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Practical Records 

Management

An Introduction to Records 
Management in the National Park 

Service
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Slide 2 Objective - To understand records 
management principles and activities, 

including:

• What records management is and why it is 
important

• How to identify Federal records
• How to maintain records 
• Principles of disposition, including using 

records disposition schedules
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What is records management?

Records management is all 
the activities related to the 

creation, maintenance and use 
and disposition of records.
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Why is records management 

important?

• We need records to do our work 
properly

• The public is interested in the National 
Park Service and what we do

• Laws, regulations and Director’s Order 
#19: Records Management require it
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What are Federal records?

(per 44 U.S.C. 3301)

Federal records are “…all books, 
papers, maps, photographs, machine-
readable materials…made or received 

by an agency… preserved or 
appropriate for preservation by that 

agency… as evidence of the 
organization, function, policies….”
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Keys to Defining Federal 

Records
• First, records are created or received;

• Second, records serve as documentation of 
some agency activity; and

• Finally, records are not just paper – they 
take a variety of forms and can be found in 
all media
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To Help Determine if an Item is a 

Record, Ask…

• Does it document NPS policies, activities or 
other transactions?

• Was the creator or recipient acting in an 
official capacity during creation or receipt 
of the item?

• Is the subject matter related to the NPS?
• Was it made available to others?
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Other Documentation

• Non-record materials: government-
owned materials that do not meet the 
definition of a Federal record (copies, 
library materials…).

• Personal papers:  private materials not 
related to work or used to do work.
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Records, Non-records or Personal Papers? 

 
Read through each example below and determine if it is a record, non-record or 

personal paper. 
 

1. A flyer from Yellowstone NP warning visitors not to approach the buffalo. 
 

2. Individual personnel folders maintained by your personnel office. 
 

3. Vendor catalogs and trade journals. 
 

4. “As-built” plans for the renovation of your park’s visitor center. 
 

5. Office reading files. 
 

6. Copies of directives maintained by various offices. 
 

7. A copy of a letter from your boss to a travel agency making arrangements for his 
vacation in the Everglades. 

 
8. An electronic mail message distributing a recent directive. 

 
9. Requests from citizens for information about jobs with the NPS. 

 
10. A tape containing data collected during a project evaluating the impact of hikers 

on trails in Grand Canyon NP. 
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Maintaining Active Records

• Manage series, not individual items

• Understand and use the NPS system of file codes

• Establish a useable filing system

• Develop good filing practices
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The Idea of the Series

A series is a group of records that 
have a relationship arising from 

their creation, receipt or use.
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Series Include…

• Records relating to a particular subject 
or function (such as contracts)

• Documentation of a specific activity 
(project files for the building of a road)

• Records of a particular physical type 
(maps and photographs, for example)
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Managing Series of Records…

• Makes records management doable

• Ensures that similar and related 
records are all treated in the same 
manner
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The NPS System of File Codes

The NPS file codes are 
alphanumeric designations for 
each series of records, ranging 

from A14 to Y42.
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Understanding the File Codes

• Each file code begins with a primary 
key letter (A = Administration, C = 
Concessions…)

• Following is a secondary (even) 
number (14, 18, 20…)

• Next is a tertiary (odd) number (15, 17, 
19…)
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An Example and Explanation

An item coded H2621 = History 
(H), Reports and Related 

Correspondence(26), Annual 
(21), or annual reports created or 

collected by the historian’s 
office.
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How Do We Know What File 

Code to Use?

• A knowledgeable person has already put a 
file code on the item

• The record is obviously part of an existing 
series of records

• The creator or recipient must assign the 
appropriate file code
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Assigning File Codes to 

Records

• Choose a file code because of the use 
or purpose of the record

• Select one related to the content of the 
item

• Assign file codes based on both
 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

Slide 20 
Assigning a File Code Based on 

Use or Purpose

• You receive a letter asking for information
• Your response is brief because the 

information is readily available
• This does not require the signature of a 

manager (such as the superintendent)
• The appropriate file code is K14 -

Information Requests
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Assigning a File Code Based on 

Content

• You receive a letter asking for information
• Your response requires research or an 

explanation of a policy or a decision
• The response requires the signature of a 

manager (such as the superintendent)
• The appropriate file code identifies a 

program area or activity
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Assigning File Codes Based on 

Use and Content

• A record that needs to be filed in more than one 
series can be copied and filed in both locations

• Each item should include both file codes 
• The second file code should be XREF (file code)
• Copy only the first page of lengthy items and 

provide a XREF to the full record
• The original and complete record should be coded 

and filed where it will be kept the longest period 
of time
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Establishing a Filing System

• Determine what records your office 
creates or receives and must maintain

• Decide who needs access to the records 
and how often they must use them

• Consider where they should be filed: 
central files or decentralized files
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Choose Centralized Filing When…

• Equal access for all staff is important
• You must be able to protect or control 

access to records
• Records pass through one office for 

signature or other processing
• You have a custodian who can maintain and 

service the files
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Choose Decentralized Filing 

When…

• Records are most useful to one office
• Centralized files would make access 

and use difficult for potential users
• The records need to be immediately 

available to the originator
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How to Arrange Files

• Centralized files should be arranged 
according to the NPS file codes

• Decentralized files should be grouped 
according to the NPS file codes and 
then arranged by a logical scheme 
(alphabetical, numerical, chronological 
or other)
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File Plan for Records Management Officer’s Files 

As of 3-5-05 
 

Drawer 1 
 
Acadia Meeting (Fall, 2000) 
Access Issues 
Aerial Photography in NCR Parks 
Affiliated Archives Information  
Alienated Records (Director’s Records) – includes Everhardt 
Archaeology – Records Issues 
Archival Case Study (Paul Rogers) 
Archival Surveys (List Compiled for MMPC, 2002) 
Archives Projects 
Archives/RM Points of Contact (pre-2000) 
BAND Records Issues 
Cabrillo NM 
Canyon de Chelly (Records Issues) 
Carlsbad Caverns 
Central Files Memo (Closure of WASO… 4-01) 
Cerro Grande Fire Records at BAND 
CIO-NPS 
Comments on Draft Appraisal Policy (NARA, 4-03) 
Comments on “Proposed Redesign of Federal Records Management” (NARA, 9-02) 
Copyright Information and Issues 
CRM Article on NPS Records Management 
“Defending the Agency’s Actions Through the Administrative Record”  (NER, 9-26-02) 
DSC-TIC Information 
DINO CMP (2002) 
DO-5 Development Master File, 1999-2000 
DO-19 Development Master File (5-00) 
DO-88 Comments (7-01) 
Electronic Mail Archiving Project (Zantaz) – 2002 
E-Mail Policy 
Electronic Records  
 Comments on BoR’s REDS Exhibit 300 
 DoI Electronic Records Gap Analysis and Roadmap  
 Design Criteria Standards – Text, Comments 
 Draft CPIC Guidance (NARA, 2003) 
 Draft General Administrative File Plans 
 Draft DoI Sensitive Information Guideline 
 E-DOC System 
 Electronic Recordkeeping Software 
 Electronic Records – Functional Requirements 
 ER Schedules – Old, Implementation 
 ERM Memo (2002) 
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Good Filing Practices

• Records should be filed daily
• Use sorters to organize records prior to 

filing
• Check records first – do they have a file 

code?  Are they complete?
• Remove fasteners such as paper clips and 

rubber bands – staple items if needed
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More Good Filing Practices

• Put records in folders
• Use the appropriate size folder for the 

records
• Identify the contents of the folder, including 

the file code, file name, date and disposition 
instructions

• Maintain the files with care!

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

Slide 33 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 



Slide 34 
Records Disposition

• The final stage of the life cycle of 
records

• Done when records are no longer 
needed for current agency business

• Includes destruction of records and 
transfer to a storage facility such as a 
records center or an archives
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The Records Disposition 

Schedule

• Current schedule is NPS-19, Appendix 
B (Rev. 5-03)

• Provides directions for what to do with 
NPS records

• Records may not be destroyed or 
transferred without at item in this 
schedule!
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Records Disposition Schedule 

Issues

• The records disposition schedule was 
revised in 2003, but the approved 
authorities date from the late 1980s

• Many records series are now identified 
as resource management records to 
protect them

• New records may not be included in it
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The Value of Records

• Temporary records are destroyed after a 
specified period of time

• Permanent records are needed to manage 
our resources or to document our work and 
are kept and maintained forever

• NPS records are designated as temporary or 
permanent in the records disposition 
schedule
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Transferring Records

• Inactive records may be transferred to 
storage to reduce the cost and burden 
of maintaining them in the office

• They may go to a Federal Records 
Center (FRC), a park archives or to the 
custody of the National Archives
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Transferring Records to a FRC

• Done for both temporary and permanent 
records

• Records are still NPS records and are 
available when needed

• The FRC manages records per NPS 
instructions

• Transfers are made with the SF135 
(Records Transmittal and Receipt)
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Transferring Records to a Park 

Archival Facility

• Not every park or site has an archives
• Resource management records may be sent 

to an agency archival facility, but most 
records should not be sent there

• The Museum Handbook provides guidance
• Curatorial staff can assist you in 

determining what to transfer
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Transferring Records to the 

National Archives

• Records that are permanently valuable are 
transferred to the National Archives

• Those records become the property of the 
National Archives but are accessible for 
NPS staff and others to use

• Transfers are made with the SF258 
(Agreement to Transfer Records to the 
National Archives of the United States)
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What Do We Do With These 

Records? (A Disposition Exercise)

• Expenditure accounting files for FY01
• Case files for Federal Register submissions 

dated 1999-2002
• Data from the Natural Landmarks System 

(NLS), dated 2003
• Special use permit case files for grazing, 

dated 2000-2002
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Applying the Ideas to Electronic 

and Audiovisual Records

• Many of the ideas presented for the 
management of (paper) records apply 
to electronic and audiovisual records as 
well

• However, certain unique problems 
need to be addressed
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Tips on Managing Electronic 

Records

• Print and file textual documents 
• Delete unneeded documents, especially 

nonrecord materials
• Organize and label records 
• Handle them with care!
• Remember to migrate files as needed

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

Slide 47 
Tips on Managing Audiovisual 

Records

• Maintain audiovisual records under 
controlled environmental conditions

• Use archival quality containers (boxes, 
envelopes)

• Organize and identify the records
• Be careful when handling these records and 

provide reference copies when possible
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Final Thoughts on Records 

Management in the NPS

• The importance of what the NPS does 
demands that we take excellent care of our 
records

• It needs to be part of our other business 
processes

• Everyone is responsible for doing records 
management

• If you are unsure of what to do, ask for 
help!  
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