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Abstract
African American Newspapers is a small database that provides ac-
cess to full-text transcriptions and scans of primary sources. The col-
lection includes a dozen nineteenth-century African American news-
papers, including Frederick Douglass’s publications The North Star 
(later Frederick Douglass’ Paper) and Douglass Monthly. The includ-
ed transcriptions are, overall, of excellent quality, and the user inter-
face is uncluttered and straight-forward.

Pricing Options
Pricing varies widely. Both permanent access (with an annual main-
tenance fee) and subscription options are available. Subscription rates 
are based on full-time enrollment (FTE). Discounts can be directly 
negotiated based on sales, volume, and contract length; consortial dis-
counts are not typically available.

Product Overview/Description
African American Newspapers provides access to a dozen historical 
African American newspapers, as well as three e-books. Documents 
primarily date to the nineteenth century. The newspapers include 

Frederick Douglass’s publications The North Star (later Frederick 
Douglass’ Paper) and Douglass Monthly. Other newspapers include: 
Christian Recorder, The Colored American, Freedmen’s Record, 
Freedom’s Journal, National Era, Negro Business League Herald, 
Provincial Freeman, Reconstruction of Southern States, and Weekly 
Advocate.

Full-text transcriptions are returned by default, and nearly all of the 
transcriptions examined in the course of this review were of excellent 
quality. Scans of the original documents are available in many cases 
as well. However, there are no tools provided for saving and printing 
documents.

User Interface/Navigation/Searching
The user interface is uncluttered, with easily identified options for 
both full-text searching and browsing. Initial search queries can be 
limited by Publication Type, Publication Date, or Publication Title 
(see Figure 1). 

From the search results screen, users can also limit results by supply-
ing additional key words or making selections in predefined catego-
ries (Publication Type, Collection, and Publication Date) (see Figure 
2). 

FIGURE 1 African American 
Newspapers Search Screen



Users can also browse by publica-
tion and issue, or conduct an index 
search. A search history is maintained 
for the duration of an individual ses-
sion, which includes links to previous 
searches and their results. 

Both full-text searching and browsing 
results default to full-text transcrip-
tions. Users can select the Page Image 
link from within a document in order 
to view scans of the original. Once a 
user has selected a page image, s/he 
may navigate directly between im-
ages in an issue by selecting Previous 
Image or Next Image. As may be ex-
pected of a historical newspaper col-
lection, scan quality varies. 

It should be noted that the availability of images is indicated dif-
ferently when browsing by issue rather than searching. In full-text 
search results, a camera icon indicates when an image is available. 
When browsing, no indication is provided for image availability on 
the results page; users must navigate to a document before ascertain-
ing if an image is available or not. The Page Image link also appears 
in different places, depending on how the document is discovered: the 
result of a full-text search will show a link at the bottom of the page, 
while the result of browsing will show a link at the top.

African American Newspapers is compatible with assistive tech-
nologies, and the generally high quality of its full-text transcrip-
tions will promote user comprehension of the documents, regardless 
of the method used to read them. Accessible Archives follows the 
Worldwide Web Consortium’s Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 
(WCAG 2.0, Levels A and AA) in order to optimize the accessibility 
of its collections. 
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Critical Evaluation
With the exception of inconsistent link locations for accessing imag-
es, both novice and advanced users will find this collection straight-
forward to search, browse, and read. I found the index search to be 
the least useful method for searching. Although nonessential, citation 
tools and a thesaurus were both lacking, and would add considerable 
value for users if developed. 

Whether browsing or searching, full-text transcriptions of documents 
are always returned by default, rather than scans of the original. Al-
though this may not be the preferred format for some users, it makes 
results easy to browse and likely speeds up the process of searching 
and loading results. Image quality is on par with other digitized his-
torical newspapers, and transcription quality is above average. I found 
the majority of the transcriptions I sampled to be complete and un-
garbled.

The most noteworthy limitation of African American Newspapers is 
the difficulty in printing or saving document images. No built-in tools 
exist for these purposes. Although users may employ screen clipping 
or browser-based tools to achieve these goals, both lack the precision 
required for a high-quality print-out.

Competitive Products
Readex’s African American Newspapers databases and the Library of 
Congress’s Chronicling America website are two significant competi-
tors to Accessible Archives’ African American Newspapers. Because 
the two databases share a name, the comparisons below refer to each 
product by its vendor, for the sake of clarity.

SCOPE

The Readex databases are available as Series 1 and 2, with a com-
bined coverage of over 350 historical newspapers from more than 35 
states, spanning 1827-1998. The Accessible Archives database has far 
more limited coverage, including only 12 historical newspapers with 

Free Text Keywords: newspapers | primary source | African 
American studies | American History | 1800s | 19th century

Primary Category: Ethnic, Gender, and LGBTQ Studies

Secondary Categories: History & Area Studies; Multidisci-
plinary (or interdisciplinary)

Type of product being reviewed: Primary source digital content

Target Audience: General public; Undergraduate (including 
community colleges); Graduate/Faculty/Researcher

Access: One-time purchase (with annual maintenance fee); Sub-
scription

FIGURE 2 African American 
Newspapers Results Screen



novice users, who will find dates as well as associated events listed 
for each era. For example, the U.S. Civil War era is identified as en-
compassing 1861 to 1865, and includes links to documents related to 
abolition, Sherman’s March, and Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclama-
tion and assassination.

COST

For those with budgetary concerns, Chronicling America is an excel-
lent, free resource. Pricing models for both the Accessible Archives 
and Readex databases vary; libraries should contact the vendors di-
rectly for quotes. 

a focus on the 1800s. However, content between the two collections 
are complementary, as there is little overlap (with the exception of 
Freedom’s Journal and National Era, which have similar availability 
in both databases). Chronicling America is the largest of the three al-
ternatives, providing access to 2,000 historical newspapers. However, 
its coverage is broader, with only 55 of its publications identified as 
African American newspapers (and roughly a third of these include 
10 or fewer issues). The African American newspapers in Chronicling 
America span from 1850-1922. Chronicling America also includes 
an extensive directory of U.S. newspapers, dating from 1690-pres-
ent. The directory provides significant added value for librarians and 
serious researchers, with key information including dates and place 
of publication, library holdings, MARC records, and preceding and 
succeeding titles.

SEARCHABILITY AND USER EXPERIENCE

The Accessible Archives database is easily searched and browsed, 
as discussed previously in greater detail. Results load very quickly, 
and default to excellent full-text transcriptions. Chronicling America 
and the Readex databases both default to image results, with avail-
able transcriptions. Documents retrieved from Chronicling America 
are fast to load and simple to browse, although the transcriptions vary 
in quality. Documents retrieved from the Readex databases take con-
siderably longer to load, and I found the controls to be overly sensi-
tive when viewing images. Users can browse Accessible Archives by 
publication and issue, and Chronicling America by state, ethnicity, 
or language. Readex provides limited browsing options, but includes 
unique and helpful limiters, including article type and historical era. 
The “Eras in American History” limiter may be particularly useful for 
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African American Newspapers 
Review Scores Composite: HHHH
The maximum number of stars in each category is 5.

Content: HHH 1/2
Although African American Newspapers is a smaller collection, it provides useful content. In particular, scholars interested 
in Frederick Douglass’s newspapers will find value here.

User Interface/Searchability: HHH 1/2
The user interface is very simple to use, and researchers will find many standard searching features (including Boolean, 
truncation, and limiters). The lack of support for printing document images may be a serious concern for some users. Also, 
users may be slightly confused by the availability of images for retrieved articles; link locations for accessing images were 
inconsistent between the results of searching and browsing.

Pricing: HHH 

Detailed pricing was unavailable at the time of review, with a cited reason of high variability.

Purchase/Contract Options: N/A 
Both subscription and perpetual licensing models are available. Many tools for integration with library systems are avail-
able, including compatibility with multiple discovery services and authentication methods, MARC records, and COUNTER 
compliant statistics.

Contact Information
Accessible Archives
5 Great Valley Parkway, Suite 216
Malvern, PA 19355
Phone: (866) 296-1488
E-mail: <iris.hanney@unlimitedpriorities.com> (sales)
 <csheridan@accessible.com> (technical support)
Product URL: <http://www.accessible-archives.com/

collections/african-american-newspapers/>
Producer URL: <http://www.accessible-archives.com/> 
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LIBRARY INTEGRATION

The Accessible Archives database emerges as a clear leader in this 
area, due to its compatibility with several discovery services and 
the availability of MARC records and standardized usage statistics. 
Although the Readex databases are available through several jour-
nal listing services, they are not compatible with discovery services. 
Chronicling America, because it is a website, provides limited oppor-
tunities for integration with library systems.

Purchase & Contract Provisions
As noted above, Accessible Archives has excellent options for inte-
grating with library systems. African American Newspapers is com-
patible with discovery services, including ExLibris Primo Central, 
OCLC WorldCat, EBSCO Discovery Service, ProQuest Summon, 
and ShipIndex.org. MARC records are available, as are COUNTER 
compliant and SUSHI usage statistics.

Libraries have the right to share individual documents via Interlibrary 
Loan, for educational or research purposes. Libraries that purchase a 
perpetual license may request a digital copy for storage in a digital 
repository. Additional contract provisions can be found in the sample 

license agreement, at <http://www.accessible.com/accessible/lp/Li-
censeAgreement.pdf>. 

Authentication
Several standard authentication options exist, including IP address 
authentication, user name/password (including library card barcode 
equivalents for public libraries), EZproxy, and Shibboleth.
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