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About the Watkinson Library
Trinity’s Watkinson Library is one of the great scholarly treasures on campus. As both a public research library and the rare book library and special collections of Trinity College, the Watkinson holds rare books, manuscripts, maps, prints, photographs, born-digital collections, and the Trinity College Archives. It also stewards the Trinity College Art Collection and the Hartford Medical Society Collection. The collections in Watkinson span centuries and disciplines, making it one of the most versatile and distinctive resources available to faculty anywhere in the liberal arts. 
Housed on the main floor (A Level) of the Raether Library and Information Technology Center, the Watkinson is staffed by librarians and archivists who are genuinely eager to collaborate with faculty teaching and student research. Working with primary sources in the Watkinson is an opportunity available to any course, at any level, across any discipline.
What Is Object-Based Learning?
Object-based learning (OBL) is a pedagogical approach that places physical objects at the center of inquiry: manuscripts, rare books, maps, photographs, institutional records, and other primary sources. Rather than beginning with secondary texts or lectures, OBL invites students to encounter a source directly: to observe carefully, ask questions, and reason from evidence.
OBL transforms the research experience by making history and knowledge formation visible, tangible, and personal. Students learn not just what the past produced, but how those materials survived, who preserved them, what they can tell us, as well as the limits of what can be said about the past.
Why Object-Based Learning Works
Cognitive and Pedagogical Benefits
· Builds close reading and observation skills that may transfer across every discipline
· Encourages students to become curious and to explore ambiguity and resist premature conclusions
· Creates shared critical inquiry: all students encounter the same source without prior expertise, leveling the playing field
· Makes the construction of knowledge visible, so students see how physical collections shape what we know and what remains unknown (or unknowable)
· Generates memorable learning anchored in direct encounter with authentic historical material

Student Outcomes
· Greater fluency with primary sources, history of cultural heritage, archival research methods and evidence-based argument
· Heightened awareness of provenance and context: who made something, for whom, under what conditions, and why it survived
· Stronger written and oral communication skills developed through description, analysis, and interpretation
· Deeper engagement with course themes through discovery-based learning that no textbook can replicate


The Watkinson as a Pedagogical Resource
The Watkinson’s collections are extraordinarily broad. Faculty have incorporated Watkinson materials into courses across the social sciences, humanities, natural sciences, and professional programs. Whatever your course is about, there may be something in the Watkinson that speaks to it, and the staff  canstaff can help you find it.
A Glimpse of the Collections
· Rare books and printed works spanning the fifteenth century to the present, with particular strengths in the development of early European printing, early illustration processes, Americana, ornithology, Caribbean history, artists’ books, and the history of science and medicine
· Manuscript collections including personal papers, organizational records, and correspondence from individuals and institutions in Hartford and beyond
· Maps, prints, photographs, and visual materials available for classroom use
· The Trinity College Archives, documenting the institution’s history from its founding in 1823
· Born-digital collections and digitized materials accessible remotely
· The Trinity College Art Collection, through which select works are available for course use

Ways Faculty Can Engage
Class visits to the Watkinson: Classroom sessions in the Watkinson
1. Watkinson staff will pull items from the collection in advance and facilitate a structured session in which students work with objects directly, moving from deep description to generating and answering questions about those objects. 
Archival Research Projects:
· Watkinson staff can assist students on one-on-one basis for long-term projects, especially independent class projects, senior theses, and on-campus work assignments.
· Students also can use the Watkinson’s finding aids and collections independently as part of a research project, paper, or capstone. Staff provide orientation sessions and ongoing research support.
· Primary source response assignments and group-learning: Object-centered writing
1. Short written responses to a document, photograph, or rare book (description, analysis, argument) submitted before or after a visit.
1. Games and group learning assignments offer opportunities for teaching and learning
· Current and rotating exhibits: Exhibition-linked assignments
1. The Watkinson regularly curates exhibits drawing on its own holdings. These can be integrated into courses as visual and material complements to readings and lectures.
1. Curating exhibitions with Watkinson materials can also be incorporated into classes
· Special events and guest sessions: Watkinson-hosted class events
1. For some courses, the Watkinson can host readings, symposia, or student presentations in its seminar spaces, creating a scholarly atmosphere for culminating assignments.

Sample Applications Across Disciplines
	Discipline
	Possible Course Connection
	Example OBL Activity

	Political Science
	Urban Politics, Environmental Justice, Race & Ethnicity
	Examine archival records from Hartford civic organizations to trace the history of environmental or political inequality in the city

	History
	Early American History, Global History, Hartford & the Region
	Use manuscripts or institutional records to construct an original historical argument; discuss how archives shape what histories get told

	Sociology / Anthropology
	Culture, Community, Material Culture
	Analyze a photograph, map, or organizational record: who produced it, under what conditions, and whose experiences are visible or erased

	English / Literary Studies
	Narrative, Memoir, Print Culture
	Engage with a rare first edition or manuscript to discuss how form, material, and publication context shape meaning

	Public Policy & Law
	Policy Analysis, Hartford History
	Use Trinity College Archives or Hartford community records to trace how a public institution or policy evolved over time

	Science & Natural History
	History of Science, Environmental Studies
	Explore the Watkinson’s holdings in ornithology, natural history, or scientific illustration to discuss how scientific knowledge was produced and represented



Getting Started: What Faculty Need to Know
· Contact the Watkinson before or at the start of the semester. Reach out early.
1. Staff will work with you to identify relevant materials and design a session that fits your course goals. The earlier you reach out, the more the Watkinson archivists and librarians can tailor the experience.
· Prepare students before the visit. Come with a course question, not just a topic.
1. Provide guiding questions that connect the archival visit to your course themes. Students engage more deeply when they arrive knowing what they’re looking for, andfor and knowing that the source may surprise them.
· Structure the visit. Design a task, not a tour.
1. Rather than a general orientation, build a specific intellectual activity: describe a document in detail; identify what the source reveals and what it conceals; connect the object to a course concept or argument.
· Debrief after the visit. Bring the archive back to the classroom.
1. The conversation that follows a Watkinson session is as important as the session itself. Allow time to process what students encountered and build bridges to your course content.
· Assess what students learned. Make it count toward a grade.
1. OBL works best when it is integrated into course assessments. Short written responses, annotated transcriptions, source analyses, or research presentations all build directly on archival work.
To explore how Watkinson collections might fit your course, fill out the Instruction Request Form, or contact watkinson@trincoll.edu  The Watkinson staff welcome the opportunity to work with faculty at any stage of course planning, from conception, design, implementation, and assessment.
Watkinson Library: watkinson@trincoll.edu  |  CTL: ctl@trincoll.edu
