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Agenda Item II.F. 

 

Society of American Archivists 

Council Meeting 

August 10, 2009 

Austin, Texas 

 

Action Item: Council Handbook Review 
(Prepared by:  Bruce Ambacher, Margery Sly, and Diane Vogt-O’Connor) 

 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

At its August 2008 meeting, the Council assigned to the second-year Council members 

the task of continuing the Handbook review begun by a previous group.  We were ably 

assisted by René Mueller, to whom we offer thanks. 

 

Using the previous group’s work and Mueller’s notes, Ambacher and Sly reviewed much 

of the Handbook’s contents.  This review raised other issues.  We offer recommendations 

in several broad categories: 

 

1. Obvious and immediate needs for updating based on our review. 

2. Overarching issues, including renaming the document, reorganizing it, and 

remastering it into one complete, searchable document that would facilitate use 

and revision. 

3. Comprehensive review needs (comparing content with Council minutes and 

asking existing units to check their own sections). 

4. Need for clarity of responsibility and scheduling of regular reviews.  (Currently, 

for example, either the second- or third-year Council members are responsible for 

managing the review process.) 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

We believe that a four-part approach should be taken to updating and improving the 

Council Handbook.  Specifically we would propose to undertake the following: 

 

1.  Address obvious and immediate editing needs:  Please see the attached list 

(Appendix) of immediate editing needs.  This list is in no way comprehensive because we 

found that we did not have the background materials necessary to verify the accuracy of 

the content in many of the sections. However, many of these findings highlight the 

reasons for our additional recommendations.   

 

2.  Redesign:  We recommend that the document be reorganized, renamed, and, once 

edited, remastered and relocated on the SAA website in a more readable and user friendly 
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format for improved access and use by all members.  Some more specific suggestions:  

 

a. Possible new names:  This may wait for reorganization, but suggestions include 

breaking the Handbook into  1. SAA Operational Procedures and 2. SAA 

Constitution, Bylaws and Procedures. 

 

b. A plain language rewrite:  Rewrite in plain business English style (i.e., place 

the most important topics first).  Use a question and answer format wherever 

possible.  Use active voice. Keep sentences and paragraphs relatively short.  Use 

the Word editing readability statistics features to identify problems such as 

inactive voice, long sentences, and writing at too high a grade level. 

 

c. Thorough indexing and linking of text sections of the online manuscript so that 

key data can be found easily throughout the Handbook. 

 

d. Linking of all citations of other sections within the document to the text of the 

actual sections cited. 

 

e. More intuitive Chapters, Sections, and Breaks. 

 

f. Definitions for acronyms, initialisms, and technical language used throughout 

that can be linked or found easily. 

 

g. Appendices:  Better integration of the appendices into the document.  They are 

largely orphaned in the current Handbook structure. 

 

h. Improved format:  Treat this as EAD, or at least have a Table of Contents that 

scrolls down on the left for ease of navigation. 

 

i. Appearance:  Improve the graphic design of the piece and add some images as 

well. Redesign the cover and the page layout. 
 

j. Historical Content:  Some sections of this document would respond to creative 

redesign because existing content belongs elsewhere rather than in this volume.  

The SAA Leadership History, for example, could be a jazzy online exhibit with 

links to the presidential addresses, visuals, lists of accomplishments, and links to 

actual Facebook page interviews with the presidents.  Portions of the Student 

Chapters material also could go elsewhere in much the same way.   

 

3.  Comprehensive review:  The need for a more detailed and comprehensive review 

continues and brings with it the call for additional resources.  For some sections, the 

reviewer/rewriter would need access to all Council minutes and other resources, as well 

as the ability to devote the considerable time it would take for comparison and revision.  

For other sections, coordination of unit response to requests to review and revise their 

texts would also take considerable time.  To this might be added a re-conceptualization of 

the format and role of the Handbook.  We recommend that the effort be led by a staff 
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member or hired editor who would bring in the Council members and leadership as 

needed. 

 

4)  Scheduling regular review:  After the document(s) appears in its new and improved 

form, we recommend that annual updating of the Council action portions be assigned to a 

staff member; that all units review their section on a rolling three-year schedule; and that 

a staff member and the two third-year members who are not on the Executive Committee 

be assigned oversight of the process. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

 

THAT the Council approve the four-part approach to updating and improving the 

Council Handbook as outlined in the Discussion section of Agenda Item 0809-1-

II.F.GovManual from the August 10, 2009, Council meeting. 

 

Support Statement: The Council and the Society need a reliable and accurate 

compilation of decisions, policies, procedures, mission statements, charges, etc.—in sum, 

a handbook that documents our decisions about how we work together, offers complete 

information and transparency to our members, and furthers the mission of the Society in 

all its complexity. 

 

Fiscal Impact:  We ask that the staff suggest options for staffing and cost for the initial 

major edit/update and redesign, annual updating, and technology costs for both phases. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Questions and changes identified in preliminary review of Council 

Handbook 

 
I. Constitution & Bylaws 

The government of DC requires a city resident to be the named contact point for each 

non-profit organization registered in the city.  Who represents SAA in that role? 

 

Membership: There is no mention of a retired dues category – is it necessary or is it just 

another dues category? 

 

Appointments: The Executive Director is charged with creating and keeping the minutes.  

If this is figurative in that a staff member reporting to the Executive Director takes the 

minutes, we are okay.  If this is literal, there is a conflict. 

 

Meetings: There are several mentions of notifications being sent by mail, including the 

dissolution of the Society.  Are we still adhering to those requirements or is changed 

language, broadening the range of choices for notification, necessary? 

 

II. Officers 

No changes required. 

 

III. Executive Committee 

When the Council created the Investment Committee, were its membership and functions 

compared to the existing Finance Committee to ensure compatibility?  

 

IV. Council 

In 2007, the Council further restricted the role of Council members in service on task 

forces.  That change does not seem to be incorporated here.  

 

IV.-V. Council Duties 1.  

The amendment process is poorly worded. 

 

Recommend, by a majority vote, amendments to the Society's constitution. 

Amendments are proposed in writing by at least twenty-five (25) members that 

are not approved by the Council require a two-thirds (2/3) vote of the members 

present and voting at the annual business meeting.  

 

IV.-V. Council Duties 4.  

Is there a list of any honorary members?  This section limits honorary members to ten, 

while the Membership section limits it to five: 

 

Elect honorary members of the Society as appropriate. Election requires a two-

thirds (2/3) vote of the Council. Honorary membership is limited to no more than 
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ten (10) at any time 

 

Honorary Membership may be extended to any person chosen by a two-thirds 

vote of the full membership of the Council in recognition of eminent distinction in 

any of the fields of the Society's objectives. Honorary membership shall be for 

life, and honorary members shall not be required to pay dues or other 

assessments; they shall have all the privileges of full membership and shall 

receive publications of the Society. The honorary members shall not exceed five 

at any one time. 

IV.-V. Council Duties 5.  

Handbook Review – There is a conflict between the Duties section which assigns the 

Handbook review duties to the third year Council members: 

Provide a mechanism to periodically review and update the Council Handbook. 

The three third-year members [italics added] conduct an annual review and 

editorial update of the Council Handbook by January each year. The updates are 

limited to edits that reflect changes in practice or that reflect the Council votes 

during the previous year. The Council is informed of the changes but does not 

vote on them, although the group may elect to request input from the entire 

Council on certain changes. [This bullet added in November 2006.] 

 

and the newer Council sub-section which assigns the duties to second year Council 

members: 

 

 II. Committee Selection, Size, and Length of Terms 

The subcommittee shall consist of the Council's three second-year members. 

 

VI. Membership Categories 

Should bridge membership be further defined?  This description isn’t clear. 

 

Bridge membership is a one-time benefit for full members who are unemployed. 

Not applicable to new members. 

 

VII. Standing Committees and Boards 

Appointments  

The member roster lists Vice President Gottlieb as “Council Liaison.” Is this accurate?  

Peter is an officer, not a Councilor. 

 

Publications Board  

Who is “Editor, Print & Electronic Publications”?  The membership roster for this Board 

does not have such a position listed.  This position also is not listed on the American 

Archivist’s membership roster.  
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Committee on the Selection of Fellows  

The membership is composed of: 

 

The committee is composed of the five most recent past presidents of the Society 

and three Fellows who are elected by the Council at its winter meeting and who 

serve one-year terms.   

 

The current membership roster lists only four past presidents (including Mark Greene) 

and no one else.  Do the three elected Fellows only serve from election at the winter 

Council meeting until the annual meeting where the selections are announced?  Should 

the text be changed?  

 

Fellows Steering Committee 

The text indicates: 

The Council shall review the Fellows’ Steering Committee after five years (that 

is, in 2007) to determine whether it is effective and whether it warrants 

continuation. There should be thereafter a periodic review of the Steering 

Committee on a schedule to be determined by the Council.  

Was this review conducted in 2007? If so, should the text be changed to reflect what the 

future periodicity will be? 

 

Investment Committee 

II. Committee Selection, Size, and Length of Terms: 

The Investments Committee consists of six members, including the SAA 

Treasurer, Executive Director, and Finance Director and three SAA members 

appointed by the vice president in consultation with the Investments Committee 

members to determine what expertise is needed as appointments are made. 

Membership shall be adjusted according to the availability of expertise and the 

anticipated workload of the group. 

The membership roster indicates that only one of three SAA members has been 

appointed.  Will the other two members be appointed or has the last clause, that “adjusts” 

the committee, been invoked? 

 

IX.  Sections 

Membership—check parallelism to recent changes. 

Issue of independent e-lists. 

 

Have units review their descriptions soon and then every 3 years. 

 

X.  Roundtables 

Questions/concerns similar to Section IX. 

 

XI.  Official Representatives and Coalitions 
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Check “complete list attached.” 

Change ARMA entry. 

 

XII.  Honors and Awards  

List  (see Section VII for information) 

Combine with VII.? 

 

XIII.  Student Chapters 

Council members as liaisons to Student Chapters? 

 

XIV. Working Groups 

Requirements for Working Groups? 

 

Appendix B.  Selected List of Current Policies and Procedures    
List is incomplete. 

Annual Meeting policy:  “will take place in September.” 

Grants submitted “on a floppy disk.” 

Childcare “video tape”  (Council,  Feb. 2008, changes?). 

Review/update Annual Meeting taping policy. 

Add logo to list. 

List manager: “LM at a host institution that provides....” 

ETC. 

 

Appendix C.  Selected List of Council and Business Meeting Resolutions 

Ends with 1994: update? 

  

Appendix D.  Major Standards and Guidelines Adopted by SAA 

Title of linked page indicates this is from 1972-94. Update? 

How is “major” defined? 

 

Appendix I. Description and Brief History of SAA 

In desperate need of updating:  “under its current ED Susan Fox”;  numbers, address, etc.  

 

Appendix J. Major Position Statements  

This is just a list—reference to full text?  

This includes 1995-present, plus just 3 prior (1976, 1990, 1994) 

What are the criteria for adding items to this list? 

 

  

 

 

 


