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About the Guide 
 
This Guide is intended for those unfamiliar with using physical archival collections 
and may be useful for undergraduate and postgraduate students who are thinking of 
using the West Yorkshire Archive Service (WYAS).  
 
The Guide was produced by Mark Butterfield of ‘Leeds Beckett University’, a PhD 
History student and regular user of WYAS, whilst on his ‘Heritage Consortium’ PhD 
Placement in 2019. 

1. Starting Your Research Project 
 

1.1 Why Use WYAS? 
 
The West Yorkshire Archive Service (WYAS) holds records which span over 800 
years of history and includes records on a great variety of subjects. Only a fraction of 
this material has been studied in depth, and even areas which have been 
researched before may not be fully explored or could be viewed from a different 
perspective or with different methods.  
 
The WYAS has five sites across Yorkshire and each site has unique holdings: 
 
‘Bradford’  
‘Calderdale’ 
‘Kirklees’ 
‘Leeds’ 
‘Wakefield’ 
 
Whatever your academic discipline, WYAS holds a range of excellent historical 
materials. 

 



 

1.2 Identifying a Research Topic 
 
If you’re producing an undergraduate or postgraduate dissertation and you’re 
struggling to identify an original area of research, why not consider looking at the 
‘New Records’ page of the WYAS website? WYAS continually adds to its archival 
collections, and newly deposited archival material is unlikely to have been previously 
researched. Recent accessions may only include one or two items, so ensure that 
you select a record with enough material to support your research project. 
 
If the recent accessions are not to your liking and you’re still struggling to decide on 
a research topic, check out the ‘Treasures of the West Yorkshire Archives’ for 
inspiration, or have a look at the ‘WYAS Collections Guides’, to see what types of 
material are available on your favourite themes. 
 

1.3 Wider Reading 
 
If there’s a topic you’re particularly interested in, there’s a strong probability that you 
already have some background knowledge of the subject and the academic studies 
which are relevant. Before you take the plunge into archival research make sure that 
you’re aware of past, recent (and potentially forthcoming) studies which may have 
incorporated the same material you’re planning on using by checking their 
references. Make sure that you can either offer a new perspective on previously 
explored sources or identify a distinct gap in the historiography of your chosen 
subject, BEFORE you begin. There is nothing worse than spending hours in the 
archives and finding that a comprehensive study is available elsewhere!  
 

2. Before Visiting 
 

2.1 Using the WYAS Catalogue  
 
Once you’ve identified a viable theme, subject, place or person of interest that you 
wish to explore further, use the ‘WYAS Catalogue’ to identify relevant materials. 
Think of the Catalogue as a library bookshelf that allows you to browse the titles of 
each book, and occasionally, their contents pages, without being able to look inside.  
 
Like a library book, each archival record has a unique identifier known as a 
Catalogue Finding Number. These allow the archival staff to locate the items you 
have requested but they are also required for your own referencing purposes. It is of 
paramount importance that you keep an accurate record of the Catalogue Finding 
Numbers for your own referencing purposes. 
 
Records in the WYAS catalogue are arranged in a ‘tree’ format: 
 

1. Collection 
↳ 



1. Section 
↳ 

1. Sub-Section 
        ↳ 

1. Item 

 
You can only order archival records at the ‘Item’ level and you can only request a 
maximum of ten ‘Items’ per appointment.  
 
When you’re searching for records using the online catalogue, if your results are at 
‘Item’ level, it is a good idea to click the hyperlink in the ‘Level’ section of your results 
and view the entire ‘Collection’, ‘Section’, and ‘Sub-Section’ in order to understand 
the extent of archival material available. Be aware that the online catalogue may not 
give a true account of all of the material which WYAS holds, and it is always best 
practice to consult the WYAS staff.  
 
If you have consulted the ‘WYAS Collections Guides’, these will direct you to a 
specific catalogue number which you can enter into the search bar. However, this 
may not be a comprehensive account of all the material that WYAS holds relating to 
your topic and so at this stage, it is better to use broader search terms in order to 
view the full extent of the archival holdings. 
 

Top Tip 
For example, my PhD research focused on Menston Pauper Lunatic 

Asylum. WYAS has a dedicated collection of records for Menston Asylum which 
has the catalogue number C488. Within this collection are all the records produced 
by the officials of Menston Asylum, and these provide the main elements of my 
research. However, WYAS also holds a great deal of material relating to Menston 
Asylum which is produced by other agencies and held in other collections, such as 
maps and plans and official governmental records. By using the search terms 
“Menston” and “Asylum” the C488 holdings will be shown alongside these other 
collections. 

 
Conducting a broader search initially may have the advantage of providing results 
which you may not have considered by identifying a wider range of sources, but it 
can also make the decision about what to view and in what order, much more 
complicated. It is good academic practice to record your search history as well as the 
items that you are interested in seeing. This doesn’t need to be a labour intensive 
document, but if you keep track of the search terms you used as well as any limiters 
and filters such as dates or collections, you can repeat the search again if needed. 
 
 
 

2.2 WYAS Staff 
 
The staff at West Yorkshire Archive Service are your BEST RESOURCE, particularly 
if you’re unsure about the records you wish to view. Instead of emailing a list of 



sources that you think might be relevant, ‘Contact the Relevant Office’ and speak 
to a member of staff who will be able to advise you on what the collections contain 
and which might be the best records for your research topic.  
 

2.3 ‘Closed’ Records & Ethical Considerations 
 
If you have identified a clear gap in the historiography of your chosen research topic, 
the reason for this may be the lack of available sources. Archival collections can be 
incomplete and the dates that you have selected simply may not exist in the archival 
record. There are also important accessibility and ethical issues to consider when 
selecting a research topic, particularly for modern histories. 
 
Be aware that many archival records are subject to a one-hundred year closure 
period and that accessing them requires special permission, often from outside 
agencies. Take this into consideration when planning your research project. For 
sensitive records, whether ‘closed’ or not, ensure that you consider the ethical 
implications of your study, your affiliated institution and the archival staff will be able 
to advise you on this. 
 

2.4 Planning Your Visit 
 
When you’re selecting records that you would like to order and view, copy and paste 
the notes from the archival catalogue into a document for your own records, and use 
the same catalogue numbers to refer back to them in future. This will help ensure 
that your academic referencing is accurate, and that you can retrieve information 
quickly when you’re writing.  
 
You can book an appointment via email or phone, for a morning, afternoon or full day 
session. Unless you’ve consulted with the WYAS staff, it is good practice to order 
more than you think you need. When ordering records it is important to note that ten 
boxes of material may take you only ten minutes to sift through, whereas one box 
may take ten trips to complete. Always make sure that you have plenty of alternative 
records for future appointments and order these whilst you’re in the Search Room for 
your next visit. 
 
Remember that WYAS has several site locations, and the material you are 
requesting may be held at any one of these sites. Furthermore, you need to give 
prior notice for each appointment. Plan accordingly and make appointments 
efficiently so that you maximise the productivity of each appointment. 
 

2.5 The National Archives (TNA) 
 
Whilst you may have identified that WYAS is the best source for your research 
project, other archival collections may hold information which is relevant to your 
topic. Use The National Archives to identify additional source materials.  
  
As the principal archive of the UK, TNA has an excellent series of how-to videos and 
guides, which give excellent advice and ‘best-practice’ tips which are applicable to all 
forms of archival research.  



 
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/help-with-your-research/video-guides 

4. During your visit 
 

4.1 What to Bring With You 
 
In most Archive Search Rooms the same policies and procedures apply. You can’t 
eat or drink, use pens, or flash photography as these all pose risks to archival 
material. For my appointments I always bring the following: 
 
 

 Laptop & Charger 
 Smartphone & Charger (with USB connector)  
 External Hard Drive 
 Notepad & Pencils 
 Lunch & Bottled Water 
 £1 Coin or Trolley Token for Lockers 

 
You may prefer to use a digital camera for photography, however, I’ve found that 
most smartphone images are suitable for reference copies of documents and 
photographs. If you need more professional copies, these can be carried out by the 
WYAS staff for a small fee. Personal photography within WYAS requires a permit 
which costs £5 per day and you are required to keep accurate notes of what you are 
photographing. 
 

4.2 Handling Documents  
 
Like all Archives, WYAS holds materials in numerous different formats and 
conditions. All documents must be handled with great care to ensure their continued 
preservation. 
‘WYAS Guidelines’ 
 
‘TNA Guidelines’ 
 

4.3 Archival Research 
 
There are countless methods for archival research and you’ll undoubtedly find the 
one that works best for you and your project. The method which I employ is to 
photograph absolutely everything that I am permitted to. This means that you can 
work on your copies in your own time and refer back to them at a later date if 
necessary. Every time something is copied there is an opportunity for errors to occur. 
Photography helps to negate this as you can refer back to your images when 
necessary. However, photographs need to be of a high quality, not blurred, and well 
referenced so that you can refer back to them quickly and easily. 
 

Top Tip 



Make sure that your electronic equipment is fully charged, updated, has 
sufficient digital storage space and is set to silent. It is good practice to regularly 
back-up your work and especially any photographs that you take. I save copies to 
my laptop, my phone, an external hard-drive and cloud storage as standard 
practice. If you’re taking notepad notes, photograph these also, and group them 
with your other images in case these are damaged or lost. 

 
One of the advantages of using a smartphone for photography is that numerous 
helpful apps can be utilised. I use the free-version of CamScanner, although there 
are many alternatives. Download several in your app store and test them out on 
books at home to ensure you’re familiar with their functions prior to your 
appointment.  
 
CamScanner allows you to photograph multiple images in sequence and these can 
be automatically cropped, deskewed, and add various helpful effects to your images. 
I photograph the Catalogue Finding Number and Item Description first, then the 
complete contents and any notepad notes I have written. Lastly, review each 
photograph to make sure that it is correctly orientated and not blurred. 
CamScanner’s auto-crop function is helpful for some documents but not others. I 
would advise leaving it off if you are taking numerous photographs and the auto-crop 
can sometimes cut off parts of the photograph which you then need to manually 
rectify. 
 
Once I am satisfied that the document is a viable copy of the original I save it under 
the title of the Catalogue Finding Number along with the date. Then upload a collated 
PDF file to Google Drive, download it to my laptop and copy it to an external hard 
drive. Occasionally it may be more prudent to save your files as individual images 
instead of a collated PDF, and so it is good practice to do both.  
 

Photography Method 
 
 
A. Photograph Catalogue Number and Item Description 
B. Photograph Contents 
C. Photograph Handwritten Notes 
D. Review File Contents 
E. Save File with Catalogue Number and Date 
F. Collate as PDF 
G. Upload to Cloud Storage 
H. Download to Laptop 
I. Save to External Hard Drive 
J. Repeat the Process for Each New Item 

 
CamScanner has the advantage of being able to complete steps A-F within a single 
app, which streamlines this process.  
 
In your hand-written notes, highlight important points to revisit within your 
photographed copies, but also leave notes as to why things weren’t useful. You 



never know, they might be useful later on, either later in your current project or for 
potential future projects. 
 

5. After your visit 
 

5.1 Data Management 
 
Photographing records for your personal use means that you’ll essentially create 
your own digital archive. The simplest way to organise your files is to follow the same 
method as the WYAS catalogue. I separate everything I have photographed into 
individual folders, this will help you with information retrieval and referencing as your 
project progresses. 
 

Collection: WYAS 
↳ 

        Section: Wakefield 
        ↳ 

                Sub-Section: C488 
     ↳ 

         Item: C488/1 

 
Later on in your research project, you might want to collate numerous different 
archival records of the same type together, for instance, all maps, plans, 
photographs and blueprints of a building. This will be made much more difficult if you 
do not have a spreadsheet or database which you regularly update. This does not 
need to be a laborious task, but it needs to be comprehensive enough to be useful to 
you. I created a simple spreadsheet with the Catalogue Reference Number for each 
Item I viewed and a simple description of the contents which I copied and pasted 
directly from the Online Catalogue. 
 
For larger projects and intensive archival research at numerous sites, there are 
several examples of database management software available such as NVivo. I 
explored this option for my research and found it to be too labour intensive and 
restrictive, although many people speak highly of it. Find the right system that works 
for you, and ask your Institutional Library Staff or Supervisor for advice. 
 

5.2 Record Linkage 
 
Once you have found relevant information for your research project in WYAS, 
remember to try to link your records to gain further information and a deeper 
understanding. Utilise the collections of other local institutions such as Universities, 
Museums, Libraries and Galleries as well as other archive services and online 
repositories to follow up your research.  
 
WYAS sites have institutional access to ‘Ancestry’ which provides a range of 
possible sources of background information for individuals. Your University likely has 



access to digitised historical newspapers, or you could use the ‘British Newspaper 
Archive’. These digitised collections are useful tools but they are not infallible. 
Optical Character Recognition (OCR) is often quite poor in identifying text correctly, 
and your keyword searches may yield few results. Online collections are not yet 
comprehensive, particularly where local newspapers are concerned. Local libraries 
give free access to many of these under-used sources. 
 

5.3 Acknowledgements 
 
As previously mentioned, WYAS staff are your BEST RESOURCE. Ensure that you 
are polite and courteous in all your dealings with them and also, when you’re writing 
the ‘Acknowledgements’ section of your research project, that you recognise the 
invaluable work of the WYAS staff. Without their dedicated work, your research 
project could not take place. 
 


