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Activist Archival Project 

Julie C. Bates and Sarah Warren-Riley 

Overview 

The Activist Archival Project we assign in our classes is well-suited for 
a composition course with an emphasis on writing for social change, 
community-engaged writing, and/or social justice. In this project, 
students work either in person or online documenting examples of 
social or environmental interventions occurring in their 
communities. Students actively engage in archiving local activist 
work, including photos and videos taken of street art installations, 
local protests, and other on-the-ground efforts; social media posts; 
screenshots of activist websites; news coverage featuring activists; and 
more. This project offers a multitude of possibilities for students to 
collect data and stories related to community activist efforts and 
allows one means of archiving and contributing to activists’ online 
and on-the-ground action, supporting what activists are doing 
without getting in the way of their important work. 

During the project, students are tasked with a number of different 
writing and research assignments, including writing proposals for 
which efforts they intend to focus on and why; collecting artifacts and 
compiling metadata; and writing an analysis essay in which students 
look for themes, threads, and concepts that emerged from the artifacts 
collected. Collecting and analyzing examples of activist interventions 
enables students to expand their conception of what “‘counts’ as 
valuable knowledge and writing” (Bates 211) and encourages them to 
identify “new places to look, new questions to ask, and new issues to 
consider” (Glenn and Enoch 12–13). Students become active 
researchers, along the way learning that “searching is both an art and 
a science” that requires “planning, patience, and persistence” (Yakel 
113). At the same time, this project enables students to support and 
learn from what Whitney Douglas calls the “collaborative rhetorical 
invention” (31) undertaken by activists, a tactic many other 
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community literacy scholars (such as Carter and Mutnick) and 
technical communication scholars interested in social justice (such as 
Walton, Moore, and Jones) further advocate for. 

Time Commitment 

4–5 weeks 

Materials 

Materials required include laptop computers or tablets with Internet 
access for collecting digital artifacts. For the first three weeks, students 
will read and discuss one assigned article (Bates, Douglas, Wysocki) 
each week. Students also will need access to Google Sheets or 
Microsoft Excel to track the artifacts they gather. 

Assignment Process 

 Students will identify an activist issue or group to research. 
They will then write a brief proposal that explains why they 
have selected this particular issue or group to research and 
that outlines a detailed plan for completing the project. 

 Next, students will begin documenting the rhetorical work 
done in relation to the issue they identified or that is being 
undertaken by the activist group they are researching. To do 
this, students will collect an archive of artifacts that might 
include but are not limited to: links to and/or screenshots of 
websites, blog posts, YouTube videos, and other online 
content; downloaded images from Flickr or other photo 
sharing sites and/or screen shots of social media posts (such 
as Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram); news articles or 
coverage from mainstream and independent media sources; 
photos of material artifacts (such as protest signs, artwork, or 
other items on display); and “official” documents (including 
reports, studies, press releases, fliers, or other materials posted 
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or distributed in the community by specific governments, 
businesses, or organizations). 

 Students will save the artifacts on their computers in a 
dedicated folder so they can access them throughout the 
project. In addition, they will create a spreadsheet to track 
relevant information about each artifact they find, which 
might include screenshots and/or hyperlinks to documents 
or the actual document itself as well as information such as: 
document genre, document description, date created and/or 
distributed, who created it (and, if applicable, the 
organization or business they are associated with), genre 
through which it was distributed (if different from the genre 
itself) and/or where the genre was found, observations on 
how it was taken up (was it shared? reproduced in multiple 
places? did people comment on it?), and comments (any 
relevant notes, observations, or information students think 
might be important). 

 Students should spend at least two weeks gathering artifacts. 
Instructors should check in with students frequently as they 
collect artifacts so they can discuss challenges, highlight 
interesting finds, and ensure students stay on track with their 
research. Once students have developed a robust archive of 
artifacts, they will analyze the materials in relation to 
concepts, theories, and methodologies from class readings 
and discussions. Students will write a 4- to 5-page analysis 
paper highlighting their findings. 

 Finally, students will present an overview of their analysis in 
a brief (approximately 5- to 7-minute) class presentation. The 
presentation should include a visual supplement (such as 
Google Slides or Microsoft PowerPoint slides) that 
incorporates images of relevant artifacts from their archive. 
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Learning Outcomes 

Students engaging in this activity/assignment will: 

 Research and develop a nuanced perspective on a complex
issue

 Study actual activist writing occurring in a specific
community

 Support that community’s work by archiving their efforts

 Analyze and reflect on the archived documents and what can 
be learned from studying the curated collection

 Present their findings to an audience of their peers

Learning Accommodations 

 Students may choose to work alone or collaborate on this
project.

 Material should be presented in multiple formats to include
in-person instruction and asynchronous, digital delivery.
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