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Working groups, involving facilitators and up to twelve discussants, allow conferees to explore in depth 
a subject of shared concern before and during the annual meeting. In these seminar-like conversations, 
participants have a chance to discuss questions raised by specific programs, problems, or initiatives in 
their own public history practice with peers grappling with similar issues.  Working groups articulate a 
purpose they are working toward, a problem they are actively trying to solve, and aim to create an end 
product(s), such as a report, article, website, or exhibition.  For 2014, eight working groups are being 
assembled: 
 

1. Beyond Saving: Achieving Sustainability in Historic Preservation 

2. Consulting Alliances: Obstacles and Opportunities 

3. GenNext: Are Public History Programs Sustainable? 

4. Innovative Reuse in the Post-Industrial City 

5. Public History in China 

6. Sustaining Digital Public History: Workflows for the Future 

7. Sustaining Regional Military History in a Changing Landscape: Cultural Resources, Land Use, 

and New Technology 

8. Toward a History of Civic Engagement and the Progressive Impulse in Public History 

 
To join a working group, please submit a one-paragraph email message describing the issues you wish to 
raise with your peers, together with a one-page resume, c.v., or biographical statement by October 15. 
We welcome submissions from individuals across a range of professions and career stages.  Please see 
the specific working group descriptions below. Individuals who are selected will be listed as working 
group discussants in the conference Program and will participate in the working group session at the 
annual meeting. 
 
This winter the group facilitators will ask participants to contribute a case statement of no more than 
500-1,000 words for discussion. The case statement will describe a participant’s particular experience, 
such as a case study, define the issues it raises, and suggests strategies and/or goals for resolution. Case 
statements will be circulated among participants by email and posted in PDF format on the NCPH 
website. Discussants are expected to read and comment by email briefly on one another's case 
statements well before the conference date. Some working groups may also have additional shared 
background reading materials identified by their facilitators.   
 
To apply, please send your paragraph and one-page resume/c.v./biographical statement by October 15 
to ncph@iupui.edu with the specific working group title in the subject line of your email. (You may apply 
to participate in a working group whether or not you have submitted another presentation or session 
proposal.  You may apply for only one working group.)  All presenters, attendees, and other participants 
are expected to register for the annual meeting.  More information about working groups is available at 
http://ncph.org/cms/conferences/working-groups/.  

http://ncph.org/cms/conferences/working-groups/


 

1. Beyond Saving: Achieving Sustainability in Historic Preservation 

Facilitators:  Steven Burg, Shippensburg University 
Kim Campbell, University of South Carolina 
Megan Southern, University of South Carolina 

  Daniel Vivian, University of Louisville 
   
This working group is designed as a forum where public history educators and historic preservation 
practitioners can join together to examine the concept of sustainability as applied to historic 
preservation. In the months before the NCPH annual meeting, group members will participate in a blog 
where they can share their own experiences, consider the existing literature on sustainable 
preservation, post interactive content (pictures, videos, and hyperlinks), and examine critical case 
studies demonstrating examples of sustainable historic preservation. The group will then come together 
to discuss these issues, and to lay the groundwork for an article examining how public historians and 
preservationists can achieve greater success in achieving sustainability in their historic preservation 
work. Using Google Docs, the group will simultaneously collaborate on an article on sustainable historic 
preservation for distribution and possible publication. 
 
Our conversation will be defined by several core questions: 

1) What are the goals of historic preservation, and how does a focus on sustainability require a 
rethinking of the philosophy and objectives of historic preservation? How can sustainability in 
historic preservation encourage social justice and foster social and cultural vitality? 

2) How does a focus on sustainability change the way historic preservation is taught and practiced? 
For example, how can sustainability help move preservation beyond its traditional focus on 
individual structures and toward a more holistic view of regional cultural landscapes and 
human-ecological systems that encompasses other elements such as transportation and food 
production? 

3) To what extent do existing policies and current approaches to historic preservation constrain 
options for developing sustainable practices? What structural changes are required to advance 
the cause of sustainable historic preservation? What strategies might move historic preservation 
toward a more effective collaboration with advocates of the sustainable - green building 
movement?  

2. Consulting Alliances: Obstacles and Opportunities 

Facilitators: Michael Adamson, Adamson Historical Consulting 
Morgen Young, Alder, LLC 

 
Taking our cue from management gurus Peter Drucker and Tom Peters, we hypothesize that consulting 
historians, particularly those working as sole proprietors or within small firms, may be missing 
opportunities to work within a film production model, whereby historians with skills particular to the 
project come together for that project, and then reassemble for other "productions." 
 



To begin, participants will discuss their experiences in working with either other individuals or firms, or 
as firms retaining outside historians on a project basis. The working group will then ascertain why 
consulting historians form alliances less often than they might, discussing:   
• The obstacles that individual historians face generally in terms of allying with one another. 
• The extent to which distance is a barrier. As the expenses associated with working "out-of-town" 
might “bust” client budgets or make bids uncompetitive, how might consultants overcome this barrier? 
• The extent to which historians working as small proprietors default to seeking out jobs only of such 
size as can be handled by one person, and the extent to which participants have tried and failed to land 
larger engagements.  Proposing that opportunities for alliances await in larger jobs, the workshop will 
explore how consultants might form alliances to bid on projects large enough to support two or more 
historians. 
• The obstacles that consulting historians face as sole proprietors in bidding for work. Often, grants or 
bids are accepted only from LLCs, LLPs, or other legal entities. How might historians create legal joint 
ventures particular to a project to overcome this? 
• What might be done on the part of the NCPH to promote alliances among consulting historians.  
 
From the perspective of the small- to medium-sized public history firm, we will also ask representative 
participants what the "buy or lease" decision-making criteria of their firms may be. Do they hire as many 
people as they think they may need in the medium-to-long-term (as large firms typically do) and then try 
to find work commensurate with staff? Or do they hire a minimum of staff and look to bringing on a 
consultant or two to fill out a project team if one comes along that exceeds their staffing capacity? Even 
if the latter might be good business, it may be done less often than it might be because of the time and 
expense of finding the right people for the project. Hence, participants will discuss the extent to which a 
“clearinghouse” of consultants that larger firms might tap in short order might be a solution.  Can the 
NCPH online consultants’ directory be made to serve this purpose?  
 
Ideally participants would be a mix of sole proprietors, principals of small firms, and representative staff 
of one or more larger firms, with an explicit call in the latter case for participants from firms that have 
retained historians as contractors. 

3. Innovative Reuse in the Post-Industrial City 

Facilitators:   William Ippen, Loyola University Chicago 
Don Fels, Artist 
Alyssa Gerszewski, Arizona State University 
Devin Hunter, Loyola University Chicago 
Ann McCleary, University of West Georgia 
Edward Roach, National Park Service 
 

Our group will address the complex issues facing the preservation of decaying industrial buildings and 
infrastructure that once defined Western urbanity. Participants’ temporally and regionally diverse cases 
address a wide range of issues unique to this type of preservation with an emphasis on the intersection 
between sustainability, preservation, and public history.  
 
The working group's major themes include the following: a) the post-industrial urban context: empty 
factories or warehouses due to decentralization, deteriorating inner city infrastructures, and neglected 
built environment due to population and tax revenue loss; b) the importance of environmental impact in 
dealing with these resources; c) the relative sustainability of adaptive reuse versus new green 



construction; d) tensions between historic preservation and LEED; e) community dynamics: social 
inclusion, economic development, addressing underserved population, or contested historical memory; 
f) issues about reuse during an economic downturn; and, g) importance (or over-emphasis) of National 
Register of Historic Places listing. 
 
Prior to the annual meeting, the group will engage in sustained dialogue on a dedicated blog: 
http://postindustrialurbanreuse.wordpress.com/.  The group also will produce a paper addressing key 
issues that arise before, during and after the annual meeting; this paper could complement the work 
currently being carried out by the NCPH Task Force on Sustainability and Public History.  
 

4. GenNext: Are Public History Programs Sustainable?  
 

Facilitators:  Kathleen Franz, American University 
Benjamin Filene, UNC-Greensboro 
Rebecca Shrum, IUPUI 
 

This working group asks the question: How can we ensure the sustainability of graduate education in 
public history?  After two decades of incredible growth, public history has become a part of many 
history graduate programs. History departments in the US, however reluctantly, offer public history 
either as an undergraduate track, a handful of graduate courses, or a program. The field has gotten an 
additional boost from calls within the discipline to train graduate students broadly and prepare them for 
jobs outside the academy.  While public history is still not offered in every department, the ranks of 
public historians in the academy has grown, as has the number of trained professionals. 
 
However, these programs and the people they train face tremendous challenges as the economic 
recovery lags, sequestration squeezes both federal and state budgets, and universities adopt more 
capitalist approaches to education that emphasize efficiency and profitability. Many program directors 
have worried about the increasing cost of education and a shrinking job market for graduates. Many of 
us have seen a growing reluctance among students to pay for graduate degrees that don’t “pay off,” and 
some of us have seen enrollments decline even as we face pressure from departments and deans to 
increase numbers. 
 
While every program faces its own unique circumstances, we plan to ask the broad question about 
sustainability, see if it resonates, and propose some strategies for defining and studying the issues 
related to the future of public history graduate education. That may include thinking about the call for 
accreditation of programs. We would especially invite members of the Curriculum and Training 
Committee and the Public History Educators to become part of the group.  If the group agrees, then we 
may make some informal, written recommendations at the end of the session.  

5. Public History in China 

Facilitators:  Na Li, Chongqing University 
Jon Berndt Olsen, University of Massachusetts Amherst 

On May 23 and 24, 2013, a nation-wide seminar on public history took place at the Institute for 
Advanced Studies in the Humanities and Social Sciences, Chongqing University, China.  First of its kind, 
the seminar brought together 13 scholars engaged in public history theory or practice in China.  The 



discussion focused on the theory and concept of public history, practices of public history in China, and 
on how to establish public history programs in China.  This working group extends those conversations. 
It invites input from scholars and practitioners who are interested in public history in China and the 
possibility of collaborations between programs in that country and in other nations. 
 
Three issues are integral to our discussions:  1) Is public history possible in China? Experience has 
demonstrated a legitimate public space for citizen dialogues, for authority sharing, but how to take 
advantage of this active and thinking space remains to be explored further.   2) What kind of curriculum 
will fit in a Chinese context?  Participants are encouraged to bring in primary experience of teaching 
public history related courses in China, as well as suggestions for pedagogy.  Initial thoughts include: 
how to utilize campus resources to encourage students to take courses from different departments 
based on the specific tracks they choose; how to integrate local historical study and experience in the 
core curriculum; how to design skill-oriented classes; and how to educate the educators.  3) How to 
integrate historic preservation practicum into public history programs?  Discussions will situate the 
above general inquiry in a specific context. We will explore issues in the following aspects: a) what kind 
of history is interpreted and preserved in the public landscape? b) how to use oral history to document 
and analyze collective memory that is made public? c) how public history can make preservation 
sustainable for the future? 
 
We hope those discussions will provide fruitful beginnings for ideas, theories, and practices of public 
history in the Chinese context. More practically, they will generate guidance for establishing public 
history programs, and offer critical insights for historic preservation in China. 
 

6. Sustaining Digital Public History: Workflows for the Future 
 
Facilitators:  Sharon Leon, Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media, GMU  

 Paolo Baglioni, European University Institute 
Pierre Mounier, OpenEdition 
 

In 2000, the U.S. Congress set aside funding to establish the National Digital Information and 
Infrastructure and Preservation Program (NDIIPP) through the Library of Congress. In the subsequent 
years, the Library and its partner stakeholders have done an admirable job of directing the attention of 
the cultural heritage community to the dire need for planning and execution of digital preservation 
strategies. The two reports from 2003 and 2011, both entitled “Preserving out Digital Heritage,” offer a 
baseline for significant forward progress on digital preservation, but far too little of this work has filtered 
into the everyday practice of public historians.  
 
As the public history community creates more and more digital assets, we need to take a proactive 
approach to digital preservation and sustainability. To jumpstart conversation in this area, we propose a 
Working Group for NCPH 2014 that will invite participants to share exemplary workflows, current 
thinking, and preservation best practices. 
 
In preparation for our face-to-face session at the NCPH meeting, the facilitators and participants will 
spend several months in asynchronous conversation through a blog.  Each week, we will raise a targeted 
question and gather existing case studies and resources to share with the public history community. At 
the outset we will target several key aspects of digital preservation work, including:  a.) the range of 
institutional repository options, both free-standing and hosted; b.) digital preservation standards for a 



range of media types and the ways they might be incorporated into existing public history workflows; c.) 
methods for creating standards-based interoperable digital public history websites that more easily lend 
themselves to upgrade and preservation.  Then, the discussion will turn to the roadblocks that 
participants most commonly face in their own efforts to build, sustain, and preserve digital history work. 
 
 

7. Sustaining Regional Military History in a Changing Landscape: Cultural Resources, Land 
Use, and New Technology 

 
Facilitators:      Cameron Binkley, Defense Language Institute Foreign Language Center (US Army)  

Robert Cherny, San Francisco State University 
Dennis Copeland, City of Monterey 
 

We will discuss the state of efforts to preserve, promote, or commemorate military history in an era of 
decreasing financial resources, rapid technological change, and often contentious debate over land use.  
 
Military service is revered in the United States, but the preservation of historic military-related cultural 
resources or interpretive venues and mechanisms is not a given.  For example, the Base Realignment 
and Closure Commission or BRAC process, instituted by Congress after the end of the Cold War to 
dispose of unneeded military property, often places historic sites at considerable risk behind frantic 
proposals for economic rejuvenation following a base closure. More recently, despite living in an “era of 
persistent conflict,” prolonged war, recession, financial crisis, and budgetary uncertainty have weakened 
the ability of the United States to sustain military forces.  
 
Whatever this says about America’s role in the world, it also means that federal support for military 
history education and preservation, despite its acknowledged value in promoting military 
professionalism, honoring veterans, and or inspiring youth is likely to remain limited and to further 
decline in the future. Thus, despite congressional reluctance, bases with historic resources will close. 
Most recently preservationists have faced complex issues with the closure of Fort Monroe in Virginia 
while already closed bases, such as the former Fort Ord near Monterey continue to face competing land 
use claims.  Even established national military parks like the Presidio of San Francisco require constant 
attention to maintain the sustainability of their resources in the face of commercial pressure.  
 
Because recession and budgetary uncertainty have weakened traditional mechanisms for historic 
preservation and education, we ask how can promoters of military history in all its guises adapt to this 
changing world to ensure that lessons learned are not lost, that historic military sites are preserved by 
best practices, and that military history continues to play a role in military education, heritage tourism, 
and honoring the sacrifices of veterans?   
 
In response, discussants will prepare, circulate, and discuss case statements outlining how adaptations 
imposed by recession, budgetary uncertainty, technological change, or land use quandaries have been 
or may be used to insure the continued relevance of military historic sites or programs.  By sharing 
information and using comparative analysis across a range of specific cases, we hope to appraise the 
situation, raise awareness, elicit ideas, and draw lessons learned from past experience. The final product 
will be an after-action summary of the group proceedings, or, given sufficient interest, findings and 
potentially a continuing dialogue at future NCPH meetings or locally. 
 



8. Toward a History of Civic Engagement and the Progressive Impulse in Public History 
 

Facilitators:  Denise Meringolo, University of Maryland, Baltimore County  
 Daniel Kerr, American University 
 

Most public historians promote the ideal of “civic engagement.”  We practice public history as a form of 
public service and even political activism. We aim to produce historical interpretations with immediacy 
and value for our stake holders and audiences. Yet, we have done little to historicize this progressive 
impulse. This Working Group will address that gap in the historiography of our field. We seek case 
studies that illuminate 19th and 20th century history-related activities intended to foster social justice 
and inclusivity. By identifying, historicizing, and analyzing this progressive impulse in public history, the 
Working Group will open up a new conversation about the origins of our field. We will draw needed 
attention to the specific tensions and limitations of contemporary public history practice. 
 
The Working Group will produce a formal proposal, suitable for either a traditionally published book or 
for an open access text that enables community comment and other forms of social media interaction.  
 
Most histories of the field root of public history in 19th century historic preservation movements, Civil 
War battlefield commemoration, and the local history movement. A variety of scholars –from Patricia 
West to Edward T. Linenthal and others—have demonstrated that these original projects infused public 
history with a conservative impulse. Historic preservationists sought to protect America from the forces 
of dramatic social change. Civil War commemoration transformed battlefields into sites of reconciliation 
and undermined reconstruction. The local history movement tended to flatten out regional 
distinctiveness and conflict in order to democratize American identity. Recognizing the tensions that this 
historical trajectory created for public historians has been crucial to the maturation of the field. 
 
Less well studied has been the history and influence of progressive impulses underpinning public history 
as it is practiced today. In The Lowell Experiment, Cathy Stanton sought to measure the influence of 
“progressive public history” on the public interpretation of Lowell’s history.  Progressive public 
historians, she argued, believe in the potential of historical inquiry to provoke public reflection and 
change, but they struggle against the constraints of institutionalization. This tension is also at the heart 
of David Glassberg’s Sense of History. Glassberg explored the intersection between the intimate and the 
historical, and he observed that the desire to belong to the nation tends to undermine diversity and to 
shrink the scale of commemorative activities. Kathleen Clark, Mitch Kachun, Fitzhugh Brundage and 
others have sought to expand our understanding of commemoration, exploring the ways in which 
African American celebrations both differ from and reproduce the tensions of other commemorative 
forms. 
 
Public historians who embrace the values of civic engagement must do so with critical awareness of the 
contradictions underlying their work and practice their craft with more self-awareness. Participants in 
the working group will identify and frame case studies to shed new light –and raise new questions—
about the actions of individuals and organizations engaged in gathering, protecting, commemorating, 
and interpreting the past NOT because they hoped to stem the tide of social change, but because they 
hoped to advance it. 
 


