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a video format requires the addition of visual media (provided copyright 
restrictions are respected) and a series of much more complex technical 
skills involved with editing and the synchronization of audio and video con-
tent together (here the program used was iMovie). Moreover, the signifi-
cance of this component is that it reaffirms the course conversations sur-
rounding the structure and composition of visual media that students have 
practiced in class discussions, but which they now have to actually employ 
in the creation of a video project.

Figure 9. Gran Vía Madrid DH digital exhibit pages build on the written work, lead 

to the creation of audio and video products, and provide opportunities for students 

to learn a series of much more complex technical skills.

	
Looking back at our initial goals, the goal of collaborating to create an 

instructional project that could serve as a model for future collaborations 
between faculty and digital scholarship and services librarians in the class-
room was achieved. The second goal of exposing students to digital humani-
ties in a hands-on project was also achieved. For the third goal of under-
standing how to best structure instruction, the importance of scaffolding 
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and building assignments toward the final project was underscored. The 
faculty librarian was available to provide individual support online and in 
one-on-one sessions. This alleviated some student confusion with media 
assignments that were not connected to the overall project, an approach that 
the team is now unanimous in feeling should be avoided. All assignments 
should build toward the final project to alleviate confusion and aid in stu-
dent engagement and retention of learning. As for the fourth goal of provid-
ing library faculty with experience in developing tools to tie digital humani-
ties into instructional services, the three guides and included lesson plans 
and tutorials are reusable in other courses and provide a firm basis for future 
instruction. The library is currently taking and reviewing proposals from 
campus faculty for future collaborations in tightly integrating instruction.

APPENDIX

A. Gran Vía Madrid Project (including introductory video, syllabus, 
map interface)
[http://libguides.library.cofc.edu/omeka]
[http://studentomeka.library.cofc.edu/exhibits/show/granviamadrid]
[http://studentomeka.library.cofc.edu/neatline/show/granviamadrid]

B. DH, Multimedia Production, and Omeka How To Guides
[http://libguides.library.cofc.edu/Omeka] 
[http://libguides.library.cofc.edu/dh]
[http://libguides.library.cofc.edu/movies] 
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Fostering Assessment 
Strategies for Digital 
Pedagogy through Faculty–
Librarian Collaborations: 
An Analysis of Student-
Generated Multimodal 
Digital Scholarship
Harriett E. Green

INTRODUCTION

What kind of learning occurs when a student creates a digital video log 
(“vlog”) of interviews and integrates digital footage into their project narra-
tive? How can we assess learning outcomes when a student tells a historical 
narrative via a website featuring content in five different media formats as 
well as text?

These are some of the questions being asked by instructors of courses 
across humanities disciplines, as they increasingly incorporate digital 
humanities tools and methodologies into their curricula. This transforma-
tion in higher education in the humanities reveals a rising emphasis on 
competencies in digital literacies and has critical implications for librar-
ians in not only the methods of teaching of information literacy, but on a 
larger scale, the role of librarians in teaching and learning for the humani-
ties. This chapter examines how collaborations that teach digital humani-
ties tools and methodologies facilitate the practice of digital pedagogy and 
digital literacy outcomes in the classroom for undergraduate and graduate 
humanities courses. This chapter presents analysis of librarian–faculty col-
laborations in digital pedagogy through a series of case studies on collabo-
rations between the author and faculty members, and content analysis of a 
sample of student websites from these case studies. From this analysis, the 
author considers potential learning outcomes and active assessment tools 
from these digital pedagogy practices and assessments that promote digital 
literacy and information literacy integrally with curricular outcomes.

10
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BACKGROUND

There are multiple definitions of digital literacy, but the operating defini-
tion for this study is drawn from a 2010 Digital Literacies report published 
by the London Knowledge Lab:

The awareness, attitude and ability of individuals to appropri-

ately use digital tools and facilities to identify, access, manage, 

integrate, evaluate, analyze and synthesize digital resources, 

construct new knowledge, create media expressions, and com-

municate with others, in the context of specific life situations, 

in order to enable constructive social action; and to reflect 

upon this process.1

As increasingly more materials for humanities are digitized and electronic 
resources become embedded in humanities research and teaching, it is 
imperative for students to learn the tools and methodologies for navigating 
and manipulating digital data for scholarly investigation. The teaching ini-
tiatives, learning objects, and analytic tools for digital humanities profiled 
in this chapter, as well as many other digital tools adapted for educational 
purposes, all empower students and faculty to build digital literacy skills 
in creating, analyzing, and preserving digital manifestations of the textual 
and visual materials they study in their research. As Jones-Kavalier and 
Flannigan articulate, “Using the same skills used for centuries—analysis, 
synthesis and evaluation—we must look at digital literacy as another realm 
within which to apply elements of critical thinking.”2 This formulation of 
digital literacies corresponds with “metaliteracy,” a concept that reshapes 
information literacy in light of the transformation in teaching and learning 
with digital resources, tools, and associated competencies.

As defined by Thomas Mackey and Trudi Jacobson, metaliteracy is 
an overarching framework for integrating information literacy with other 
literacies such as media literacy, digital literacy, and visual literacy. In a 
learning environment guided by principles of metaliteracy, the framework 
provides “an integrated and all-inclusive core for engaging with individuals 
and ideas in digital information environments.”3 Metaliteracy and digital 
literacies thus integrate together and provide a convergence where librari-
ans and instructors in digital humanities can critically collaborate on learn-
ing outcomes and pedagogical strategies.
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Digital pedagogy offers an innovative path to cultivate this suite of com-
petencies for digital literacies in humanities students and scholars. It provides 
an experiential, discovery-oriented learning environment that uses “elec-
tronic elements to enhance or to change to [sic] experience of education.”4 
Jesse Stommel also notes that “[s]tudents and learners should be central in 
mapping the terrain of digital pedagogy. Educational institutions should ded-
icate themselves to supporting this work. . . . Digital pedagogy is less about 
knowing and more a rampant process of unlearning, play, and rediscovery.”5

Digital humanities in the classroom is a rapidly growing area for ped-
agogical innovations in the humanities, and it has taken diverse forms: 
in the past two decades, pioneering projects such as the Walt Whitman 
Archive, Documenting the American South, and American Studies Cross-
roads served as DH learning environments for graduate assistants as well 
as large research projects.6 Today, a host of studies and teaching initiatives 
provides diverse models for teaching digital humanities methods and tools 
to graduate students and undergraduates, such as the Praxis Program at the 
University of Virginia for graduate students, NITLE seminars on teaching 
digital humanities in liberal arts colleges, UCLA Digital Humanities Center, 
the University of Victoria’s Maker Lab in the Humanities, as well as many 
experimental teaching methods using Zotero, WordPress, Google Earth, or 
video game software.7 The theoretical aspects and implications of digital 
tools in the humanities classroom have been considered by a number of 
scholars as well, but few studies have looked at the role of librarians in the 
teaching and learning for digital humanities.8 

A number of scholars, such as Posner, Muñoz, and Sula, have considered 
the role of libraries in digital research workflows.9 The role of librarian in col-
laborating with faculty on digital pedagogy strategies is multifaceted. With 
the advent of digital humanities centers, media commons, and other library-
based initiatives to support digital scholarship—such as the University of 
Virginia Libraries’ Scholars’ Lab, Emory University Libraries’ Center for 
Digital Scholarship, University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign’s Scholarly 
Commons, Indiana University Libraries’ Scholars Commons, and University 
of Kansas’s Institute for Digital Research in the Humanities—librarians are 
explicitly pursuing collaborations. There is a rich and growing foundation of 
teaching collaborations between librarians and faculty to integrate DH tools 
and concepts into the undergraduate and graduate classrooms.
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DIGITAL PUBLISHING: PLATFORMS YESTERDAY AND TODAY

Digital humanities research pioneered new modes of publication for the 
humanities, as a notable percentage of this research was primarily pub-
lished through online platforms. Numerous works of digital scholarship 
have been mounted on websites, but with the explosion of Internet use in 
the past two decades and the exponential growth in online publishing and 
writing, digital scholars now have a host of options for publishing their 
works of digital scholarship.

WordPress and Drupal are among the most prominent general-use 
online publishing platforms used for digital humanities research and 
teaching. In recent years, however, researchers have developed several 
other platforms specifically for digital scholarship. While these platforms 
were developed with professional research publication and scholarship in 
mind, curricular instruction and digital pedagogy have swiftly emerged as 
a largely unforeseen adaptation of these tools. Two of the most prominent 
digital scholarship tools today that were used in these case studies are 
Omeka and Scalar.

Omeka is a digital publishing software package (http://omeka.org) 
developed by digital humanities researchers at George Mason University’s 
Center for History and New Media. Originating from a Swahili word mean-
ing “to lay out wares,” Omeka enables scholars and students to build inter-
active online exhibitions that display digital content (videos, audio, images, 
and digitized documents) along with ancillary text. It has been widely used 
by museums, libraries, archives, and scholars across disciplines for creat-
ing digital exhibitions, showcasing scholarly research, augmenting library 
collections and catalogs, and complementary content for special projects. 
Omeka has a lightweight web-hosted version (www.omeka.net) that is bet-
ter suited for classroom use and was used for the case studies in this chapter.

Scalar (http://scalar.usc.edu) is an online publishing tool originally 
developed by the Alliance for Visual Culture at the University of Southern 
California for the electronic journal Vectors.10 Scalar supports embedded 
video, audio, and other types of multimedia, along with functionalities for 
visualizations, annotations, extensive metadata tagging, and direct impor-
tation of content from partner media archives such as the Internet Archive, 
Vevo, YouTube, and Critical Commons, a media archive of fair use con-
tent. An on-campus workshop for Scalar with the University of Southern 
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California’s Professor Tara McPherson as the visiting instructor served as 
the catalyst for the author’s collaborations with faculty on employing this 
tool in the classroom.

WordPress (http://wordpress.org) is a widely used open commercial pub-
lishing tool that, according to a 2014 W3 Techs web technology survey report, 
serves as the content management system for approximately 61 percent of the 
websites on the Internet.11 The web-hosted version of WordPress (www.word 
press.com) has been increasingly used in pedagogical settings as well.12

Together, these platforms constitute a thought-provoking approach to 
building learning infrastructures that critically integrate real-world applica-
tions with multimodal, complex methods of teaching and learning.

METHODS

This analysis begins with four case studies of the author collaborating with 
faculty and instructors to teach digital humanities tools in undergraduate 
and graduate courses. These courses include a graduate seminar in Library 
and Information Science, a two-course collaboration with a Media and 
Cinema Studies faculty member, an undergraduate History seminar, and 
a three-section undergraduate English and Rhetoric course. Then a con-
tent analysis of a selected sample of student projects from these courses 
is presented to explore the development of digital literacies through the 
faculty–librarian collaborations to teach digital humanities tools and 
methodologies.

The content analysis examines a sample of twenty-eight student-
generated digital projects and reflective essays drawn both from these 
courses as well as a History undergraduate seminar’s Omeka website for 
which the author advised. Via content analysis of the student-generated 
digital content and an analysis of the case studies, this study argues that the 
documentation and artifacts of student digital scholarship, drawn from a 
range of disciplines and education levels, offer unprecedented insights into 
how students develop digital literacies.

CASE STUDIES

To establish the context of these student-generated digital publications, 
the following brief case studies explain how the process of building sites 
occurred in each class.
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LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

Context

The author collaborated with a Graduate of Library and Information Sci-
ence instructor who sought to incorporate the digital publishing platform of 
Omeka into her Public History course. The seminar course was offered online 
with an on-campus component, and the goals of the course were to teach 
students how to create research projects from the viewpoint of public histo-
rians and information professionals. Omeka.net offered a platform through 
which these students could share their research with a larger audience.

Process

The online learning environment necessitated that the LIS graduate stu-
dents be primarily self-directed in the cultivation of their skills with the digi-
tal platform: The author gave a course lecture on digital curation and intro-
duced the students to various methods and tools for digital scholarship and 
publishing. Then the students engaged with the author and other University 
of Illinois librarians in a daylong in-person workshop that covered various 
issues in archival research, digital publishing, and how to use Omeka.net. 

The author provided research and tool assistance to the graduate stu-
dents via the online forums in the Moodle LMS used for the course, tele-
phone reference, and email. The most significant challenge emerged in 
translating graduate student research into a multimodal digital artifact. 
The students were familiar and expert in presenting their research in an 
essay, but digital publication was entirely different in terms of orientation 
and structure. The students gradually built Omeka.net sites that brought 
together the archival materials gathered from the University of Illinois 
Archives, libraries and archives in their home locations, and online materi-
als from digital collections.

MEDIA AND CINEMA STUDIES

Context

The author collaborated with a faculty member on two media and cinema 
studies courses to teach Scalar to the students as a platform for final research 
projects. For each course, the students built Scalar sites that displayed their 
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research on their chosen topic in the area of media ethics and information 
networks. The initial introduction to the tools was in the form of two-hour 
workshops for each course that incorporated active and hands-on learn-
ing objects such as worksheets that asked the students to think through 
the search and evaluation process of gathering digital media and how to 
conceptualize the structure of Scalar. The guiding conceptual framework 
throughout the sessions was the practice of digital curation and publication.

Process

The assignments that guided the students in building the sites were sharply 
proscribed. The undergraduates were only slightly constrained by a famil-
iarity with the structure of a standard essay (especially compared to the 
author’s experiences with graduate students in other case studies as well as 
other courses), but the process of building out the website had to be sim-
plified. To introduce the students to Scalar, the assignments specified how 
many pages, items, and annotations they had to create to build minimally 
effective Scalar sites. This framework enabled the students to focus on the 
research and on finding the best digital content for their research topic.

ENGLISH

Context

A graduate student approached the author as they were seeking to try new 
teaching styles and methods that engaged digital tools. This student was 
one of three teaching assistants (TAs) for an introductory composition 
course focused on the theme of documentary films. The author and TA 
collaborated to adapt the extremely standardized composition syllabus to 
incorporate Omeka as a writing platform. This graduate student then spoke 
with the other two TAs for the course, who also agreed to try using Omeka 
for the final project assignment in their sections as well.

Process

The TAs collaborated with the author in varying levels of support and 
engagement with Omeka. The TA who initiated the collaboration with the 
author arranged multiple workshops for each of the three assignments to 
guide students through the process of building an Omeka site. The Omeka 
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workshop structure employed the scaffolding method to build different 
aspects of Omeka into the required essays. The first essay included upload-
ing items into Omeka, the second essay required students to create a col-
lection from the items they uploaded into Omeka.net, and the third essay 
incorporated the process of building a page in Omeka that displayed at least 
one of the items they uploaded. The other two TAs, however, requested that 
the instruction on Omeka for their sections be condensed into two brief 
workshops of approximately 30 minutes each. 

This incorporation of Omeka into an introductory composition course 
critically ties into multimodal writing theory and how digital writing tools 
can enhance students’ learning of core composition principles and engage-
ment with writing practices. The reframing of writing as a synthesis between 
visual evidence and text helped the students build and sustain arguments 
about their topics. It also allowed students to experience what it means to 
be researchers, scholars, and digital curators.

CONTENT ANALYSIS

The final projects produced by the students evidenced how they were able 
to juxtapose digital media with the text (often pulled from their research 
papers) to reach an effective synthesis of media and text in an online exhibi-
tion. A content analysis of the student sites reveals patterns in the creation, 
structure, and approach to student-generated publications and the key fac-
tors that are core to an effectively built digital project.

METHODOLOGY

The author employed a purposeful sample by working with course instructors 
to compile a list of students from six courses who participated in collabora-
tions between the author and the course instructors to construct final projects 
on a digital platform. These courses include a graduate course in library and 
information science, undergraduate English course, three Media and Cinema 
Studies courses, and an undergraduate seminar in History. The author con-
tacted 155 students for permission to analyze their completed digital projects. 
Forty-nine students consented to participate. A number of the students’ proj-
ect sites were created by groups. A total of twenty-eight student project sites 
qualified as objects of analysis for this study. The project sites were built on the 
web-based digital platforms of Omeka.net, WordPress, and Scalar.
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The author conducted a content analysis that examined particular fac-
ets of the sites to determine how well the students adapted the digital plat-
form for scholarly use. Recorded indicators included numerical calculations 
of pages and sections, the numbers of different formats of media, the extent 
to which various multimedia formats were incorporated, and the number 
of metadata records, captions, references, and annotations as markers of 
how effectively the students positioned their work as a scholarly product 
compared to a simple website.

ANALYSIS

Of the twenty-eight student project sites analyzed, sixteen were created 
with Omeka.net, three sites were built in WordPress, and eight sites were 
created with the Scalar platform. In examination of the digital objects 
incorporated into the sites, an average of 22.61 digital objects were utilized 
on the student sites (Figure 1). The websites were analyzed for number of 
still images, videos, audio recordings, scanned documents, and other types 
of media (e.g., PowerPoint slides, statistical graphs, and Word documents 
containing students’ written essays). The most frequently used type of digi-
tal media were still images, at an average of 17.45 images per site. Next most 
used were scanned documents and articles, with an average of 9.5 per site.

The topics on the student sites ranged widely and included the history 
of television broadcasting, the Anonymous movement, an analysis of the 
documentary Bowling for Columbine, the antibullying movement, and the 
history of the Champaign music scene. The success to which they synthe-
sized the media and text into a coherent narrative was dependent, of course, 
on the course instructor’s evaluation of the content. But several indicators 
and patterns reveal a potential way to measure the extent of coherency.

One prominent indicator was the existence of an opening introduction 
that explained the topic of the website project: in the sample of student sites 
analyzed for this study, 73 percent of the sites had opening introductions. 
The introductions established a core thesis for the website project and the 
strong statements, such as those shown in Figure 2 of an Omeka.net site.

Another indicator was the number of pages in the site: the average 
number of pages was 9.25, with the highest number of pages on a site being 
33. The author also counted the text blocks written for the sites, and the 
average number was 15.9 text blocks, with a range across all sites from 5 
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Figure 1. Average number of multimedia objects per type across all student sites.

Figure 2. Omeka site for History 386: Public History, spring 2014 semester.
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to 43 paragraphs of text. While numbers are not indicative in and of them-
selves, the depth and detail of a student’s work on the website is partially 
evidenced through the extensiveness of the pages and text. 

Another set of critical factors in determining the rigor and intellec-
tual depth of students’ sites as artifacts of scholarship was found in the 
completeness of metadata, references, and citations, as well as the inclu-
sion of annotations. Of the sampled student sites, 27 percent of the stu-
dent sites included metadata for their digital objects, while 55 percent 
had extremely sparse to no metadata at all. Metadata is a critical element 
of digital collections and projects, and the Scalar and Omeka platforms 
provide easy forms for completing metadata records for each uploaded 
digital object. In this case, however, while the author provided basic intro-
duction to all students on the concept and need for metadata as a form of 
“citation” for their scholarly work, the assignment instructions often de-
emphasized metadata in favor of ensuring that the students simply posted 
content correctly. The students who took the time to provide complete 
metadata arguably demonstrated a commitment to building an intellectu-
ally rigorous digital project.

Traditionally formatted citations and references as well as hyperlinks were 
the other form of sourcing, yet only 27 percent of the sites listed even partial 
citations throughout the site or in a reference list. Annotations that augmented 
digital media embedded on the site were a less frequent form of sourcing and 
enhancement on the sites and 23 percent utilized annotations. The most fre-
quent use was in Scalar, which includes functionality for applying annotations 
to videos, and this was required as part of the students’ assignments.

 These chronicled characteristics of the websites are individual ele-
ments that only begin to formulate the value of the site as a coherent syn-
thesis of media and text, but the ways in which the students handle these 
elements reveals key clues into their learning processes.

DISCUSSION 

Learning Environments and Outcomes of Digital Pedagogy

This analysis of student scholarship leads us to consider potential learning 
outcomes for digital literacies that can be promoted through the infusion 
of digital humanities tools in the course work of humanities courses. The 
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student-generated digital projects in this sample used for the study varied 
in disciplines, course requirements, and topical depths, and yet they exhibit 
key characteristics for the ways in which students construct and collaborate 
on digital projects. A useful framing of this learning process and the new 
types of agency that students gain in this course environment is viewing 
students as what Jentery Sayers characterizes as “context-providers.”13 
As “context-providers,” the students build digital sites that articulate 
new syntheses of knowledge and provide new ways of viewing topics and 
subject areas. The report of the Visible Knowledge Project, a recent multi-
institutional study “on collaborative investigation of learning, inquiry, and 
new technology,” argues that students engage in three types of learning 
when building work with new media technologies: 

•	 Adaptive learning includes the acquisition of “skills and dispositions . . . 

which enable them to be flexible and innovative in their knowledge.” 

•	 Embodied learning emerges in how the students engage emotional and 

social aspects in addition to cognitive learning in ways that highlighted the 

“sensual and emotional dimensions of working with multimedia represen-

tations of history and culture.”

•	 Socially situated learning reveals how working with new media technol-

ogies pushes students “beyond mere knowledge acquisition to a way of 

thinking, acting, and a sense of identity.”14

In light of these findings, we begin to see that students are invested with 
more agency in their learning environment, and achieve learning outcomes 
for digital literacies that are oriented toward playfulness, “tinkering,” and 
experimental learning.15 

The ways in which students exhibit their skills and knowledge via their 
digital projects necessitates a method of analyzing and assessing their work 
for competencies in not only subject content, but also digital literacies. As 
noted earlier, digital literacies are marked by the competencies of people 
to utilize digital tools and resources to “construct new knowledge, create 
media expressions, and communicate with others”; as such, this is a pro-
cess that excavates “the constantly changing practices through which peo-
ple make traceable meanings using digital technologies.”16 Building on this 
definition, Julia Gillen and David Barton suggest four pathways for devel-
oping digital literacies:
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•	 Enhancing cognitive development and assessment practices through curric-

ulum interventions that make use of new affordances of digital technologies;

•	 Supporting learning communities to work collaboratively in problem solv-

ing and the coconstruction of knowledge;

•	 Working collaboratively in a multidisciplinary team to create useful, prac-

tical tools; and

•	 Increasing authenticity and overcoming access issues.17

This framework of digital literacies development complements metaliter-
acy objectives. It places “an emphasis on active production and sharing of 
new knowledge through technology” and provides an “an integrated and 
all-inclusive core for engaging with individuals and ideas in digital infor-
mation environments.”18 The digital pedagogy practices pursued in the case 
studies presented in this chapter sought to develop and promote these liter-
acies through instructional design that incorporated experimentation and a 
newly collaborative approach in instruction. Four potential outcomes cor-
relate to development of metaliteracy and digital literacies through these 
collaborative teaching practices:

•	 Discover and evaluate digital content for information and interactive 
usage. 

Students learned how to research effectively and gather a variety of digital 

content that they imported into the digital platform for analysis and/or 

publishing. A media and cinema studies student from China noted that 

he/she discovered unanticipated information sources during the research 

process on Tiananmen Square protests, saying “I found huge amounts 

of information that I do not know when doing the research, for example, 

like the contemporary periodicals like Youth Forum and The World Eco-

nomic Herald.” The students incorporated information literacy skills that 

enabled them to then take the next step of building critical digital projects.

•	 Develop scholarly critique skills via synthesis of visual and textual content.  
On all of these platforms, students wove together multimedia content in 

such a way as to build rich scholarly explications of their topic. Whether 

doing digital writing in Omeka or for the class scholarly journal in Word-

Press, the students developed skills in creating multilayered scholarly doc-

uments that drew on multiple sources and merged them together into a 

coherent whole.
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•	 Engage in a collaborative learning environment. 
The students worked in WordPress, Omeka, and Scalar in collaborative 

environments and were able to engage in their peers’ work from our initial 

teaching workshops to the end products with required peer review.

•	 Build authentic transferrable skills and digital tool competencies through 
experiential learning.
The creation of Omeka, WordPress, and Scalar sites opened students’ eyes 

to the possibilities for the reach of their scholarship and emboldened stu-

dents to take their research beyond the classroom and realize the poten-

tial for the skills and digital literacies they attained. As one student stated, 

“After learning these skills, I have been able to transfer them to my other 

classes and other activities. They frustrated me a lot at times and have a 

need for a little improvement, but overall they taught me a lot and helped 

tie in with other themes of media literacy in my other classes.” 

These outcomes reveal how the experimental ethos of digital pedagogy trans-
lates into an innovative learning environment that enables the students to 
engage in different modes of learning. Assessment of the students’ progress 
toward these outcomes is then the next critical step in digital pedagogy.

Assessment Strategies for Student Projects on Digital Literacies

Assessment of digital literacies in the humanities must take into account 
the influences of technology on the students’ research and writing practices 
as they create digital projects. Kathleen Yancey notes: 

Technology isn’t the villain; but as a tool, technology is not 

innocent. It is both shaping and assessing the writers whose 

work we want to assess—and not only in word-processing soft-

ware. . . . Online, assessment is ubiquitous, and yet we do not 

often observe its effects.19 

This quote encapsulates how assessment is essential to the use of digital 
tools in course work and, as such, how digital literacy outcomes frequently 
intersect and/or align with information literacy and disciplinary outcomes 
in a various ways.

When evaluating student work for learning outcomes oriented toward 
digital literacies, there are a range of pedagogical approaches and assign-
ment formats. For the courses and assignments examined in this study, we 
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employed the “scaffolding” method—a constructivist approach to instruc-
tion “designed to provide a scaffolding or support for initial learning” via a 
sequence of assignments that “build gradually toward a more refined and 
complex understanding of the concept.”20 The series of assignments devel-
oped around Scalar and Omeka guided the students in building their proj-
ects on the digital platforms.

In carrying out these assignments, the students built a type of portfolio 
on the digital platforms as they displayed their work on the courses’ group 
websites before building their own websites. Portfolio assessment theory 
thus can, in part, reveal some insights into strategies for assessment of stu-
dent-generated digital projects as composites of their work toward building 
digital literacies.

Within the significant amount of literature on portfolio assessment, 
scholars consider how to evaluate web-based portfolio work, frequently 
termed e-portfolios. Bret Eynon argues for the power of e-portfolios in 
college curriculum and learning, noting that e-portfolios enable a scaffolding 
approach to teaching and “support embedded pedagogy and situated 
learning, using multimedia authoring tools to build student engagement 
in learning.”21 Chris Trevitt and Claire Stocks note that a portfolio can also 
provide authenticity to assess student learning and progress that other 
types of assignments do not.22 E-portfolios also provide a strong conduit 
for assessment; Yancey argues that e-portfolios “provide opportunity for 
formative assessment in deep and extended ways,” as students display in 
e-portfolios how “they use multiple systems of representation to map learning 
in new ways . . . students also help faculty learn about how learning actually 
works such that we all understand learning in new ways.”23 In many studies, 
rubrics are a critical piece of assessment for portfolios: Chi-Cheng Chang 
and colleagues examine the viability of rubrics for student self-assessment 
of electronic portfolios, and studies of web-based portfolios for arts also 
examine the use of rubrics as a way to assess student work by instructors and 
the students themselves.24 Portfolio assessment critically employs rubrics as 
a way of evaluating how well the work meets the desired standards.

Megan Oakleaf explains that the value of rubrics lies in how they “allow 
students to understand the expectations of their instructors,” and how they 
“provide direct feedback to students about what they have learned and 
what they have yet to learn.”25 The clarity of rubrics also enables students to 
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engage in qualitative self-evaluation, as the rubrics emphasize “understand-
ing rather than memorization, ‘deep’ learning rather than ‘surface’ learn-
ing.”26 This sustained learning process promoted by rubrics ties directly 
into the ways in which digital literacies focus on the holistic and continual 
skill building that students engage in with each new iterative experience.

For assessment of digital projects, a number of approaches are emerging 
in how to approach digital or “multimodal” texts and this is especially evident 
in the area of rhetoric and composition studies. Yancey notes that the com-
position of multimedia projects is marked by diverse types of “coherence”:

Digital compositions weave words and context and images: 

They are exercises in ordered complexity—and complex in 

some different ways than print precisely because they include 

more kinds of threads. As important, because the context for 

digital compositions is still so new and ever emerging, these 

texts tend to live inside the gaps, such that the reader/reviewer/

responder is a more active weaver, creating arrangement and 

meaning both, and, I think, participating in a Bakhtinian cre-

ation of textual prototypes. In other words, we don’t have a final 

definition of many of these texts—and perhaps we never will.27

Yancey proposes an assessment approach that focuses on the arrangement 
of the multimodal content within the work and how well it conveys the 
coherence of the work:

1.	 What arrangements are possible?

2.	 Who arranges?

3.	 What is the intent?

4.	 What is the fit between the intent and the effect?28

In this vein, Cheryl Ball argues that the ways in which the modes of a multi-
media text—defined as “the semiotic elements such as video, graphics, writ-
ten text, audio, and so on that a designer uses to compose multimodal or 
new media texts”—work together are critical to the readability and meaning-
making of a new media work.29 Madeleine Sorapure argues for an assess-
ment approach that involves examining the relations between the different 
modes used in a digital project, noting “the narrow question of the rela-
tions between modes is, I believe, essential in understanding not only how 
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a multimedia text coheres but also how it creates meaning.”30 Jody Shipka 
establishes that students should also be critically engaged in the assessment 
process through the process of creating reflective documents called “State-
ments of Goals and Choices” that require students to “attend to the impact 
of their writerly choices as well as to the visual, material, and technological 
aspects of their texts and practices.”31 These strategies all have the aim of 
extracting the meaning and complexity of the multifaceted nature of digital 
works. But rubrics can reveal insights into the digital scholarship produced 
by students by breaking down and atomizing the various stages and aspects 
of the learning and development process.

For an instruction environment oriented around digital literacies as 
“the constantly changing practices through which people make traceable 
meanings using digital technologies,” an ideal assessment rubric enables 
both instructors and librarians to evaluate various competencies aligned 
with digital literacies as they are facilitated by the use of digital humanities 
tools and platforms.32 Rubrics for digital scholarship can measure the stu-
dents’ work and progress in a complex, holistic fashion, as Rina Benmayor 
demonstrates in her rubric that evaluates students’ digital writing projects 
by three defined modes of “narrative or embedded theorizing,” “applied 
theorizing,” and “critical theorizing.” Benmayor notes: 

In most Scholarship of Teaching and Learning rubrics, there 

is an implied linear progression from novice to expert learner. 

However, my evidence leads me to resist that progression and 

to posit instead a more complex usage of theorizing strate-

gies. . . . The rubric calls my attention to the unruliness of the-

orizing and the need for a quantum approach to the evidence, 

looking at different medium-specific instances of theorizing 

rather than using a single linear measure of achievement.33

This complexity and holistic approach is also evident in Ball’s accounting of 
her development of rubric criteria for assessing students’ multimedia web 
texts, as she worked with her students to synthesize a series of previously 
created multimedia assessment rubrics developed by Kuhn et al., Warner, 
and Dewitt and Ball into six criteria for their course.34 Ball notes that in this 
process of rubric development, she learned that assessment of multimedia 
scholarship is wholly contextual and fluid:



196   |   Laying the Foundation 

As my understanding improves regarding how webtexts move 

through authors’ and editors’ and publishers’ processes and as 

I expand my theoretical understanding of multimodal composi-

tion (i.e., writing) teaching, my pedagogy changes and so must 

my assessment criteria. This is why my values system for assess-

ing webtexts may not, cannot, will not necessarily be yours.35

In light of the growing body of research literature that contemplates how we 
might evaluate student-generated digital projects, rubrics hold rich poten-
tial as tools for evaluation, particularly in how rubrics stretch beyond sim-
ple criteria and express the values and outcomes of a scholarly community.

Daniel Callison argues, “Rubrics are texts that are visible signs of 
agreed upon values. They cannot contain all the nuances of the evaluation 
community’s values, but they do contain the central expressions of those 
values.”36 In this light, a rubric can be a valuable contribution to the schol-
arly communities that are implementing digital pedagogy, because rubrics 
are a step toward the coherence and normalizing of shared expectations for 
student scholarship produced on digital platforms.

In the case studies presented in this study, the author engaged with 
faculty and instructors throughout in discussions of student work and, for 
select courses, contributed to the initial assessment. This experience builds 
on a growing strategy of librarians and faculty collaborating to build course- 
or discipline-specific assessment rubrics for information literacy through 
analysis of student assignments and the curricula.37 From the analysis pre-
sented in this study, Table 1 displays a potential rubric for assessing digital 
literacies via student-generated websites.

The preliminary rubric displayed in Table 1 is based on the types 
of projects that the students generated and the characteristics exhib-
ited across the projects. The four levels of competencies range from the 
“Needs Improvement” criteria, which indicate that the site shows little 
to no effort was expended in the desired areas, to the “Excellence” level, 
which indicates a high mastery of the digital resources and demonstrated 
intellectual rigor in synthesizing digital media and text into a scholarly 
project. The five areas of focus—use of visual media, written content, use 
of sources, structure and organization of site, and coherence of online pre-
sentation—are the critical areas that can be evaluated both quantitatively 
and qualitatively by the instructors for outcomes in digital literacies. This 
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preliminary rubric uses a linear form of assessment, but other aspects can 
be incorporated to explore the coherence and complexity of the students’ 
digital work.

CONCLUSION

As more and more humanities courses incorporate digital tools into their 
curriculum, librarians have numerous opportunities to become engaged in 
digital pedagogy and collaborate with faculty in diverse ways. The growth 
in digital humanities as a field of study and research approach means that 
humanities students will need to be taught and trained in the many avail-
able diverse digital tools, methodologies, and resources. As such, there are 
manifold ways in which librarians and instructors can collaborate around 
digital pedagogy. As these collaborations grow, we move toward promoting 
experiential, creative modes of learning in our students that must engage all 
of us in the pedagogical practices. As Howard Rheingold writes:

We must develop a participative pedagogy, assisted by digi-

tal media and networked publics, that focuses on catalyz-

ing, inspiring, nourishing, facilitating, and guiding literacies 

essential to individual and collective life in the 21st century.38

Digital scholarship in the classroom is becoming increasingly prominent 
and, together, librarians and instructors can collaborate on pedagogical 
strategies and assessments to achieve learning outcomes for the new litera-
cies needed for this digital age.
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Library Instruction 
for Digital Humanities 
Pedagogy in Undergraduate 
Classes
Stewart Varner

INTRODUCTION

The term “digital humanities” describes a wide variety of scholarly activi-
ties. So wide, in fact, that it is increasingly difficult to use the term with any 
sort of precision. It is helpful, therefore, to think about digital humanities 
in terms of several subcategories.

•	 Online social networking,

•	 Text mining/data analysis,

•	 Data visualization,

•	 Digital mapping,

•	 Digital libraries and repositories,

•	 Digital publishing, and

•	 Digital pedagogy.

To a greater or lesser extent, libraries have been crucial partners in several 
of these subcategories. Many libraries—and many more librarians—have 
been actively engaged with each other and with the wider academic com-
munity through social media. They have worked with researchers to create 
digital corpora for use in text mining and data analysis projects. GIS and 
data librarians are becoming common and some libraries have even built 
impressive spaces where researchers can explore this data visually. Digital 
libraries and repositories are no longer anything new but they do continue 
to evolve and have occasionally served as the inspiration—and even the 
foundation—for exciting open-access publications based in the library.

11
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Libraries and librarians have also been part of the increasing popular-
ity of digital humanities or digital humanities–inflected pedagogy. How-
ever, these efforts have not generated the same level of interest as some of 
the others. Perhaps this is because course-based projects are not as flashy 
as large-scale, showcase projects. The lack of attention could also be due to 
a general lack of certainty about what “digital pedagogy” actually refers to. 
Like “digital humanities” itself, it seems as if the term could apply to any 
number of things and, as this chapter demonstrates, routinely touches on or 
incorporates each of the subcategories listed above. Furthermore, at a time 
when the bulk of library instruction sessions consists of teaching students 
how to thoughtfully navigate online catalogs, course pages, and online data-
bases, isn’t nearly all of our pedagogy digital?

Possibly; but this chapter will explore a dimension of digital pedagogy 
that is in some ways an extension of traditional library instruction but is, in 
other ways, an entirely new pursuit. It will focus on practices that bring fac-
ulty and librarians into very close collaboration and create an opportunity 
for increased student engagement with a range of library resources beyond 
the catalogs and databases.

This chapter begins with an overview of what professors talk about 
when they talk about digital pedagogy and a series of arguments for why 
librarians should be a part of that conversation. This is followed by a 
close look at four kinds of class projects that are particularly well suited 
to librarian involvement: digital mapping, text analysis, multimedia web-
sites/online exhibits, and Wikipedia editing. Before concluding, the chap-
ter addresses some of the staffing, infrastructure, and workflow questions 
that will undoubtedly arise when librarians become collaborators in digital 
humanities pedagogy. Because this chapter is necessarily an overview of a 
sprawling set of questions, concerns, and possibilities, there are frequent 
pointers to more in-depth sources and examples.

WHAT IS DIGITAL HUMANITIES PEDAGOGY?

Technology has, of course, been an important part of higher education for 
a very long time. Usually, though not always, falling under the purview of 
“classroom technology,” digital pedagogy is often seen in terms of smart 
classrooms, learning management systems, and enterprise-level software 
solutions. These tools are often valued for their potential to make some 
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routine tasks easier or more efficient. However, there is a parallel, not neces-
sarily connected conversation happening within the disciplines and among 
faculty about how to creatively and critically incorporate technology into 
assignments in ways that truly enhance student engagement and encour-
age them to confront how technology impacts the work they do. Faculty 
are developing assignments that grow out of online culture, embrace mul-
timodal communication, and create opportunities for students to approach 
course topics and materials from a variety of perspectives often using light-
weight, easy-to-use digital tools.

In addition to a growing presence in more traditional outlets, this 
grassroots approach to integrating digital humanities into course work is 
championed in journals like Hybrid Pedagogy1 and The Journal of Inter-
active Teaching and Pedagogy (JiTP).2 Both of these publications are peer 
reviewed and freely available online. They tend to focus on concrete exam-
ples and practical explanations of assignments that use technology to truly 
enhance student work. JiTP has separate sections for sample assignments, 
tool tips, and what it calls “teaching fails.” The refreshing humility of the 
pieces and their focus on practicality reflect the fact that all of this is very 
new to many professors who need concrete, step-by-step instructions for 
how to make the most of emerging technology. It also points toward an 
opportunity for librarians to partner with faculty who are interested in digi-
tal humanities pedagogy; not just because librarians excel at instruction but 
also because the library can provide access to the collections and tools that 
form the foundation of some of the most innovative assignments.

WHY SHOULD LIBRARIANS GET INVOLVED?

Most research librarians are engaged in some form of instruction. At its 
most basic, this includes explaining to students how to use the library’s 
various discovery systems and how to properly cite the resources they find. 
The Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL), in its Guidelines 
for Instruction Programs in Academic Libraries, suggests that instruction 
is central to the mission of the library and “should be planned in concert 
with overall strategic library planning.”3 These guidelines highlight “infor-
mation literacy” as the goal of library instruction, defining it as “the abili-
ties involved in identifying an information need, accessing needed informa-
tion, evaluating, managing and applying information, and understanding 
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the legal, social and ethical aspects of information use.”4 However, Cheryl 
LaGuardia has challenged the use of this term. In her article “Library 
Instruction in the Digital Age,” LaGuardia suggests that “[o]ur profession’s 
continued devotion to ‘information literacy’ just shows how far behind the 
times our national organizations are in acknowledging current realities.”5 
For LaGuardia, students do not need help with information skills but with 
research skills and so she prefers the term “research literacy.”6 LaGuardia 
specifically mentions research skills like finding scholarly information and 
evaluating its quality. While her description of “research literacy” does not 
seem to depart very dramatically from the ACRL’s definition of “informa-
tion literacy,” it does indicate an intriguing shift in emphasis toward some-
thing more holistic. “Research literacy” signals that the library is not only 
a storehouse for information but a connection point for all the parts of the 
research process.

As digital humanities pedagogy becomes more common, librarians 
would do well to expand their concept of instruction to include the ability 
to find, evaluate, and learn to use new tools for exploring, sharing, reusing, 
and remixing research materials. Librarians have already taken steps in 
this direction by providing instruction for citation management tools such 
as Zotero, End Note, and Ref Works. Although in some ways innovations, 
these tools reflect the traditional focus of the library: the collection. How-
ever, many libraries are expanding their mission beyond the collection to 
embrace their role as productive spaces on campus. This is perhaps most 
clear in the rise of library-based makerspaces that are outfitted with 3D 
printers, boxes of Arduinos, and stacks of Raspberry Pi. Facilitating creativ-
ity in digital humanities need not be quite so hardware intensive, but the 
makerspace movement is an indication that there are new tools and new 
skills to be added to the librarian’s repertoire. As the following section will 
explain, this should include tools and skills for performing digital mapping 
and text analysis as well as those for building both multimedia websites and 
online exhibits.

This is not simply an attempt to jump on a bandwagon in the hopes 
of keeping libraries relevant for their own sake. Becoming active part-
ners in digital humanities pedagogy is clearly an extension of research 
instruction—the established domain of expertise for librarians within the 
academy. Doing so will also encourage greater use of library collections. 
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Libraries have spent millions of dollars during the past three decades to 
purchase digital collections and digitize their own analog collections. In 
the hopes of encouraging creative uses of those collections, librarians have 
advocated for fair use and open access and generally put significant effort 
into making digital collections flexible. It should follow that librarians 
would also work with faculty and students to identify and utilize tools that 
will facilitate this work.

Furthermore, librarians may find that getting involved with digital 
humanities pedagogy projects is an effective and low-risk way to explore 
digital humanities more generally. Many librarians look back on a history 
of multiyear, grant-funded projects as the primary way they have collabo-
rated with faculty who are interested in digital humanities. These projects 
have often placed significant demands on the library’s IT staff and have 
raised challenging questions about maintenance and long-term preserva-
tion. This is, in large part, why the very mention of digital humanities can 
cause anxiety for some library administrators. However, digital humani-
ties pedagogy projects are almost always small scale because they tend to 
be limited to what can be done in one semester. They are also potentially 
ephemeral and may not require long-term maintenance or preservation. As 
such, these projects could present convenient opportunities for a library to 
experiment with digital humanities without signing up for an unsustainable 
commitment.

WHAT ARE SOME EXAMPLES OF DIGITAL  
HUMANITIES PEDAGOGY PROJECTS?

The Digital Research Tools Directory (DiRT Directory)7 indexes hundreds 
of tools that can be used for digital humanities projects and continues to 
add more. While the number of tools and techniques may seem unman-
ageable, certain genres of digital humanities pedagogy assignment are con-
sistently popular. In her article for Hybrid Pedagogy, “Introducing Digital 
Humanities Work to Undergraduates: An Overview,” Adeline Koh describes 
four general types of projects that are both common and ripe for library 
collaboration; digital mapping, text analysis, multimedia websites/online 
exhibits, and Wikipedia editing. This section uses Koh’s outline as a jump-
ing off point to explore each of these types of projects and suggest ways that 
librarians can become crucial collaborators.8 New tools and techniques are 
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constantly emerging, so it is pointless to try to explain how specific tools 
work in this chapter. However, the goals and methods of particular assign-
ments need not be dependent on a single technology. In fact, because the 
tools change so frequently, it is vital for librarians to be prepared to evalu-
ate new ones as they emerge in order to determine whether or not they 
are suitable for undergraduate assignments. To help with that, this section 
concludes with a discussion of some qualities users need to look for when 
deciding what tool to adopt. This points to the crucial consulting role that 
librarians can play in digital humanities pedagogy. Some professors may 
look to the library for examples of potential projects and advice on how to 
choose tools and design assignments. Just as librarians instruct users on 
the best ways to find resources in the collection, they can also show users 
how to use those resources in digital humanities projects.

Mapping Projects

Digital mapping software has revolutionized disciplines like geography, 
city and regional planning, and archaeology. Software like Esri’s ArcGIS 
allows users to georeference maps and add layers of information to those 
maps, making it possible to explore the social, environmental, economic, 
and political life of a place. However, ArcGIS is a very powerful tool with 
a very steep learning curve. As a result, it may be overkill for many digi-
tal humanities projects, especially those that are part of class assignments. 
Fortunately, several lightweight digital mapping tools are available that can 
be incorporated relatively easily into class assignments. For example, Koh’s 
article points toward a project created by Gerry Carlin and Mair Evan that 
marks important places in James Joyce’s Ulysses using Google Maps.9 This 
free tool allows users to label places on a map and add information about 
those places. Giving students an assignment to map a novel could encour-
age them to dig deeper into a text as they seek out geographic details. It 
can also help students understand the importance of the city and its spatial 
relationships to the text.

In addition to literature assignments, Google Maps can be useful for 
history classes by making it simple to place historical events on top of con-
temporary geography. Another tool that can easily be incorporated into his-
tory and cultural studies classes is History Pin.10 This free tool allows users 
to digitally “pin” images onto a map and organize those images into tours 
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that can be made available publicly. Several museums and archives have 
made images available for use on History Pin and users can augment these 
with their own collections.

For both Google Maps and History Pin (as well as other mapping tools 
like CartoDB11 and TimeMapper12), no special technology is required. They 
are all web applications and users interact with them through their Internet 
browsers. Furthermore, none of these tools require programing skills—or 
even deep geography skills—and thorough documentation is freely avail-
able online. While the tools themselves do not require any particular tech-
nology or especially in-depth instruction to be used in classes, they provide 
an opportunity for librarians to suggest digitized collections that could be 
used to create unique projects. For example, digitized images of letters from 
special collections could be mapped using Google Maps, or images from 
university archives could be used to create campus tours with History Pin.

Text Analysis

Text analysis is a general term that encompasses a variety of techniques 
that aim to identify broad patterns or characteristics in a collection of digi-
tized texts. For some scholars, this kind of work is the original DH and it 
traces its roots to the Text Encoding Initiative (TEI) and what was known as 
“humanities computing.”13 An important moment in the history of this par-
ticular field came in 2000 when Stanford literature scholar Franco Moretti 
used the term “distant reading” in an article in the New Left Review titled 
“Conjectures on World Literature.”14 The term is a play on “close reading,” 
a standard method in literature studies that focuses sustained attention on 
specific chapters, passages, and sentences in single texts. Moretti argues 
that this method is not adequate for studying entire national literatures as 
it requires scholars to focus on just a few, typically canonical, texts. In his 
article, Moretti states that distant reading “allows you to focus on units that 
are much smaller or much larger than the text: devices, themes, tropes—or 
genres and systems.”15 Using computers, Moretti found he was able to study 
hundreds of texts at once and gain insights that he would have been physi-
cally unable to recognize using traditional methods.

Several techniques go under the names “text analysis” or “distant read-
ing.” Sometimes, the research is relatively straightforward and relies on 
simple word counts and frequency comparisons. For example, in his book 
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Reading Machines: Toward an Algorithmic Criticism, Stephen Ramsay 
describes how he used simple scripting to identify which words are distinc-
tive to certain characters in Virginia Woolf’s “The Waves.”16 More elaborate 
processes such as topic modeling, named-entity recognition, or sentiment 
analysis have also become more common. The Civil War historian Rob Nel-
son used topic modeling, a process that identifies groups of words that often 
appear together, to look for differences in the way the New York Times and 
the Richmond Dispatch reported on the war for his project called “Mining 
the Dispatch.”17

Text analysis is often difficult for nonprogrammers, but tools are 
beginning to emerge that significantly lower the barrier to entry. For exam-
ple, Voyant18 performs very basic word counts and produces simple visu-
alizations (word clouds, frequency comparisons) through a very easy-to-
use interface. Though more demanding that Voyant, Mallet19 is a software 
toolkit that facilitates topic modeling. Neither tool requires much beyond 
a computer and a reliable connection to the Internet. Depending on the 
size of the digital corpus being studied, larger computers may be neces-
sary. However, it is typically the technical know-how (including the ability 
to interpret results) rather than limits of the hardware that presents the 
biggest challenges for scholars getting started with text analysis.20 

While these tools and techniques are becoming common as a research 
method, they are also being recognized for their pedagogical value. For 
example, Paul Fyfe has written about an assignment he developed called 
“How to Not Read a Victorian Novel.”21 He asks his students to identify 
a novel they have not read, use a variety of text analysis tools to study it, 
and then write a paper on what they discover. He encouraged the students 
“to scrutinize any moment of frustration as . . . an opportunity to change 
the kinds of questions they were asking.”22 Clearly they were not able to 
answer the same questions they would if they had simply read the book so 
the exercise succeeded in getting the students to look at literature from a 
new perspective.

Exercises like this make excellent opportunities for collaboration 
between faculty and librarians. In addition to working with professors to 
identify appropriate tools for different assignments, librarians are well posi-
tioned to coordinate the development of digital corpora that are ready for 
study. For example, the University of North Carolina has made available the 
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plain text files that run behind some of its most popular digital collections 
in order to encourage text analysis.23 This may at first seem simplistic but 
the effectiveness of digital text analysis depends on the quality of the data 
the researcher uses. Digital corpora often need to be preprocessed before 
they can be properly analyzed. Librarians know what digital collections are 
available and can work with their partners to get them ready for study. 

Multimedia Websites and Online Exhibits

Since the beginning of the World Wide Web, there has been excitement 
about the ease with which people can share information with the rest of 
the world. Whether or not the web has always lived up to its democratizing 
hype is up for debate, but it is true that professors and students now have 
some very exciting ways to share the work they do that differ in both degree 
and kind from the eight-page term paper. This section describes some ideas 
for using the web to present student work but also points to some special 
concerns with this type of assignment, including FERPA compliance and 
copyright issues. 

Some professors incorporate blogs into their courses to encourage dis-
cussion among students outside of the classroom. For example, as part of 
his Introduction to Digital Studies class at Davidson College, Mark Sam-
ple asks his students to take turns taking on different roles in the class’s 
WordPress blog each week.24 One group, “The Readers,” is assigned to write 
responses to the assigned readings and post them to the class blog. “The 
Responders” are responsible for commenting on those posts, and “The His-
torians” are asked to find some other resource online and connect it to that 
week’s topic or conversation. 

Other classes have utilized websites as a kind of digital publication 
for showcasing student work. This can be as simple as asking students to 
post their research papers on a publicly accessible website. However, one 
of the benefits of asking students to post their work online is giving them 
the opportunity to take advantage of all of the affordances of the web. For 
example, they can easily link to other resources and incorporate images as 
well as embedded video and audio files into their work. Students in Brian 
Croxall’s Introduction to Digital Humanities class at Emory University post 
the results of their final projects—including multimedia content—to the 
public course website, which, like Sample’s blog, is built using WordPress.25
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A third kind of course-based website assignment is the online exhibit. 
Usually connected to history or cultural studies classes, these projects are 
about getting students into archives, working with primary sources and 
then using them to tell a story. Many online exhibit assignments use a tool 
called Omeka, an open-source content management system (CMS) specifi-
cally designed with libraries, museums, and archives in mind.26 What sepa-
rates Omeka from other CMSs is that it is built around the digitized item—
rather than the web page or the blog post—so it is very good for organizing 
collections and highlighting individual items within them. The tool asks 
users to describe each digital item using Dublin Core and then allows them 
to assign those items to collections. Once organized into collections, items 
can be used in exhibits and contextualized with content written by students. 
For example, Professor Cathy Moran Hajo worked with students at New 
York University to build a collection of 1,830 images related to Greenwich 
Village history and then organized those images into seventy-five student-
curated exhibits.27 

Thanks to the emergence of CMSs like WordPress and Omeka, it 
is very easy for students and faculty to build these blogs and websites. 
Although simplified versions of these platforms are usually available free of 
charge and hosted externally, many colleges and universities have officially 
adopted at least one for the purpose of allowing members of their commu-
nity to make work public while maintaining their institutional affiliation. 
Whereas using the technology is relatively simple, hosting a local installa-
tion is no small undertaking. Managing updates and establishing processes 
for creating user accounts can be very tricky depending on the tool. 

Because these projects can include many moving parts, librarians can 
guide faculty through planning the entire life cycle. From the very begin-
ning, librarians can work with instructors to make sure assignments follow 
Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) regulations. Accord-
ing to Kevin Smith, dean of libraries at the University of Kansas, students 
need to be informed about an assignment early in the semester, given the 
option of using a pseudonym, encouraged to be very careful about posting 
private information, and, possibly, given the choice of completing an alter-
native assignment in order to protect their privacy.28 Even if hosting local 
instances is not possible, librarians can still work with faculty to incorpo-
rate free and externally hosted versions of these tools into course work. One 
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role is to simply act as consultant and explain what each tool does and why 
one might be better than another for a particular assignment. Once a class 
adopts a tool, librarians can be valuable partners in instructing students 
how to use the tool. This can include both technical instruction and also 
guidance on intellectual property rights and fair use. If the project is going 
to use images from special collections, the librarian can help the professors 
think strategically (and realistically) about digitization and also instruct 
students on proper metadata practices. This is particularly important in 
Omeka projects that depend on good metadata for organizing and search-
ing collections. 

Wikipedia Editing

Scholars and librarians have a complex relationship with Wikipedia. The 
crowdsourced digital encyclopedia seems to circumvent traditional means 
of establishing authoritative information. On the other hand, its size, 
ubiquity, and frequently surprising level of trustworthiness have made it 
difficult to ignore.29 This anxiety over Wikipedia is particularly obvious in 
the classroom. Some professors flatly refuse to allow students to cite it as 
a source. Others have taken more of an “if you can’t beat them, join them” 
attitude and have encouraged students to become Wikipedia editors, at 
least temporarily, in the context of a Wikipedia Edit-a-thon. A Wikipe-
dia Edit-a-thon is an event where people meet for the express purpose of 
improving Wikipedia. These events are usually tightly focused on improv-
ing a specific aspect of the resource such as adding more women scientists 
or African American artists. While an edit-a-thon requires more time than 
a typical class session, planning and participating in one could be devel-
oped as a class project. 

Contrary to popular fears, there are actually several mechanisms in 
place to combat unverifiable information and “vandalism” in Wikipedia. 
For example, there are limits to how many new users can request edi-
tor accounts at once and a sudden flurry of unexpected activity can set 
off moderator alarms. Therefore, Wikipedia advises groups planning to 
host edit-a-thons to plan ahead by creating an official project page on the 
Wikipedia:Meetup site and inviting several experienced editors to advise 
new users. Detailed instructions of planning and hosting an edit-a-thon can 
be found at Wikipedia.30 
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 Libraries and librarians can be involved in Wikipedia edit-a-thons in 
several ways. For example, the library could be the perfect venue for such 
an event, particularly if it is happening on the weekend and/or involves 
participants from more than just one class. Also, there is a good chance 
some librarians are also active Wikipedia editors and could help show those 
who are unfamiliar with the process how it works. In the case of a targeted 
event, librarians could prepare in advance by developing lists of suggestions 
for work the participants might do. These could be suggestions for subjects 
that need to be added as well as existing subjects that need further develop-
ment or additional citations. Most importantly, librarians can be there for 
the editors and work with them to find the kinds of verifiable information 
Wikipedia requires. To this end, they may want to identify and organize 
appropriate resources for the participants in advance. 

EVALUATING DIGITAL TOOLS

One of the real benefits of digital humanities pedagogy projects is that they 
encourage experimentation. However, there are still pros and cons for each 
tool and it is important to ask some questions before investing time and effort 
even if the stakes are relatively low. While every tool will raise its own specific 
questions, below are a few general questions users need to ask about any tool. 

Exports

Many digital tools are used to create some kind of image, chart, map or 
table. When evaluating a tool it is important to consider what the tool 
actually allows you to do with what it creates. For example, Voyant allows 
users to download image files of the visualizations it creates that are easily 
embedded in websites. Other programs don’t offer this functionality and 
force users to resort to relatively low-quality screenshots if they want to 
use the images elsewhere. When building entire websites or exhibits, this 
question can be even more important. Both WordPress and Omeka allow 
users to export entire sites. This can be useful if a scholar moves to another 
institution or if the original institution decides it can no longer maintain the 
site. Note that individual Omeka exhibits cannot be separated from their 
collections. This means that if students individually build exhibits as part 
of a class project, they cannot simply download their part and take it with 
them after the class is over. 
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Data Storage and Intellectual Property

Digital humanities pedagogy projects that are entirely or in part public may 
require special considerations about privacy. In addition to confirming that 
tools and assignments comply with FERPA regulations, librarians will need 
to be vigilant about intellectual property rights and make sure students and 
faculty understand what kinds of content can and cannot be incorporated 
into public projects. In addition to copyright concerns, librarians should 
also pay attention to restrictions that may be part of donor agreements for 
items in special collections. Additionally, it is important to become familiar 
with the terms and conditions that govern the use of the tools they choose. 
This is particularly important with free tools that may claim certain rights 
over user-generated content stored in the application. 

Documentation

Documentation refers to the instructions and notes that are available to 
help users understand how to use a tool. Some tools are extremely well 
documented with user manuals and how-to videos. Other tools, usually 
boutique projects developed for specific purposes, have virtually no docu-
mentation. For open-source and/or free tools, documentation is particu-
larly crucial because no customer service representatives are available to 
troubleshoot the project. In addition to (or, if none exists, as a substitute 
for) documentation, look for detailed, user-created tutorials and instruc-
tional videos. Tools with large user communities often have online forums 
that can be very helpful but check to see if they are currently active. 

Stability

The legitimate concern that libraries and archives have for stability is often 
at odds with the rapid pace of technological change. It is unreasonable to 
ask for a tool to be available and stable for even five years, but there are 
strategies for identifying tools that will at least get a class through to the end 
of the semester. When evaluating potential tools, look for a track record and 
a large user community. For example, WordPress has been around since 
2003 and, as of June 2015, was being used by 23.9 percent of the top one 
million websites on the Internet.31 With so many people depending on the 
tool, there are better odds that it will persist and that a forward migration 
plan will emerge, which is important if a project needs to live for at least 
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a couple of years. However, if a project is more ephemeral, that could be 
an opportunity to experiment with something that is interesting but less 
stable. Regardless of how stable a tool seems to be, it is important to ask 
the questions and manage expectations appropriately. If something goes 
wrong, collaborators are likely to be more understanding if everyone under-
stood the technological limitations from the beginning. 

Usefulness

The bottom line for any pedagogical tool is whether or not it is useful. Useful-
ness can be subjective but, in general, useful tools have at least two qualities: 
they add a new dimension to the way students engage with course material 
and they are not so distracting that they keep students from learning. For 
example, students working on an Omeka exhibit will have to describe each 
item in their collection with Dublin Core. This can be a powerful way for stu-
dents to wrestle with primary sources. Furthermore, the knowledge that their 
exhibits will be public adds an additional opportunity for students to demon-
strate what Virginia Kuhn and Vicki Callahan call “critical intentionality.”32 
They suggest in “Nomadic Archives: Remix and the Drift to Praxis” that, while 
students may be more engaged because their work is public, “part of being 
digital deeply means being discriminating about how, when and where one 
places one’s work and information online.”33 Thinking through these issues in 
the classroom can be a very valuable experience for students who will almost 
certainly spend a significant amount of their professional life online. 

The other end of that spectrum is when the technology gets in the way. 
For example, students who attempt an overly ambitious text analysis project 
may find that they spend so much time trying to make the technology work 
that they only superficially deal with the course material. Technology can 
also be distracting when there is simply too much of it. In his article “Tired 
of Tech: Avoiding Tool Fatigue in the Classroom,” Brian Croxall found that 
his urge to create opportunities for his students to experiment with digi-
tal tools resulted in underwhelming work and student frustration.34 When 
technology is meant to enhance a class rather than define it, tools must be 
chosen with care and purpose. “Letting our students know what we hope 
they will learn . . . by using a new tool helps them understand that they are 
being set a new and unfamiliar task not out of sheer caprice but rather with 
a pedagogical goal in mind.”35 
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HOW CAN A LIBRARY GET READY TO COLLABORATE  
ON DIGITAL HUMANITIES PEDAGOGY PROJECTS?

By focusing on free, easy-to-use tools and restricting development to the 
confines of a course, digital humanities pedagogy projects usually require 
less investment from the library than other types of projects. However, less 
investment does not mean no investment, and libraries that want to get 
involved will need to take steps to be ready. This includes looking at staff, 
infrastructure, and workflows to see if this new work can be managed or if 
any changes need to be made. 

Staff

Where the responsibility for providing digital humanities pedagogy instruc-
tion should fall will depend on how a library is organized as well as its insti-
tutional culture. Some libraries may have dedicated instructional staff who 
would be able to add these tools to their set of skills with relative ease. For 
other libraries, it may be the subject liaisons who should take on this role. 
Whoever winds up doing the instruction, it is a good opportunity for cross 
training. This not only increases the number of people who are able to col-
laborate with classes, but also helps raise awareness about what kinds of 
projects users are interested in and what tools are being used.

Infrastructure

Most of the examples presented in this chapter require no special infra-
structure beyond what is typically found in a research library. The excep-
tion to this would be CMSs like WordPress and Omeka that can be installed 
locally though free, externally hosted versions of each exist. Regardless of 
whether or not a library wanted officially to offer a tool that requires local 
hosting, some dedicated “sandbox space” can be extremely useful for test-
ing and evaluating emerging tools. Of course, the presence of a sandbox 
implies that someone is responsible for managing it and providing assis-
tance when a tool or technique needs to be tested.

Workflows

The decision to collaborate with faculty and students on digital humanities 
projects will likely lead to many other decisions. If a library is going to offer 
Omeka for class projects, who will be responsible for managing user accounts 
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and how long will projects remain live? If a project requires digitization of 
items from special collections, how will those items be added to the queue 
and how will they be delivered to the class? Regardless of the project, who in 
the library will be responsible for instruction and how will that be reflected 
in their job descriptions? If a project is to result in a public-facing product 
hosted and maintained by the library, what guidelines for scholarly integ-
rity and quality should it meet? There are many ways of dealing with each 
of these scenarios that will depend on local circumstances and goals. Time 
can be saved and frustration avoided if paths through these decisions can be 
established early and projects can be guided along with relative consistency.

CONCLUSION

Digital humanities pedagogy has an experimental, DIY sensibility and uses 
technology to help students engage with course material. There is an ongo-
ing conversation among faculty who share assignments and tools with one 
another and it is important for librarians to be a part of that. By partnering 
with professors who are teaching digital humanities techniques, librarians 
can build on their role as instructors and reflect the emerging identity of 
the library as an active and productive space on campus and not only a 
warehouse of primary and secondary sources. Furthermore, connecting the 
library to digital humanities work will create new ways for users to work 
with library collections and give the library a low-stakes way to experiment 
with emerging tools.

Some common ways for libraries to collaborate with classes include 
creating digital maps, performing text analysis, and building multimedia 
websites and online exhibits. As interest in these kinds of projects grows, 
more tools and techniques for building them will emerge. By remaining 
current on developments and trends in the field, librarians can be impor-
tant collaborators in digital humanities. However, to support librarians in 
this capacity, libraries need to establish effective training opportunities for 
staff, ensure proper infrastructure is available, and create workflows that 
will facilitate innovative work. 
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