Physical Exhibit

The argument about history embodied in the physical exhibit site is that Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) have a rich, unique history. Although these institutions were born in the context of struggle, they value their heritage (as evident in the archival materials showcased), and preserving their archival history is crucial to cultural preservation. HBCUs have significantly shaped not only Black culture but also American culture, as these institutions serve as fertile ground for producing leaders, innovators, and change-makers.

The primary audience for this exhibit includes individuals of the African diaspora, particularly HBCU alums and college-bound students. This exhibit provides an educational experience about the history and enduring legacy of these institutions, helping participants learn about or reconnect with the strength of their heritage. During my visit, I noticed that most visitors in the space were young school-age African American teens. This observation was notable because overall, most of the museum visitors that I observed that day were White. The brightly colored exhibit murals and the selection of Aretha Franklin’s “It’s a Different World,” the theme song for the popular Black sitcom of the 90s set at a fictitious HBCU, welcome visitors at its entrance.

The main items used to communicate the interpretation include artifacts from HBCUs, such as historic photographs, newspaper clippings, furniture and room furnishings, clothing, and artwork. In addition, other materials that help frame and provide context for these primary items include an exhibit map and video installations. These items provide important historical context for those unfamiliar with HBCU history and culture by highlighting their unique nature as educational, social, and cultural institutions. For instance, the exhibit includes four red bricks made by students at Tuskegee’s Normal School, used as tuition payments, as well as a bench created by students in vocational courses to showcase woodworking and welding skills. Additionally, I also noted that several photographs on display were created by photographers who worked or trained at HBCUs. These artists were from the culture and able to capture intimate moments through an insider’s perspective, such as Chester Higgins’ Ancestral Memorial, Coney Island, 1995, further showing how HBCUs protect and celebrate the Black Arts and the Black experience.

The exhibit occupies a rectangular-shaped space and is easy to navigate. The entrance and exit points are wide and clear, and the pathways throughout the exhibit are clear to navigate. The exhibit comprises several distinct spaces that promote a natural flow through a thematic and chronological timeline of HBCUs, including their founding and their academic, activist, and artistic traditions. The exhibit encourages a single flow of traffic through the positioning of its display cases and the density of information and objects displayed. I had ample time to engage with the objects or read the information displayed before moving to the next exhibit space.

This exhibit features several interactive elements to enhance visitor engagement. One installation, “The Negro Year Book: An Encyclopedia of the Negro”, is based on a thirty-year collaboration between Monroe Work, as Director of the Tuskegee Institute Department of Records and Research, and HBCU archivists and researchers. Their efforts in collecting data on Black health, economic progress, and lynchings provide data points for animated maps on a digital touch screen that display the economic progress, trends in lynchings, mortality rates, and migration patterns of African Americans moving from the South to Northern states from 1900 to 1920. This digital touch element is particularly effective because it allows visitors to select and explore the information they are interested in.

Additionally, I identified several beige-colored plastic handheld cylinders in a basket within the exhibit space. Each cylinder contains questions that encourage visitors to reflect on and engage with the exhibit items, highlighting the exhibit themes of HBCU academics, activism, and artistic traditions. Towards the end of the exhibit, I identified a mural featuring three questions printed on large pieces of paper: whether the stories of activism at HBCUs inspired them and, if so, how; how HBCUs improve communities; and whether and how HBCU traditions have shaped them. The questions on the board were more effective than the cylinders because they are easier to see than to engage with.

During my visit, I did not encounter curators, interpreters, or docents in the exhibit space. I noticed two security guards in uniform, one at each entrance of the exhibit. These guards did not interact with my aunt or me about the exhibit. After we finished viewing the Vanguard exhibit, however, they kindly directed us to other parts of the museum that my aunt was interested in exploring, since this was a first visit to the NMAAHC.

This exhibit could be even more effective in a slightly larger space. At one point, while I was viewing a painting, I was jostled when two groups of school-aged teens entered the space, but they chose to move against the designed traffic flow. As a result, I ended up bumping into students from these groups as they navigated through the space. 

Additionally, having extra places to sit and reflect on the artwork and assemblages throughout the exhibit would be great, especially for older visitors like my aunt. I noticed a large bench and several tables in the final section of the exhibit, which focuses on HBCUs today. These seating options were great for watching a large monitor display of testimonials from current HBCU students and alumni about the transformative nature of their experiences. However, adding at least one more seating option in the exhibit would further enhance a visitor’s experience. I hope the organizers consider the space and seating issue as the exhibit tours other HBCU campuses.


The National Museum of African American History and Culture, the Smithsonian Traveling Exhibition Service, the HBCU History and Culture Access Consortium, the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Institute of Museum and Library Services, Dr. Beryl Carter Rice, CBRE, Google Arts and Culture, and Johnson and Johnson are the sponsors of this exhibit.

Digital Exhibit

The central argument embodied in the digital representation is that HBCU museums, libraries, and archives play a vital role in preserving, documenting, and celebrating African American cultural heritage and the stories of resilience among African Americans. The design, layout, and content of the digital site effectively communicate this argument by exploring the themes of HBCUs sustaining the arts, preserving black scholarship, and preserving activism. These themes are intentionally and clearly communicated through the site design. The interpretive perspective emphasizes how HBCUs serve as memory keepers of these rare and significant collections. This argument is not as clearly stated at the physical exhibit, which requires visitors to interpret this conclusion based on the exhibit materials.

The primary audience for this work includes those interested in African American history, HBCUs, and researchers and scholars of American and African American history. High school and college students are also primary audiences for this digital exhibit, given that the types of materials presented, the language style, reading level, and, in some cases, warning messages about disturbing content, would appeal to students and educators. The clear layout, including easy access to the exhibit’s themes, provides users with a clear way to approach the digital site and allows them to explore the themes based on their level of interest in the topics. One assumption about the audience using the digital exhibit is their access to and skills with digital technology.

The website design uses Omeka S and provides visitors with an easy-to-navigate layout. On the landing page, users can select from one of the three exhibit themes to explore. Each exhibit includes an overview of its theme, additional information in chapters, featured exhibit constellation materials, and options to toggle between exhibits and return to the landing page by scrolling to the bottom of the site. 

As this is a digital exhibit, a single linear flow of traffic is not necessarily the primary goal. Instead, the site’s generous interface encourages visitors to explore, access resources, and engage thoughtfully with the extensive linked content. Consistent headers and directional links at the bottom of the site help visitors maintain their sense of orientation.

While some of the content from the physical exhibit appears on the digital site, the way the information is presented allows visitors to engage with the item in more than just two dimensions and from a distance. For instance, visitors can read Phillis Wheatley Peters’ 1779 poem “Ocean,” and, with text-enlargement options, her handwriting becomes clearer and easier to examine up close. The digital site also features several other works by Peters, allowing visitors to compare themes across this author’s writings. This level of access to additional, supporting artifacts for comparison is not possible at the physical exhibit. 

While exploring the work of Tuskegee professors Monroe and Florence Work, I learned more about their collaboration with W.E.B. Du Bois and the Niagara Movement. I could also listen to a 1961 interview with Du Bois and hear his voice as he discussed his research. This site features early documents from this period of his work, including photos from the Niagara Movement and images of its founding members.
One interactive feature allows visitors to view and zoom into digitized archival documents, such as Du Bois’s hand-drawn infographic designs. This capability enables users to analyze site content more closely than they could while viewing the items in person at the physical exhibit. Interactive timelines, such as “Past to Present: Land as Legacy,” offer visitors opportunities to engage with the content beyond viewing static images. Visitors can navigate a timeline from 1799 to 1900 to learn more about the Syphax family and African Americans in their quest to retain land they had inherited in the United States. Another interactive element is a digitized image of a 1925 Hope School desk, which visitors can view from all angles.
Visitors of this site should come away with an appreciation for the breadth and richness of HBCU archival collections, as well as an understanding of the unique history and experiences of these institutions, their leaders, students, faculty, and communities. Users should also grasp the patterns of inequality experienced by African Americans in many aspects of life, and yet, despite these challenges, they were resilient to survive and thrive.

It was challenging to identify ways to interact with the site’s creators beyond clicking the “HBCU History and Cultural Access Consortium” and “Strategic Partnerships” links, which led to Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), and email. The Story Map on the site provides the contact information for Auntaneshia Staveloz, the Project Director of the Office of Strategic Partnerships.

I spent several hours exploring the site and found that time was insufficient to cover all of the available content. I appreciate being able to explore the digital exhibit while seated comfortably at home, where I can take breaks and easily return, options that are not possible at a physical exhibit. One suggestion is to ensure all links are functional. For example, the link for “several editions of the Negro Yearbook” and the link for “digitized volumes of Florida A&M’s The Quarterly Journal from the 1930s are both broken. Additionally, I recommend making it easier for visitors to find the main landing page and information about the site’s creators and opportunities to interact with them.
