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Jennifer Pelose 

SLIDE 1: The Supervisor 

 

Hello, my name is Jennifer Pelose, and I am the Processing Archivist/Project Manager at 

the Harvard University Archives, where we usually host about four to five Simmons 

archival interns throughout year completing both introductory (438) and advanced (502) 

internships as Donna mentioned.   

 

As part of my job, I coordinate our archival internships offered by Simmons.  This 

includes developing appropriate internship projects with my colleagues, and liaising 

with Simmons (usually with Donna) on any issues that may arise during the course of 

the internship.   

 

Over the past decade I’ve supervised Simmons students at the beginning of their 

archival education as well as those at the end of their programs, completing capstone 

projects, and ready to transition into a professional archivist position.   

 

As a graduate of the Simmons program, I can attest to the priceless professional 

experience that internships provide for archival students.  I completed four internships 

while enrolled in the program, including the 438 and the 440, a records management 

internship, and preservation internship; and all of these experiences have shaped my 

approach to archival internships.   

 

After landing my first professional archivist job post-Simmons, I discovered another 

professional experience of the internship program: becoming an internship supervisor.   

With the support of my then-supervisor, I supervised my first archival intern, and gained 

valuable project management and supervisory skills that I will talk more about later in 

my presentation. 
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CLICK SLIDE 

SLIDE 2: The key elements for the supervisor 

 

From my experiences as an internship supervisor, I feel that there are four key 

components for a successful internship: 

 

1. Project planning, and having a “shovel-ready” project 

2. Committing adequate supervisor time 

3. Managing the project day-to-day and long term 

4. Creating a professional experience 

 

CLICK SLIDE 

 

SLIDE 3: Project planning  

 

The biggest lesson I’ve learned from supervising interns is that project planning is critical 

to project success. With proper planning, supervisors can ensure a Win/Win project; 

that is one that benefits the repository, and also provides a solid practical experience no 

matter the educational experience of the intern.  While having another set of hands in 

your repository, even for a short amount of time, can be extremely helpful, it is 

imperative to keep the intern’s archival experience at the core of the project. Be sure 

that the project encourages them to apply archival principles at various points during 

the project.  Strictly limiting project activities to data entry may be helpful for your 

repository, but you need to consider if the student will be challenged “archivally.” 

 

So what makes a successful project? A great place to start is to review your institution’s 

annual and long-term goals: Are there any “big” upcoming anniversaries?  Are there any 

planned exhibits in which you may want to feature items from unprocessed or under-

described collections? Is there a need for a research guide for a particular subject area 
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represented in your collections? Are there formats that need to be surveyed or 

inventoried for descriptive and/or preservation needs?:  

For instance, as part of a larger institutional goal, the Harvard University Archives 

recently hosted an advanced archival intern interested in pursuing audio/visual and 

digital archives who surveyed several faculty papers collections containing born digital 

content on several carriers (including floppy discs, Bernoulli disks), and collaborated 

with our Electronic Records Archivist to develop preservation strategies for this content.   

 

You may also want to consider a project in an area that you would like to explore, or 

gain more expertise.  By working with an advanced intern, you can leverage the intern’s 

academic experience to your benefit as they can offer fresh approaches to processing 

and providing access to collections. As an example, I recently supervised an advanced 

intern who processed our first truly “hybrid collection.”  The Occupy Harvard collection 

was our first foray into acquiring and processing social media, and describing it 

alongside analog items such as posters and newspaper clippings in a traditional finding 

aid.  It was a learning experience for myself since we debated the arrangement (by 

format? topic?) and how much description was needed for digital content.  One of the 

most valuable deliverables of the project was that our intern researched social media 

acquisition, description, and terms of access practices.  This information was formatted 

into a graph that we were able to submit to our general counsel when determining what 

we could legally provide access to in our finding aid.  

If a small, discrete project is not practical, consider an ongoing project that can be 

broken into smaller chunks, which can then be tailored to beginning or more advanced 

students. This is a good strategy if you have a large, multi-series record group that needs 

processing, or enhanced access.  Smaller portions (or subseries) may be siphoned for 

beginning students who can rehouse, describe, observe records in broader context, and 

contribute to a larger, in progress finding aid. Multiple series may be assigned to a more 

advanced student who may describe a few series, or based on their work and the work 
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of others, upgrade the overall finding aid.  We used this strategy to describe and make 

available our own records to our staff. Over several semesters, multiple interns 

processed the records of the Harvard University Archives for internal use.  Students 

surveyed, verified contents, and encoded the finding aid in EAD (which was made 

available to staff in PDF form).  Now staff (myself included) can easily find relevant 

donor and operations correspondence and records. We’ve employed a similar approach 

to the processing of our student life collections, comprised of individual student 

correspondence, diaries, and scrapbooks dating from the late 18th through mid-20th 

century.  Complex multi-item collections may be assigned to advanced students while 

beginning students may be given smaller, more straightforward groups of materials.  

In terms of project deliverables, they should benefit the student, as well as the 

repository.  Be sure that that there will be something for the student to “hand in” at the 

end of the semester, or something that could be added to a portfolio, or submitted as a 

sample for professional purposes.  As most of our archival internships are processing-

based, our interns usually complete descriptive products such as finding aids and MARC 

records.  Other possibilities include collection surveys, reports and summaries of 

research, and policy recommendations. Recently, we’ve been having the interns 

repurpose some of their work for outreach purposes. Several students working with our 

Student Life collections have written articles on the collections they’ve processed for 

our web site and have identified passages and events in student diaries for tweets on 

the Archives’ Twitter account.  Our two advanced interns last summer curated an 

exhibit of some of their favorite items in the Archives’ lobby.  

Above all, be sure that your project is ready on day one.  Be mindful of the project size, 

and be flexible-- the goal is to challenge, but not overwhelm. A beginning student may 

only be in your repository 60 hours, or the equivalent of one and ¾ weeks full time. 

Most of our advanced students complete 130-hour internships (or three and half weeks 

full time). With this limited amount of time, the project should be “shovel-ready” on the 
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intern’s first day whether they’ll be working with a portion of a large photograph 

collection or a single diary.  

If they’ll be working with several items or collections throughout a semester, as 

frequently interns (especially the advanced interns) produce quality work very quickly, 

having a collection queue or clearly defined project activities in place saves time for 

both you and the intern!  This is also where frequent check-ins are beneficial so you are 

not caught off –guard. It has generally been my experience that beginning archival 

interns generally do not finish what I’ve planned (this can be a steep learning curve), 

and advanced interns tend to be eager, experienced, and you can never have enough 

projects or activities for them! Depending on their experience, they may accomplish 

more or less than you expected at the beginning of the semester.   

For questions on project development, especially if it’s something new for you and your 

repository, I’ve found it very helpful to reach out to the faculty at the archival program 

to gauge if my project fits their criteria.  Simmons faculty members have reviewed our 

proposed projects on several occasions, and offered suggestions to make them more 

appropriate for an advanced intern; or more focused on basic approaches for students 

earlier in the program. Sometimes a second set of eyes just helps! 

CLICK SLIDE 

SLIDE 4: Committing adequate supervisor time 

Before selecting a project, it is critical that the supervisor can devote appropriate time 

to the internship.  In addition to the time the intern will spend working in the repository, 

be sure that you as a supervisor have budgeted enough time to be available for the 

intern to ask questions, to review their work, and to prepare or pull collections for their 

use.  

Interns at the beginning of their archival programs may require more hands-on time 

from their supervisor.  You may need to spend one-on-one addressing the basics of 

arrangement and description, or how your repository’s reading room operates.  With 
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the growth of online archival programs, remember this could be their first time in an 

archival repository (working as an archivist or visiting in general).   

Similarly, students completing internships near the end of their programs may require 

more of your time while they are not at your repository.  These students tend to have 

more advanced projects which may require you to review their work whether it be a 

collection survey or finding aid, a technical memorandum proposing digital preservation 

strategies, or exhibit labels for a student-curated exhibit.  At this stage and with the 

tight archives job market, you may also be fielding archives career advisement questions 

or inviting your intern to join you at internal or out of department meetings as relevant 

networking events.   

If your schedule is full, could a rising professional staff member supervise an intern?  

Supervising interns gives employees without direct reports a chance to develop 

supervisory and project management skills in an archival environment.  I was given this 

opportunity early in my career and it greatly helped to hone my interpersonal and 

overall management skills.  

Adopting team supervisory approach works well in case of absences, meetings, etc. For 

example, this semester one of my direct reports is supervising an intern; when she was 

sick, I was able to fill-in and easily answer project questions. 

Remember that we are all busy! Be sure schedule times on your calendar to check in 

with interns, especially if you have other commitments during the day. When things get 

busy, I also block off time on my calendar to answer questions.   

Above all, treat interns as normal employees and engage them with staff as much as 

possible.  Note that what may seem mundane to you as an employee may be enriching 

to interns.  We recently invited an intern to a Monthly Collections Services meeting with 

the Collection Development department about control files and instructions on deeds of 

gifts.  She found the meeting interesting since it provided her with an opportunity to 

learn about archives operating practices that had not been covered in her classes.  
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CLICK SLIDE 

 

SLIDE 6: Managing the project 

 

I’ve discovered that the easiest internship projects to manage are ones that have clearly 

identified project deliverables and activities, and are “shovel-ready” from day one.  In 

addition to project documentation, you may consider providing copies of all repository 

guidelines and practices that may affect the intern’s work.  It has also been helpful to 

give interns a reminder that although our work as archivists is guided by archival theory, 

every repository does “it” -- meaning cataloging, processing, and description among 

other parts of the trade – differently.  

 

Frequent check-ins keep the project (and deliverables!) on track, and minimizes any 

unexpected issues. As I noted before, if I can’t be there in person, I arrange back up 

coverage with a colleague who is familiar with the project to avoid any logistical or 

technical glitches such as “where are the legal document boxes stored housed?”,  

“Where is box 5 shelved?”, or “I can’t open this XML file…now what?”  

 

Be flexible.  Things happen, and you need to be prepared to adjust deliverables as 

needed, whether it means creating a robust MARC record instead of a finding aid, or 

limiting the content of research guide.     

And Communicate! Interns want to learn, and you have the experience.  You’re also 

getting to know your soon to be professional contacts and peers.  

CLICK SLIDE 

SLIDE 7: Creating a professional experience 

Creating a professional experience starts at the initial meeting or interview with the 

intern.  Treat then as an employee from this moment forward.  Have a project 
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description ready, complete with project deliverables, outlined project activities, and 

any logistical information needed.  

If possible, I’ve found it helpful to have a second person (maybe someone who is the 

back-up supervisor) at the initial meeting or interview with the intern.  This can help 

with conservation and break the ice; this person can also notice potential red flags that 

may not be noticed one-on-one.  

Suggest interns being resume and syllabus to your first meeting. A syllabus gives you 

context as a supervisor, and helps you provide on-the-job examples to the intern. For 

example, if reference is being covered in class one week, then maybe the intern could 

shadow at the reference desk for an hour.    

This meeting is also a chance for you to learn more about the intern. Ask if there are 

areas they want to develop as an archivist.  Then consider if the project could be 

tailored to these interests.  If they’re interested in donor relations, can they participate 

in a collection pack?  If the want to know more about web archiving, can the Electronic 

Records archivist provide an overview of the web archiving system?  

 

Encouraging networking throughout the project is another key aspect of the 

professional experience.  If you’re in a multi-faceted program (which includes for 

instance processing, reference, records management divisions), schedule introductory 

meetings for the intern with staff members in those areas as it can be helpful for the 

interns to understand the broader mission of the repository. 

Along that vein, inviting interns to library-wide/repository-wide programs/events 

integrates the intern into the larger community.  We’ve brought our interns to cross 

University programs on DACS, archival processing summits, and all-staff meetings.  

On the intern’s last day, we host an end of semester project presentation/celebration 

for all Archives’ staff.  This gives intern chance to share project details, and allows staff 
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(always curious!) to ask questions.  It’s a networking opportunity for the student, and 

also encourages the social piece of being a professional.  

The learning is not only limited to the interns.  Supervising archival interns allows us as 

professionals to keep current with what’s being taught in archival graduate programs, 

and helps us keep up to date with the professional standards—Be ready for questions 

on DACS and other standards!!!  It also allows us to be open to thinking about new 

standards/practices, and to develop and practice our supervisory and project 

management skills.  
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When things aren’t working SLIDE: 
 
As soon as you sense the project may be shifting off course, talk with the intern.  Make 

sure they understand the project, and clarify the project activities.  

 

Increase your visibility, and yourself available with more frequent check-ins.  If you can’t 

be there, can another staff member familiar with the project cover in your absence. 

 

Adjust deliverables if needed, whether it be completing one series instead of two of a 

larger record group or more single item manuscript collections requiring a MARC rather 

than a multi-document collection requiring a detailed finding aid. 

 

If to no avail, consult with your faculty contact. Knowing the student in a different 

capacity, they may have more insight into the situation, whether its personal or 

professional.   

 
 


