
BACKGROUND: BACKGROUND: Understanding ArchivesUnderstanding Archives
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DateDate				 ClassClass

What Are Archives?What Are Archives?

• Archives are collections of documents and other
records from the past.

• They preserve evidence of what happened in the past
and help researchers piece together stories of people
and change over time.

• The State Archives houses original documents and
audio-visual materials created by North Carolinians
over three and a half centuries.

• The State Archives preserves over 100 million records.
Many come from government agencies. Others are
donations from citizens and organizations.

• The State Archives welcomes researchers at locations
in Raleigh, Manteo, and Asheville.

What is a DocsBox?What is a DocsBox?

• A DocsBox is an archival box containing 
reproductions of primary source 
documents from the State Archives of 
North Carolina.

• To preserve them as long as possible, 
documents are in acid-free folders.

• Archives staff and researchers use only 
pencil on folders and when handling 
documents. They avoid ink, which can 
cause permanent damage by bleeding 
and smudging.

• The gray archival box opens from the 
top to make it easy to find documents 
and minimize handling, which can cause 
damage over time.

Acid-Indicating Pen ActivityAcid-Indicating Pen Activity

Directions: Directions: Using a pH Pen, draw a line or other 
mark on the each of the 4 paper samples. Check 
the color as soon as the fluid dries. CIRCLE CIRCLE the 
type of paper in the chart below.

PURPLEPURPLE indicates a pH of 7.0 or above and 
means the paper is considered acid-free.

YELLOWYELLOW indicates a pH of below 6.5 and means 
the paper contains too much acid for long-term 
storage.

Acidic or Not? Acidic or Not? When it comes to storing old and 
important documents, it’s important to use acid-
free containers. All wood products produce acid 
as they age, causing them to yellow, stain, and 
become brittle. Archival papers contain substances 
that help slow acid production and deterioration. 
The pH scale refers to the amount of acid present. 
Lower pH levels indicate higher levels of acid. 
Higher pH levels indicate lower acidity, which is 
better for preservation. An acid-indicating pH pen 
can show if the paper or cardboard is acidic or 
neutral.
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1.

AActivity: Record Identification

2. 

4.3. 

Label each item from the State Archives with one or morone or more e types of records from the list above. Try to 
find a date or use context clues to make an educated guess.

Examples of Examples of 
Archival Records Archival Records 

• State records
• County records
• Land deeds
• Maps
• Military records
• Oral histories
• Photographs
• Newspapers
• Letters and diaries
• Wills and estate

records

Preserving the Past: Understanding Archival ProceduresPreserving the Past: Understanding Archival Procedures

• Old documents require special care to preserve.

• Over time the environment and acidic surfaces can degrade paper and 
photos.

• Dark coloring on records is a result of acidity.

• Archivists are specially trained in methods to help fragile documents last 
and provide access to researchers.

Protecting DocumentsProtecting Documents
• Store in a cool, dry environment with minimal exposure to light.

• Use acid-free containers to block pests and pollution.

• Avoid tape, staples, and paper clips, which can damage and stain paper
items.




