up-to-date historical research and scholarship, including that
conducted and sponsored by NPS itself.

* Mandated cultural resource preservation or planning processes have an undue influence
on NPS history practice; “compliance” becomes the end unto itself, rather than a means
by which resources are better understood and documented. History seems trapped in a
standardized systems of plans and studies that are not necessarily as or relevant as they
should be to genuine historical questions and needs—either for resource management or
interpretation. Meanwhile, with the exception of parks that have either private sup-
port or fee-based funds, there is little money or latitude for parks to commission topical
studies on the questions they—or their publics—genuinely want answers to. More than
one survey respondent notes that cultural resources management can be unresponsive or
out of touch with interpretation’s needs for research, and about 26% of our respondents
mentioned site-specific research as their most pressing research need.?

19 Reed Engle, personal narrative for State of History team, June 2010.

20 The 26% figure is based on 80 out of 304 of our respondents who identified a primary history
research need for their site.



e The current practice of history in the NPS is thus inefficient and wasteful of funds, time,
talent, and expertise. The agency’s most significant investments in new historical re-
search often produce very high-quality administrative histories, historic resources studies,
cultural landscape reports, and other studies that sit on shelves, unread by colleagues,
unused by other scholars, and inaccessible to the public. There is no regularized way for
the fruits of this CRM-related scholarship (often done by outside contractors) to be used
for the larger benefit of interpretive programs and materials. Cultural resource studies
are rarely scoped to include interpretive components and there is little systematic follow-
up between parks or sites and scholars after studies are completed (this is even the case
with studies sponsored through the cooperative agreement between the Organization of
American Historians [OAH] and NPS).

e Historians (whether NPS staff or contractors) are disconnected from the concerns of
visitors and interpreters and isolated from emergent and promising areas of collabo-
ration among historians, interpreters, and innovators in the museum world who are
exploring more informal and interactive interpretive experiences that foreground
open-endedness, contested meanings, and multiple perspectives and changing inter-
pretations of the significance of a site.

These realities compromise the agency’s ability to steward its resources through improved
public understanding of their value. They also limit the agency’s power to develop creative,
interdisciplinary, and research-based interpretive initiatives that mobilize its significant
resources for meaningful and relevant history education.

Recommendations

1.1  Restore full staffing and budget for the chief historian’s office as projected in the
chief historian’s 1999 position description (approximately five professional historians
and one clerical staff person) to enable the office to serve as a resource for historical
research and interpretation throughout the NPS and a facilitator of collaboration
between historians and interpreters.

1.2 Create a History Leadership Council consisting of historians, interpreters, curators,
and other pertinent NPS staff to meet at least annually and (among other tasks: see
below) develop strategies to bridge the structural divide between cultural resources
and interpretation and engage historians more fully in interpretive planning and work.

1.3 Scope all CRM studies, including administrative histories, historic resource studies,
National Register nominations and updates, and similar documents to include, in both
the timetable and budget, an interpretive “deliverable” as well as a follow-up meeting
that involves the project researchers and park staff from both interpretation and cultural
resource management.

1.4 Revise the Essential Competencies® for both interpreters and historians to support
cross-disciplinary training.

1.5  Revisit the structures of regional and park-based history offices to better facilitate their
ability to contribute to cultural resources management and interpretive activities.

21 NPS, “Essential Competencies,” http://www.nps.gov/training/npsonly/npsescom.htm.



1.6 Incorporate a research needs statement into all long-range interpretive plans for historical
areas and have scholars with subject matter expertise review park interpretive themes
as stated in these plans.

1.7  Encourage and facilitate peer and public review of NPS history products—exhibits,
interpretive materials, research studies, etc.—by capable historians inside and
outside the agency, before and after distribution. Work closely with the Organization
of American Historians (OAH) to enhance and extend the usefulness of the OAH-
sponsored peer review that is already conducted of OAH-sponsored studies.

1.8  Create more opportunities for professional crossover and direct interaction between
cultural resources divisions” historians and staff in the interpretation divisions at all
levels, from WASO to the parks, through both formal collaboration on planning pro-
cesses and informal conversation.

1.9  Define any Cultural Resources Challenge broadly enough to articulate and fund roles for
historians and the history program in both resource management and interpretation.

1.10 Create a low-cost ($6,000-$15,000) scoping study to assess historical research needs
and priorities beyond and outside of general management planning, National Register
documentation, or Section 106/110 compliance imperatives, as a means to ensure that
contracted research addresses pressing questions and not simply completing requirements.

Finding 2: The Importance of Leadership for History

Without visionary, visible, and respected leadership at the top, and managers through-
out the agency who understand, value, and systematically advocate for and nurture the
professional practice of history, a number of consequences ensue: resources are directed
away from historical work, and fragmentation, demoralization, and isolation become
endemic across the agency. Stronger leadership for history at the national, regional, and
local levels is imperative to encourage and capitalize on notable successes.

As we spoke to NPS professionals, one of the most vivid metaphors that we heard described
the agency as having the “best ships in the worst navy.” An urgent need exists for visible,
and well-supported leadership that articulates an inspiring and wide-ranging vision for NPS
history, encourages new directions, highlights and enables quality scholarship and innovation,
and fosters interconnection and community among history and interpretive professionals
throughout the agency and with historians outside NPS.

Fashioning and pursuing an inspiring and comprehensive vision for NPS history could
start with the chief historian’s office. And indeed, although located within the cultural resources
division at WASO, the chief historian’s current position description includes language that
suggests a broad mandate to “serve as spokesperson, advocate, and planner of the overall
NPS history program,” and to “[establish, monitor, and evaluate] Service-wide programs,
professional standards, guidelines, and procedures as they relate to the management and
interpretation of historical sites and resources.”** Yet while the current position description
envisions a chief historian’s office rounded out by “approximately five professional historians
and one clerical employee,” the reality is much leaner: two permanent professional historians,
one term historian, and no clerical support.?

Thus at present, the WASO history office’s capacity to lead and inspire is severely limited.
Our survey asked respondents, in an open-ended question, to tell us where they look for

22 Position Description, Chief Historian, National Park Service, October 20, 1999, provided by Robert K. Sutton.
23 Position Description; Robert K. Sutton to Anne Whisnant, email, October 21, 2011.



“leadership or inspiration about what history can be and do.” “Other NPS units” received
the most mentions (12.4%), followed closely by non-NPS museums or historic sites (11%).
Academia and professional associations followed next, with about 10% each (and another
6.3% cited the profession’s publications or journals). A sizeable number (8.4%) thought of
colleagues in their own workplace. Only 6% of the mentioned WASO as a source of “leader-
ship or inspiration” and just 4.6% named officers and staff in the regional offices. State and
local resources (colleges, museums, historical societies, community contacts) were mentioned
in 3.4% of the entries here. Just over 3% named their immediate supervisor, and an equal
number said “no one.”*

The fact that so many NPS historians first look to their colleagues for leadership is both
positive and worrisome: of course, it is good to learn that NPS historians can find among
their peers talented coworkers who inspire their own work, but WASO and the regional
offices should play a stronger role.

For a glimpse of what is possible, one need only mine the survey responses. “If WASO
History can’t be bold,” one survey respondent notes, “none of the rest of us can be, either.”*
As an example of the kind of impact that is possible, many survey respondents mention
with appreciation former Chief Historian Dwight Pitcaithley’s pervasive influence on the
(re)direction of NPS interpretation of slavery and the Civil War, and his ability to foster a
positive and lasting esprit de corps among NPS history practitioners. Engaging such a volatile
subject, one that generated significant controversy both within and beyond the agency, took
real courage. It is that kind of leadership that produces change. In that vein, we applaud as
well current Chief Historian Robert Sutton (who as the superintendent of Manassas National
Battlefield Park joined Pitcaithley in the effort to reinterpret slavery) for his leadership in
pusuing and supporting the independent investigation that has produced this report.

But leadership is not only abstract and inspirational; it is also a managerial reality. The
authors of this report, like those of Saving Our History, call for strong WASO leadership, but
we also recognize that WASO does not have line authority—making it critical that the chief
historian’s office provide tangible leadership, active support, ideas, and inspiration. Respon-
dents and our informants made clear, however, that vitality in history programs depends at
least as much on positive leadership at the regional and park level as at the WASO level.

One of the great challenges we encountered—one that is unique to the practice of history
in NPS—stems from policies and practices surrounding “superintendent autonomy.” As
Saving Our History explains, in recent years power has devolved to the parks: “NPS made
far-reaching changes in 1995 that significantly decentralized authority. These changes in-
cluded substantially reducing the number of regional staff, collapsing the number of regions
from 10 to 7, making clear that regional office staff are primarily ‘service providers’ to the
parks, and ceding greater authority to park superintendents, such as authority for Section
106 reviews to assess the impact of federally-funded activities on historic properties.”* As a
result, power accrued to superintendents, who today enjoy extraordinary control over what
can or cannot happen at a given park.

Most park superintendents we have met are (not surprisingly) hardworking professionals,
passionate about the resources they steward. But few appear to have training or experience
as historians. One admittedly imperfect indicator of the backgrounds of superintendents is a
statistic that NPS human resources provided to our team in summer 2011: in the last decade,
only seven of the current park managers (superintendents and deputy and assistant superin-
tendents) came from the 0170 series.

24 Other sources that received scattered mentions included NPS policies, including the enabling
legislation and the availability of funding, stakeholder groups, other government agencies, visitors,
state or tribal historic preservation officers, Internet and online resources, and past chief historians.

25 Respondent 10713.

26 NAPA, Saving Our History, 7.
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But whatever the backgrounds, it is clear that a superintendent can make all the difference:
“I know of one park,” a survey respondent writes, “where the history program is on fire in
its innovation and scholarly relevance; and others where the superintendent (or supervisory
historian or rough equivalent) has been there longer than two or three popes, and whose
program is akin to that contained in an old cast-off history textbook.”?” “At my park,” says
another, “we have a superintendent who has stated before the staff that history is only a
sheet of paper and can be handled by a student worker. As a result, while many thousands of
$$s have been spent on bricks & mortar [and]...beautifying the landscape...almost nothing
has been expended in support of interpretation or history.”?® This respondent adds that ap-
peals for help to the regional office had been “utterly fruitless” as the regional office support-
ed the superintendent. And as a participant in one of our listening sessions observed, “that’s
where change needs to come—If the superintendents dont own history, nobody else can.”

This autonomy of superintendents not withstanding, the NAPA study observes that
“evaluations of superintendent performance by the regional director is the strongest
mechanism identified during the course of this study for ensuring accountability across all
elements of a park’s mission.” However, superintendent evaluations are no longer required
to include any cultural resource elements. For that reason, this report joins NAPA in recom-
mending that park superintendent performance evaluations include a resource stewardship
(cultural and natural) element.?

Leadership needs to be more than compliance with a predetermined set of expectations.
“In a rapidly changing environment,” the Second Century commissioners noted, “where
organizations need to acquire and act on new information constantly, the rapid sharing of
knowledge—and good ideas—ranks as a key management asset.”®' Indeed, A Call to Action
seems to emphasize flexibility and “choice”: as NPS implements the steps called for,
“Program managers and superintendents will select actions that best fit the purpose of
their program or park workforce capacity, and skills, and that generate excitement among
employees.”* The degree to which these individual managers see themselves as agents for
sound history practice will shape the influence of A Call to Action and our report: leadership
for history is necessary to ensure that resources flow to history as well as other NPS agendas.

Thoughtful leadership is also essential to engage promising new ideas that emerge
to improve history practice. Elsewhere in this report, we applaud related efforts to support
the sharing of innovation and the transfer of knowledge. But replication should be
mindful—each park has a unique history that needs consideration, and what works
at one park may not work at another. As noted earlier, when asked about sources of
leadership, most respondents cited peers at other parks, an impulse that also guides
superintendents, who draw inspiration from successes elsewhere too. “Generally ours is
a game of ‘Keeping up with the Jones NHP'” one respondent observes; “Any idea that
looks vaguely interesting from another site becomes a priority for us, even if the idea is
not necessarily applicable. Granted, we have gotten some good ideas by borrowing from
other sites, but more often than not, practicality/usability is thrown to the winds.”*
Sound history leadership—involving a sensitivity for the subject matter informed by

27 Respondent 11359.
28 Respondent 10716.
29 NCPH Listening Session April 3, 2009. Providence, RI.
30 NAPA, Saving Our History, 49-50, recommendation #4.

31 National Parks Second Century Commission. Advancing the National Park Idea. Cultural Resource
and Historic Preservation Committee Report: A Different Past in a Different Future. Washington, DC:
National Parks Conservation Association, 2009, 36, http://www.npca.org/commission/pdf
/Committee_Cultural_Resources.PDF.

32 NPS. A Call to Action: Preparing for a Second Century of Stewardship and Engagement, August 25, 2011. 7,
http://www.nps.gov/calltoaction/PDF/Directors_Call_to_Action_Report.pdf,

33 Respondent 11575.



solid disciplinary expertise—recognizes how innovations elsewhere can best be applied

to another site or unit’s unique resources and aims.

Recommendations

21

2.2

2.3

24

2.5

34

Create a History Advisory Board for the NPS. Unlike the History Leadership Council
proposed in recommendation 1.2, comprised of NPS staff, this advisory board would
help sustain ties between NPS and history writ large, thus improving the agency’s
ability to track innovations from leaders across multiple history and museum profes-
sions, and enhance the agency’s ability to exert leadership in shaping those fields as
well. While being independent of any single history organization, this board should
include representatives from OAH, American Historical Association (AHA), National
Council on Public History (NCPH), American Association for State and Local History
(AASLH), American Association of Museums (AAM), and other such organizations
as well as leading historians from a range of fields and places of practice. The board
should be advisory to the director and should connect regularly with representatives
of the History Leadership Council. The board’s reports should circulate throughout
the NPS. In consultation with the History Leadership Council, it would be respon-
sible for articulating and pursuing a coherent vision and concrete plans for enhancing
historical work across the agency.

As per recommendation 1.1, restore full staffing and budget for the chief historian’s
office to enable the office to take a more visible leadership role in coordinating,
supporting, and enhancing history practice across the agency.

Establish, in partnership with OAH and/or NCPH, a competitive award that recog-
nizes excellence in NPS history practice and acknowledges how superintendents and/or
regional directors have specifically facilitated the recognized work.

Acknowledge and reward superintendents for the professional activities of their staff
members: attending professional conferences, publishing, pursuing graduate training
or continuing education in history.

Adopt the 2008 NAPA recommendation #4, that “NPS include resource stewardship
(cultural and natural) as an element in all superintendents’ performance evaluations,
in particular with respect to park cultural resources at risk.”

NAPA, Saving Our History, 50.



Finding 3: The Challenge of Disconnection

NPS history is undermined by conditions that isolate both people and knowledge;
employees feel sequestered, even “exiled” (as some respondents said), in their
offices, unaware of developments across the agency or across the profession. At
the same time, with NPS historians absent from discussions in the profession
and NPS history scholarship largely invisible from databases and journals the
larger field relies on for information and insight, historians beyond NPS are not
in conversation with the strong scholarship and innovative practice the agency
conducts and contracts. The agency should foster historical scholarly and
collegial connections more vigorously, both within its borders and beyond.
To build a more coherent, responsive, flexible, integrated practice of history,
boundaries around, within, and across NPS must become more porous.

In the absence of organizational structures that create areas of collaboration as well as
clear and consistent leadership throughout the agency that systematically nurtures the
professional practice of history, fragmentation, demoralization, and isolation have severely
weakened many NPS sites. As one respondent phrased it, “decentralization” has become
“total fragmentation.”*

Part of the problem is that history practice is too often split into numerous separate
programs and organizational divisions, and entangled in a thicket of laws, regulations,
and policies. Meanwhile, with plummeting support for professional development
(conference attendance, journal access, and so on), employees can no longer communicate
professionally—they’re “disconnected both horizontally and vertically”* (a point
evidenced by the large number of survey respondents who qualify their replies by saying
they can only speak to conditions at their site of employment). Lone historians at some
sites lament their sense of powerlessness in advocating for history by themselves.

Given the effects of budget constraints and shrinking numbers of positions associated
with the practice of history in the parks, the NPS has had difficulty keeping abreast of
current developments in scholarship, teaching, and public history practice that have
generated exciting new ways of thinking about and doing history. Ultimately, a large
portion of historical practice within the NPS occurs without systematic connection to
other nodes of historical scholarship and activity in universities, museums, and other
cultural institutions.

Sometimes the isolation is self-imposed: the NPS can be a very insular bureaucracy
that distrusts outsiders and those who have not “paid their dues” as seasonal rangers or
NPS employees. At times, this sensibility prevents the hiring of historians from outside the
agency. As one respondent phrased it, “the NPS tends to be a little island.”*” At the same
time, insufficient internal capacity means that a considerable amount of historical work is
farmed out to contractors who may have little ongoing connection with their projects or the
sites that sponsored them.

At the same time, NPS staff members are not offered sufficient opportunities to take
advantage of the crucial opportunities that professional conferences offer for ongoing
connection with other historians. The problem is not, as a rule, that blanket NPS policy
prohibits staff members from attending conferences, but that the ability to attend depends
closely on whether one’s supervisor views these events as valuable. Additionally, agency

35 NCPH Listening Session, 2009.
36 NCPH Listening Session, 2009.
37 Respondent 10217.



rules defining appropriate “training” often fail to encompass professional history conferences
under that rubric, and so the degree to which historians across the agency are able to avail
themselves of these opportunities is a product, really, of chance—that is, of the sensibilities
of their supervisor at any given time.

Which organizations do you find most valuable in connecting you with
the wider professional field?

TOP TEN ANSWERS, by frequency (out of 544 respondents):

Organization Name: # of responses
National Association for Interpretation 48
National Council on Public History 21
American Association of State and Local History 20
Organization of American Historians 18
American Association of Museums 15
George Wright Society 10

Association of National Park Rangers 7
Society for Historical Archaeology 7
National Trust 6
Society of American Archivists 5

The chart above shows that our respondents found that a number of organizations provide
valuable connections. The biennial George Wright Society conference, for example, does
draw many NPS employees in the years that it meets. The agenda is crowded with papers
on new scholarship, new interpretive strategies, and new collaborations with historians in
the academic world. Furthermore, the society’s journal, George Wright Forum, fosters these
discussions outside the conference. The annual meetings of the Organization of American
Historians and the National Council on Public History are other places where NPS historians
can meet others with similar interests.

But conferences do not solve the whole problem. Park Service history professionals are
constrained from connecting with other historians through basic scholarly resources that
should be available to everyone whose job description engages history scholarship in any
way. At the outset of our study, we were confused by conflicting reports about whether NPS
employees had access to JSTOR, a database that makes the full-text content of hundreds of
scholarly journals available online and, arguably is one of the most important tools in any
historian’s toolbox. In time, however, we were able to confirm that while NPS does indeed
make JSTOR available to employees via the DOI website (a fact that itself surprised many
employees, who were unaware of the link), the series within JSTOR to which the agency
subscribes are aimed at the sciences (Arts & Sciences II and Arts & Sciences VII), and not
the humanities (Arts & Sciences I).*® The NPS must remedy this oversight at the earliest
possible opportunity.

38 Many thanks to Anne Ray at JSTOR for tracking down the answer to this puzzle.



Any condition that compromises history expertise necessarily undermines the agency’s
broader aims. For instance, A Call to Action encourages large-scale replacement of outdated
and inaccurate interpretive media, an aim we heartily support.* But for NPS to achieve such
a goal, its historians and historical interpretive staff must have access to the newest scholarship
and the most innovative ideas about practices emerging across the discipline.

While NPS historians lack access to historical scholarship produced outside the agency, at
the same time, the excellent scholarship produced within the NPS and by its contractors (some
of which we discussed in part 2) languishes in obscurity and thus fails to reach its potential to
contribute to larger scholarly conversations about the nation’s past. Thus, NPS historians are
not “in on” the conversation, on either side, and both NPS and the wider profession (including
historians in academia) lose out.

In many cases, too, once research studies are completed, heavy workloads often prevent
NPS historians from publishing their research in scholarly venues. And, as noted above,
shrinking travel budgets and a lack of support by supervisors also often prevent them from
attending professional conferences where they can share these important and substantive
works with other historians and interpreters, within or outside the NPS.

Another problem, too, is distribution of the scholarship. The NPS history website now
provides access to hundreds of uploaded documents and studies, and while this is commend-
able, the site is not searchable in a way that makes it useful to researchers either within or
beyond NPS. The so-called grey literature that NPS professionals and consultants produce
should find a wider readership. Distributing some of the best NPS scholarship through stan-
dard, searchable databases like JSTOR and/or the developing Open Parks Grid at Clemson
University would have a number of beneficial effects.

Most significant would be the wider application of the extensive knowledge developed in
these documents, and the resultant creation of a better base for collaboration between history
professionals inside NPS and those working in other venues. As larger numbers of college-
and university-based scholars encounter this literature in the course of their regular work,
for instance, it will become easier for historians in the academy and historians in NPS to
interact as professional peers. Historians in the academy asked to consider colleagues” NPS
work in tenure and promotion processes, meanwhile, will have a much better sense of what
those documents actually look like, which will advance efforts to get them recognized and
rewarded alongside more traditional academic publications. These processes, in turn, will
help advance the longstanding effort afoot in the profession to reduce a perceived divide
between “public” and “academic” historians. Additionally, when historians in academia
better understand both the practice and scholarship of history in NPS, they will be better
equipped to undertake resources-based historical work sponsored by the agency, and to
steer students to opportunities within the service.

39 NPS, A Call to Action, 14.



Recommendations

3.1

3.2

3.3

3.4

3.5

3.6

3.7

3.8

40
41

Invest more substantially in the new Network for Innovation (the comparatively less
robust version of the Center for Innovation recommended in the Second Century report)
and seek ways to harness it to share information about innovative historical work.

Devise and implement multiple avenues of ongoing communication among NPS
historians, via small-group meetings (either through the web or in person), listservs,
social networks, formal and informal publications (such as WASO's history newsletter),
and professional networks. These efforts should focus on building community and
providing sources of professional information, resources, and innovative ideas gleaned
from inside and outside the Park Service.

Support formal and informal mechanisms for historians in parks to develop ongoing
collaboration with historians at colleges and universities, including (a) more fully exploiting
existing Cooperative Ecosystem Studies Units (CESU) agreements or facilitating “sister
city” arrangements between sites and nearby colleges or universities; (b) creating
programs the allow university and college-based historians to spend time in residence
at NPS sites—perhaps similar to the ones in the natural sciences thatallow mid-career
academics to serve as “scholars in residence” in a park, or modeled after the already-on-
going Artist-in-Residence programs; and c¢) making fuller use of the Intergovernmental
Personnel Act, which enables state and federal employees to trade places and keep
their salaries and benefits, to facilitate the flow of personnel between state institutions
of higher education and NPS. Such trades might permit academics to perform targeted
services for the agency, and allow NPS staff to teach while pursuing graduate work.

Adopt NAPA recommendation #5, which urges NPS to “seek sufficient travel ceiling to
support skill-sharing between parks and regional offices, meet critical training needs”
(including, for historians, scholarly conferences), and “facilitate cross-learning.”

Improve access for NPS staff to history scholarship by adding the JSTOR Arts and
Sciences I Subscription to the Department of the Interior’s collection of library resources.

Continue to encourage thematic park groups to work together to develop coordinated
research, preservation, and interpretive projects and to share ideas. One model is the
National Collaborative for Women’s History Sites, which provides support in preservation,
interpretation, and research.*!

Invest in sabbatical systems (both incoming and outgoing) that would afford NPS
historians the time to concentrate on research and writing relevant to their work,
while hosting university-based scholars in the parks. Seek funding for parks to create
positions to cover the work of park historians given a sabbatical, perhaps competitively
granted as an award in which the superintendent shares the accolade.

Work with AHA, OAH, and NCPH to place more NPS-related sessions on conference
programs, and fund travel of staff members necessary to present.

NAPA, Saving Our History, 50.
National Collaborative for Women’s History Sites, http://www.ncwhs.org.



3.9  Create mechanisms, perhaps grounded in regional historians” offices as well as WASQO,
to identify documents appropriate for uploading to JSTOR and Google Books and/or
Google Scholar, or the Journal of American History’s Recent Scholarship Online portal
(for example, administrative histories, National Register nominations, historic resource
studies, and other research reports) so as to make them more readily discoverable by the
scholarly community in the venues most commonly used for research.*? Doing this would
allow NPS to achieve its educational mission while also helping non-NPS historians learn
more about historical work sponsored by the agency, raising the agency’s profile both
within academia and in the community that will produce its future workforce.

3.10 Create mechanisms for regional offices to steer the best administrative histories and
other NPS history studies, as appropriate, to university presses for publication as mono-
graphs, or to provide support for their revision for publication and public distribution
through the NPS historic handbook series, in order to increase access to the best history
scholarship generated by the agency.

Finding 4: Historical Expertise in Today’s Workforce

For an agency devoted to the stewardship of our most spectacular historic sites,
support for professional expertise in history is surprisingly weak. Position qualifica-
tions for historians do not require advanced training in history, working historians
have difficulty gaining the ongoing training they need to stay abreast of develop-
ments in the field, and most parks—even historical parks—have no historian on
staff. Historical interpretation is often left to poorly-trained seasonal workers.

For NPS to develop historical programs based upon sound scholarship across the
agency, greater emphasis needs to be given to the acquisition and maintenance of
a strong base of in-house, professionally qualified historical expertise.

The question of what constitutes—and what should constitute—sufficient historical expertise,
and of who should properly be considered a “historian” in the agency, is a thorny one. It
challenged us at the outset of the survey as we constructed the list of survey recipients,
and it continued to confront us as we fielded questions from listening session participants
who asked us to address the minimal amount of training stipulated by standard position
descriptions. Even now, at the end of our work, we have been unable to compile conclusive,
longitudinal data about the number of historians (definition either by job title or by advanced
training) employed by the agency.

Meanwhile, over the past two decades, historians have become more concerned about the
role of expertise in our work. On one hand, we are eager to invite everyone into the tent, to
embrace Carl Becker’s classic formulation of “everyman” as historian.*®* On the other hand,
those who have undergone the rigorous disciplinary training demanded in graduate programs
are inclined to advocate for the value of that training—the importance of maintaining
professional standards, of understanding historiography and incorporating existing scholarship
in relevant fields, and the other features of graduate-level work outlined in part 1 of this
report—when qualifications are developed for positions involving the cultivation and sharing
of historical insight.

The question has long been controversial within NPS. When Chief Historian Edwin Bearss

42 Journal of American History, Recent Scholarship Online, http://www.journalofamericanhistory.org/rs.

43 Carl Becker, “Everyman His Own Historian,” annual address of the president of the American Historical
Association, delivered at Minneapolis, December 29, 1931, American Historical Review 37, no. 2 (1932),
221-36, http://www.historians.org/info/aha_history/clbecker.htm.



polled the agency in 1988 to assess the number of trained historians in key positions, he
unleashed a storm of criticism. Many respondents, a summary of the 1988 survey results
noted, “emphasized that in their experience they had encountered many interpreters that
did not have a formal history degree but had studied their subject matter so thoroughly that
they almost had a degree in their particular site. These respondents were concerned that
this survey would ignore the fact that one did not need to have a history degree on the wall
to know one’s subject matter intimately and present that subject matter to the public.”*

Responses to our queries affirm that the question is no simpler today. Like Bearss, we fielded
questions from observers eager to remind us that much historical expertise resides well beyond
the 0170 series. Our consultants reminded us of this fact, too. As one astutely observes,
“almost every park I have done research in has had at least one person (although sometimes
not a trained historian) whose interest and knowledge in cultural resources has made them
important to know. At Glacier it was the head of snow plow operations, Dennis Holden.

At Yosemite it was Jim Snyder, longtime head of trail crews as well as the park historian. In Alaska
it was Bill Brown—these are unique historians, dedicated to the history of their parks and
regions, real practitioners of ‘place-based” history.” “Park history gets practiced by all kinds of
people,” this observer continues, “and without the non-historians, many vital archives, stories,
and artifacts would have been permanently lost. It is the combination of great historians, with
areal interest in park history, combined with many, many dedicated people in the field that has
made it so meaningful, and such a pleasure, to write NPS history.”*

Put another way, people across the agency have become experts in the historical content
related to a place, event, or subject area, and the knowledge they possess is and should be
appreciated. Indeed, many employees whose positions do not primarily involve history should
be applauded for the initiative they have shown in the face of the agency’s increasing inabil-
ity to provide trained historians. However, our study nevertheless found a serious need for
professional historians who can incorporate knowledge of existing scholarship and bring the
strengths of disciplinary training to both research and interpretation. This important work
should not be relegated to the self-trained or avocational historian. As one informant (anony-
mous here) asked, “would it be OK if I were the historian at Yellowstone and, in the face of
a glaring need, stepped up to develop the park’s Wolf Migration program? Would that be an
adequate fulfillment of the park’s duty to protect this endangered species, or would it be a sign
of a serious problem with staffing priorities?”

The undervaluing of professional historians” contributions to Park Service objectives stems
partly from a generalized notion among those without advanced training in our field that
history is (or ought to be) the objective recovery of facts rather than an ongoing interpretive
activity. Additionally, many nonhistorians believe that once historical research and narratives
are “completed,” they need not be revised or revisited unless new documents come to light,
and thus that there is no ongoing need for a historian’s services. “There’s a perception that
once a topic has been written about, it need never be revisited,” remarked one commentator at
a listening session we held, accurately characterizing our own findings.* When NPS manag-
ers share that misperception, the practice of history inevitably becomes static, distorted, and
removed from both scholarship and the public alike.

The bottom line is that sound history—Ilike sound science—requires ongoing, rigorous
research by trained professionals to support reinterpretation of the past in light of new informa-
tion and new perspectives. If NPS is going to develop the “robust internal research capacity”
the Second Century Commission calls for, if it is to “cultivate excellence” in scholarship, as
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A Call to Action asserts, “as a foundation for park planning, policy, decision making, and
education,” then serious attention must be paid to nurturing historical expertise in the agency.*

While everyone seems to accept the premise that quality science demands highly credentialed
researchers drawn from specific disciplines, current expectations about history imply that work
as a historian is open to everyone from well-trained professionals to enthusiastic volunteers.
Many agency employees “share...a lack of knowledge of what constitutes history” and
“how it specifically supports the agency mission,” one respondent affirms; “they need to
understand the limitations and uses of sources and the limitations and uses of narrative
arguments. In general they don't. The NPS needs to increase its own literacy before trying to
impact public perceptions.”®

But for this to occur, another respondent adds, the “agency would have to undergo a cultural
transformation and value history equally with nature and recreation. It needs to stop calling
people who dabble in history with no academic credentials “historians.”*’ As John Latschar
further explains, “within NPS, there are no standards or qualifications to be met—such things
as a professional degree, scholarly publications, or peer credibility. In our world, all you have
to do to become an ‘expert historian’ is to proclaim that you are one.”*

The discrepancy in expectations can be readily observed in the Office of Personnel Manage-
ment’s (OPM) Personnel Qualifications Standards Handbook (X-118), which describes the minimal
qualifications for cultural resource positions. An Anthropologist/Applied Ethnographer, for
instance, must have, at minimum (GS-190, 7-9), “an M.A. in cultural anthropology/applied
ethnography with coursework in North American ethnography, applied anthropology, and
cultural ecology; at least one month of supervised fieldwork in a cross-cultural setting involving
the application of anthropological theory and method to the study of contemporary Native
American or other North American peoples; familiarity with major anthropological theories
and applied methods, evidence of writing skills, and ability to conduct field and documentary
research under supervision; ability to work in multidisciplinary settings.”

The qualifications for historians are far less rigorous. At minimum, a historian (GS-170)
should have a “graduate degree in history or closely related field,” but a bachelor’s degree in
history or closely related field (involving as few as eighteen hours of undergraduate history
coursework) “plus at least two years of full-time experience in research, writing, teaching,
interpretation, or other professional activity with an academic institution, historical organization
or agency, museum, or other professional institution” is also acceptable. A bachelor’s degree plus
“substantial contribution through research and publication to the body of scholarly knowledge
in the field of history,” but no graduate training, would also be accepted.™

“In no other professional series in the federal government is the baseline credential so
low,” notes one informant.>?

The generalist 0025 ranger series (into which many interpretive staff are hired) also
requires little or no historical training, this informant notes. Meanwhile, “[h]istory graduate
students hired under student employment authority may be more highly credentialed than
permanent staff, but historical research and analytical skills may not transfer to effective
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public programs in a setting where such skills are misunderstood or undervalued.”>* While we
understand that revising OPM standards is a challenging task, agency-specific standards are
indeed permissible, and revising qualifications for the historian and ranger series is something
NPS should pursue to ensure that history work in the agency is carried out according to perti-
nent professional standards.

Revising the position qualifications for the 0170 series, however, will not address the agency’s
dearth of expertise as long as so few historians are hired and the limited number of historians
the agency has are so poorly distributed across the parks. NPS data provided to us show that the
agency’s 182 current 0170 historians are heavily concentrated at WASO (25%) and the regional
offices (32%). Meanwhile, while the national battlefields, national battlefield parks, and national
military parks are fairly well staffed with historians, only about a third of national historical
parks and a mere 13% of national historic sites are staffed with 0170 historians. Percentages of
the rest of the park types that have historians on staff are abysmally low. While we do not have
figures on how many employees in other series (especially 025) have advanced training in his-
tory, these statistics do suggest that there are simply not enough historians widely distributed
across the service to carry out historical work at a professional level.

Where are the historians?

OF THE 182 SERIES Unit Designation Number of Percentage
0170 EMPLOYEES Historians
IN THE NPS National Battlefield 7 4%
National Battlefield Park 3 2%
National Historic Site 10 5%
National Historic Trail 1 1%
National Historical Park 18 10%
National Memorial 1 1%
National Military Park 9 5%
National Monument 4 2%
National Park 11 6%
National Recreation Area 3 2%
National Seashore 2 1%
Other 7 4%
Parkway 1 1%
Regional Offices (NERO, SERO, &c) 59 32%
Scenic Riverway 1 1%
WASO 45 25%
WHAT PERCENTAGE Unit Designation Number of sites Percentage
OF NPS UNITS with Historians
HAVE SERIES 0170 National Battlefield (11 in NPS) 5 45%
EMPLOYEES? National Battlefield Park (3 in NPS) 3 100%
National Historic Site (77 in NPS) 10 13%
National Historical Park (45 in NPS) 15 33%
National Memorial (28 in NPS) 1 4%
National Military Park (9 in NPS) 4 44%
National Monument (74 in NPS) 4 5%
National Park (58 in NPS) 11 19%
National Recreation Area (18 in NPS) 1 6%
National Seashore (10 in NPS) 2 20%
Other (68 in NPS, see below) 6 9%
Parkway (4 in NPS) 1 25%
Scenic Riverway (10 in NPS) 1 10%

As well as those units the NPS classifies as "other," the category here includes
all unnamed categories (lakeshores, preserves, affiliated areas, etc.)
WASO and the Regional Offices are not reflected in this table
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With few 0170 historians to carry a large load, in-service training for all employees who work
with history takes on even greater importance. Yet, as this report notes elsewhere, with declin-
ing financial support for professional development, a sense of isolation pervades the agency,
cultivating inefficiencies, dampening morale, and hindering ongoing historical training for the
current workforce. This draining of resources coupled with an absence of commitment to the
experiences that develop and sustain expertise compromises the abilities of NPS historians
(whether or not classified in 0170). Survey respondents cry out for more opportunities to keep
current in their fields. Many report that lack of funding and travel ceilings have impeded their
ability to participate in various sorts of professional development, from attending scholarly
conferences in their fields to attending skills-based workshops. “I have begged, pleaded, and
scrimped to attend conferences and necessary training,” writes one respondent, a sentiment
repeated often in our survey.>* More worrisome are the accounts of employees willing to provide
thes