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The mission of BYU-Idaho is to prepare “students for 
lifelong learning, for employment, and for their roles 
as citizens and parents.”  Lifelong learning, as the name 
implies, is developed over years of study and application, 
and continues on well after graduation. It is nurtured 
through multiple interactions and moments that encourage 
curiosity and discovery. What we as educators aim to 
do is more than simply provide students with success 
at a job interview, but the tools that help them become 
independent learners and thinkers in their everyday 
activities, regardless of background or desired profession. 

In an age where information far exceeds our ability 
to critically think about information, deep learning is 
essential. Rather than leave students to interpret the 
overabundance of available information, we must teach 
the skills necessary to evaluate that information. As we’ve 
observed, understanding reliable information is not given, 
it’s learned. Further, a student who searches the Internet 
may retrieve information that answers a question at that 
moment, but has the shallow dip into the topic encouraged 

that individual to internalize or deepen understanding of 
the specific topic based on the information found? Going 
deeper requires more effort, from locating information to 
synthesizing it to ultimately applying it. We want to move 
students beyond being mere consumers of information.

The ability to learn deeply is greatly enhanced when 
students are forced to wrestle with complexities presented 
by primary sources and rare materials. Students can 
engage with such materials in Special Collections through 
interactions with original letters, a handwritten Bible, or 
smelling and touching ink as they print using the Iron 
Acorn Press. Physically interacting with information 
engages multiple senses to enable a deeper understanding. 
We often see students as they experience surprise and 
delight when they pick up a sixteenth century book 
of sermons riddled with worm holes, or discover the 
personal toll of the Great Depression on Rexburg through 
Mayor Arthur Porter’s personal letters. Understanding 
can climb exponentially when the senses of touch, smell, 
and hearing are added to the single sense of vision.  These 
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moments often force students to rethink their own 
understanding and biases. 

Lifelong learning is easily related to critical thinking and 
deep learning. Michael Scriven and Richard Paul of the 
Center for Critical Thinking define critical thinking as “the 
intellectually disciplined process of actively and skillfully 
conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, synthesizing, and/
or evaluating information gathered from, or generated 
by, observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or 
communication, as a guide to belief and action.”  Whether 
termed critical thinking or deep learning, the desired 
outcome for students is similar. As one archivist in a 
similar study noted, “critical thinking is ‘context bound’,” 
meaning students need to think about something tangible.  
What better way to develop the ability to critically judge 
and understand information than to introduce these ideas 
hands-on in a laboratory experience. 

Deep learning often involves hands-on involvement 
with ideas or articles. Classes in the natural and physical 
sciences almost always involve a laboratory experience. The 
classroom typically introduces the theory and findings of 
other researchers—i.e., what science 
is all about. But it’s the total physical 
involvement in the laboratory that 
teaches what science is. The next and 
final step to actual incorporation 
of that deep learning is to have the 
student teach the concept to others. 
This completes the “teach a person 
to fish” process and the BYU–Idaho 
Learning Model. 

What is it about the special 
collections area in a university 
library or museum that enables it 
to be a laboratory experience that 
can reach students in nearly any field of study? With a 
student audience that is increasingly unaware of where 
milk comes from, do they have a good hold on the idea 
of how information was stored and shared before they 
received their daily feedings of information from a screen? 
Certainly it is not essential to understand every mechanical 
component of an automobile or a smart phone to be able 
to utilize it. But having a tangible interaction with some 
of those components and their evolution over time aids 

immeasurably in appreciation and application of those 
technological wonders. 

Like other repositories around the country, BYU–Idaho’s 
Special Collections & Archives contain materials not 
normally found in the library stacks. These materials might 
be rare or one of a kind, or monetarily valuable, or require 
special handling due to an aging or fragile condition. 
Materials can be in almost any format, although typically 
they started out as a tangible format: a handwritten 
manuscript, a printed volume, a video or sound recording 
on a wide variety of media, an artifact or piece of realia. 
Due to their very nature, these materials may only be used 
inside the Special Collections reading room. The materials 
are brought out to the requesting patron, and patrons agree 
to specific guidelines while handling the materials. 

Significant efforts are being made worldwide to digitize 
many items in archives and special collections. Benefits 
of these efforts include the fact that it provides greater 
access to patrons who could never possibly travel to the 
geographical location where they’re housed. Digitization 
can also relieve the stress placed on items when they are 

physically handled. Much information can be gleaned from 
a high-resolution scan, including from new 3D virtual 
models on objects that can be generated via software. 

Archivists and special collections librarians are in an 
ideal position to teach students how to understand and 
use primary sources. Skills such as an understanding of 
writing styles, material formats, or historical processes can 
be introduced by those who do such work daily. A deeper 
grasp of provenance and original order—knowledge 
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rarely gained by many researchers and often only through 
happenstance by an entrepreneurial student—can be 
understood early in a student’s academic career through 
interactions with archivists.

Using primary sources in instruction have the larger 
benefit of developing critical thinking skills. Examples 
include the traditional show and tell in a single session, 
a series of class sessions in the archives, workshops 
catered to specific needs or disciplines, and full courses 
on the various aspects of primary sources and rare 
materials. While each method can be effective, repeated 
interactions early in an academic career prove to be 
the most beneficial to developing a student’s ability to 
constructively use primary sources and be better enabled 
to make connections in research. These case studies also 
demonstrate the importance of faculty collaboration and 
the ability of such exercises to develop critical thinking 
skills in students.  

A particular laboratory experience in the BYU–Idaho’s 
Special Collections & Archives often involves a first 
generation Kindle e-reader. The first Kindle was brought 
to market in 2007, but it already looks so aged that few 
students are even able to recognize what it is. We explain 
that the library excitedly purchased this Kindle when it 
first came out because it could hold “up to 50 e-books” and 
was extremely portable. Unfortunately for us, 365 days 

after we acquired this Kindle, the screen froze, rendering it 
completely useless. Because of its light weight, the device is 
not even useful as a doorstop; at best it can function not as 
a replacement to paper, but as a paper weight. 

Contrast the Kindle 1.0 with our cuneiform cone 
created during the reign of Gudea of the ancient city-state 
Lagash. Gudea reigned from 2144 BC to 2124 BC. The 
cuneiform writing—one of the earliest writing systems—is 
clearly legible on this piece of hardened clay after more 
than 4,000 years. We discuss how digital information is 
certainly convenient, and typically easily transferred, but 
in our case the digital information “disappeared” after one 
year, whereas the writing on the cuneiform cone is as clear 
as the day the wedge-shaped instrument was impressed 
on the wet clay. We then discuss challenges and necessity 
of preserving digital information. No amount of reading 
about this issue on a digital screen can come close to the 
hands-on, compare-and-contrast experience. 

Additional courses have sought out a lab experience 
using the Iron Acorn Press, our working Grandin Press 
replica, a near exact copy of the press that printed the first 
edition of the Book of Mormon. Having a working press 
is quite unique as you are only able to see and not use 
the press in Palmyra or at the Church History Museum 
in Salt Lake City. Courses from the Arts, Humanities, 
History, English, and Religion have taken advantage of the 

opportunity of a tactile learning 
experience. Courses studying the 
Book of Mormon get a hands-on 
experience with the press that 
printed the original edition in 
1830, connecting them directly to 
the artifacts and processes they’ve 
studied. Such interactions enable 
students to further connect the role 
of writing and printing to society, 
and how our ability share or access 
information has evolved. 

Additionally, we’ve worked with 
faculty to develop more specific 
presentations and exercises using 
the materials in our care. These 
experiences have, we believe, been 
overall enjoyable and enlightening 
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for the students (and admittedly, us). Working with faculty 
members has enabled us to use materials outside of the 
traditional show and tell, and fostered an environment 
where levels of engagement are much 
stronger. It enhances our ability to 
use active learning techniques such as 
inquiry-based learning with objects 
from the collection. In these scenarios, 
we’ve put students in the role of 
inquirer or curator and encouraged 
them to answer set questions or 
fulfill a certain assignment. While 
the materials are often chosen for 
students, given certain parameters 
they need to follow, the outcome is 
often up to their creativity. In this way, 
we hope to teach them how to think, 
not what to think. 

In one example, we’ve partnered 
with a faculty member in the Music 
Department in the course MUSIC 
301: Music Literature 1, the first 
course in a three-part music history curriculum for music 
majors. Students in this course learn about music from the 
Middle Ages, Renaissance, and Baroque periods, and much 
of the early music they encounter is often foreign to them. 
Students come to Special Collections for one class period 
with the professor after having learned about early music 
and its development into a written style.  In the reading 
room, surrounded by items contemporary to the period, 
we discuss the development of writing and show a leaf of 
an Antiphoner, a Gregorian Chant on vellum. Students 
must then study our leaf and a selection of similar pieces 
of music that have been digitized by libraries around the 
world to determine if they can identify facts about the 

pieces (date, period, styles, etc.). We have a few notes on 
our leaf ’s provenance, but the student’s become the music 
historians for the day and work as groups examining 

the leaf in detail. Students connect 
the abstract ideas they’ve learned 
to an actual physical artifact they 
can see and feel, encouraging the 
development of deep thinking. 

In another example, a faculty 
member approached us about a 
documentary editing project for his 
editing course. He wanted to give 
students real-life experiences with 
various aspects of the editing trade. 
Students learned about compiling 
and editing primary source materials, 
similar to projects like The Papers of 
George Washington or the current 
Joseph Smith Papers project. After we 
selected the potential collections that 
could be used, the class visited Special 
Collections where we introduced 

them to archives and primary sources, and discussed the 
role of such materials on society. Student groups choose a 
collection and make return visits on their own to examine 
the materials in person. We also digitized the items to 
make them readily available to students. 

One group edited the missionary journal of George 
Godfrey, who served in Great Britain starting in 1891. In 
the process of researching, the group uncovered certain 
details that placed the journal into a wider historical 
context. It also encouraged the students to take a deeper 
look at the journal, changing the traditional research 
process by starting out with a specific, unique resource. 
They edited the first few pages of the journal, producing a 

Repeated interactions early in an academic career prove to 
be the most beneficial to developing a student’s ability to 
constructively use primary sources and be better enabled 
to make connections in research.
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documentary edited compilation and provided us with a 
copy. Such work will enable future researchers with much 
more information than they would have had looking at the 
journal alone. Their project has been stored in Equella and 
made available to interested patrons. You can find it at this 
web address: 

https://content.byui.edu/items/bcdb4d21-aa87-
46af-a25d-623a6d4d77fb/1/

We can point to other courses that have visited Special 
Collections for a lab experience, but the goal is often 
the same: provide students with a hands-on experience 
that will encourage them to think deeper and connect 
their understanding of information to a larger narrative. 
Learning with physical objects will be an unforgettable 
experience for many students.  Whether a show and tell 
featuring the history of recordkeeping, a discussion of the 
history of the Bible, history of Mormon printing or hymns, 
or a closer examination of using our local history or 
campus archives, we’re open to ideas presented by faculty 
that will engage students with unique materials. Many of 
the examples here were presented to us by faculty who 
asked. If you’re not familiar with some of the prominent 
items from our vault collection, just ask.  Or, if you want 
to explore other ideas, let us know and we’ll work together. 
Many other leaves, volumes, artefacts, and various primary 
sources are viewed and studied by classes in departments 

as disparate as Religion, Art, Communications, Foreign 
Language, English, Theatre, and Music. With some 
creativity and consideration, many of the materials could 
be utilized in ways we have yet to see in other disciplines, 
and we strongly believe will enrich and deepen the learning 
experience for your students. t
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  It’s worth noting that Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, a professor of Museum Studies 
at the University of Leicester, studied the idea of Object Based learning from a 
museum standpoint and found that handling and talking about objects promotes 
recall rates as high as 90% as compared with reading (10%), hearing (20%), 
watching (30%), and discussing (70%). See Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and 
Their Visitors (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2004), 144-5.

Our notable items include manuscript Vulgate Bibles hand-written on parchment 
in the 1200s, a leaf from an original Gutenberg Bible, a first edition King James 
Bible, and an 1830 first edition copy of the Book of Mormon.



COLLECTION (NO. OF ITEMS) DESCRIPTION
ARCHIVES AND MANUSCRIPTS (1,000’S) Includes university archives, biographies of people from the local area, Digitized issues of 

newspapers from southern Idaho, local photographs, and oral histories (including Teton Dam flood 

victims, women’s history, Japanese Americans). Some collections may have restricted access.

CAMPUS AUTHORS (270) Published monographs which document publishing efforts of faculty and staff.

CAXTON PRESS (707) Books published by Idaho publishing house Caxton Press, especially those dealing with Idaho and 

local history.

EDUCATION (69) Printed readers and textbooks designed for the purpose of pedagogical study.

GREATER YELLOWSTONE ECOSYSTEM 

(433)

Works that document the natural and human history of the ecological region with particular 

emphasis on the region known as Yellowstone National Park and Grand Teton National Park.

HINCKLEY MUSIC COLLECTION (111) Books on the history of hymns collected by Thomas Hinckley.

HISTORICAL LITERATURE AND REFER-

ENCE (481)

Printed works that represent historical literature, predominantly in English, from and about parts of 

the world.

MORMON COLLECTION (1,105) Printed works that selectively represent important leaders, members, authors, and scholars.

MUSIC (100) Printed works that document the history of LDS hymns and the development of music education.

PRINTING REFERENCE (31) Books on mechanical and historical aspects of printing; supports the Acorn Printing Press.

SCRIPTURES (169) Selectively represents important editions or types of the standard works. It also contains liturgical 

texts.

UPPER SNAKE RIVER VALLEY (1,700) Printed works that document the history, politics, and people in the region.

VARDIS FISHER (117) Books by and about Idaho author Vardis Fisher.

VAULT (~200) The History of Printing (relics, manuscripts, individual printed or manuscript leaves, early printed 

books and Bibles).
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