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could endanger their academic or career prospects. Thus, we think it’s important to outline some best practices for collaborations with
students on digital humanities projects, so that everyone involved feels they gain from the partnership.

Collaboration can take many forms, from casual brainstorming to full-time employment. As collaborations develop, senior scholars should be
mindful that different kinds of relationships entail different responsibilities on the part of each collaborator. A professor who assigns a class
project, for example, must primarily consider the student’s own intellectual growth, while a senior scholar who employs a student assistant
may assign work that primarily benefits the project.¹

We endorse the principles outlined in the Collaborators’ Bill of Rights (2011)  . As additional safeguards for students, we advise those

embarking on collaborations with students to adhere to the following principles:

1. As a general principle, a student must be paid for his or her time if he or she is not empowered to make critical decisions about the
intellectual design of a project or a portion of a project (and credited accordingly). Students should not perform mechanical labor, such as
data-entry or scanning, without pay.

2. Course credit is generally not sufficient “payment” for students’ time, since courses are designed to provide students with learning
experiences.

3. We encourage senior scholars to familiarize themselves with the literature on unpaid internships.² At a minimum, internships for course
credit should be offered as learning experiences, with a high level of mentorship. Those employing interns should be prepared to spend
substantial face-to-face time with the student.

4. If students have made substantive (i.e., non-mechanical) contributions to the project, their names should appear on the project as
collaborators, and they should be acknowledged in subsequent publications that stem from the project.

5. Students should be empowered to present on projects on which they have collaborated (assuming reasonable limitations about sensitive
and embargoed material and on work in progress). Students and senior scholars should discuss the protocol for such presentations at the
outset of the project.

6. Students should be empowered to list their collaboration on a project on a CV or résumé, with an appropriate degree of credit. Senior
scholars should explicitly encourage this and help students to formulate meaningful statements about their contributions.

7. Senior scholars should recognize that projects on which students have collaborated represent important components of students’ scholarly
portfolios. Senior scholars should thus make every reasonable effort to either sustain a “live” project or, failing this, either transfer its
ownership to student collaborators or distribute to students an archived version or snapshot of the project.

8. When digital humanities projects are required for course credit, instructors should recognize that students may have good reasons not to
engage in public-facing scholarship, or may not want their names made public, and should offer students the option of alternative
assignments.

9. In meetings and project communication, student collaborators should be treated as full members of the project team, to the extent that this
is reasonable, and their contributions should be valued and respected. Students should have a clear sense of how their work fits into the
larger project.

10. Digital projects can sometimes branch into multiple projects, or head in multiple directions. Many digital projects are experimental. Mentors
and students should set guidelines for re-use of digital scholarly material, as well as for maintaining meaningful artifacts of students’
contributions.

1. For more on these roles and the various responsibilities they entail, see Spencer Keralis, “Disrupting Labor in the Digital Humanities; or,
The Classroom is Not Your Crowd,” in Disrupting Digital Humanities, ed. Jesse Stommel and Dorothy Kim (Punctum Books, 2015
[forthcoming]).

2. See, for example, ProPublica’s reporting on unpaid internships  .
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Making a Case for the Black Digital Humanities
Kim Gallon

The dust has yet to settle around the debates over what the digital humanities 
is or is not. Boundaries and demarcations continue to shift  within a complex 
and ongoing conversation about the intersection of technology with human-

istic fi elds. Th is context, I would argue, has generated the ideal conditions in which 
to engage the question of how humanity is framed in the digital humanities. To this 
end, I seek to articulate a relationship between the digital humanities and Africana/
African American/Black studies (from here on I will call the fi eld Black studies) so 
as to highlight how technology, employed in this underexamined context, can fur-
ther expose humanity as a racialized social construction.

Questions may arise around the use of the term “black.” Would not “Africana” 
or “African American” be more appropriate, some may ask. In other contexts, I am 
quite sure that my addition of a racial signifi er to “digital humanities” would appear 
at the most racist and at a minimum divisive, leading to questions about who could 
or could not engage in black digital humanities. Questions of this magnitude are 
to be expected and are in fact necessary when new areas of inquiries are proposed. 
At the same time, these sorts of questions obfuscate crucial complexity, making it 
diffi  cult to chart the paths needed to address much deeper and systemic issues. To 
get caught up in exact defi nitions or questions of “who is in or who is out” in black 
digital humanities is to ignore how the very nomenclature of blackness has a com-
plex and rich history that moves in the same conceptual orbit as the term “digital 
humanities” (Parham, “Without Innovation”).

Although work on racial, ethnic, and national diff erence is emerging in the 
digital humanities, discussions about the lineage of Black studies within the digital 
humanities are almost nonexistent.1 While a comprehensive history of the inter-
sections between Black studies and the digital is sorely needed, it is outside of the 
scope of this chapter. Here, I seek to set in motion a discussion of the black digital 
humanities by drawing attention to the “technology of recovery” that undergirds 
black digital scholarship, showing how it fi lls the apertures between Black studies 

 part i ][ Chapter 4
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and digital humanities. Indeed, the black digital humanities help to unmask the 
racialized systems of power at work in how we understand the digital humanities 
as a fi eld and utilize its associated techniques. In their work with the #transfor-
mDH collective, Alexis Lothian and Amanda Phillips have suggested that putting a 
name to the unnamed helps to bring a concept into existence (Lothian and Phillips, 
“Can Digital Humanities Mean Transformative Critique?”). Th us, this piece names 
the “black digital humanities” as the intersection between Black studies and digital 
humanities, transforming the concept into corporeal reality while lending language 
to the work of the black digerati in and outside of the academy.

Like Matthew Kirschenbaum’s understanding of the term digital humanities 
itself, precise defi nitions of what constitutes the black digital humanities are elusive. 
Th e black digital humanities refl ects less an actual “thing” and more of a constructed 
space to consider the intersections between the digital and blackness (Kirschenbaum, 
51). Like race, gender, class, and sexuality —  all social constructs, if you will —  the 
digital humanities increasingly hold real meaning and signifi cance in the academic 
universe. As Kirschenbaum has observed, there are high stakes for who is and who 
is not a digital humanist, and for what is or is not digital humanities, when federal 
grants are hard to come by and academic jobs may hinge on the term (Kirschenbaum, 
54– 55). Some digital humanities scholars have begun to call attention to the role that 
race may play in the development of digital humanities programs and centers and in 
the funding and recognition that particular digital humanities projects might garner 
(Bailey, “All the Digital Humanists Are White”). A vibrant and critical discourse from 
#dhpoco, #transformDH, and HASTAC (Humanities, Arts, Sciences, and Technol-
ogy Advanced Collaboratory), among others, now serves to resist the academic hege-
monies that may limit our understanding of what the digital humanities is and will 
be in the future. My hope is that a critical consideration of the connections between 
Black studies and the digital humanities will help to advance this work.

Th e fi eld of Black studies is nearing its fi ft ieth birthday, having developed out 
of the civil rights and Black Nationalist movements in the late 1960s. Black stud-
ies has long been understood as the comparative study of the black cultural and 
social experiences under white Eurocentric systems of power in the United States, 
the larger African diaspora, and the African continent, aft er all, and these systems 
of power endure. Contemporary scholars such as Alexander Weheliye therefore 
describe “black studies as a mode of knowledge production” that “investigates pro-
cesses of racialization with a particular emphasis on the shift ing confi gurations of 
black life” (Weheliye, 3). He continues:

If racialization is understood not as a biological or cultural descriptor but as a 
conglomerate of sociopolitical relations that discipline humanity into full humans, 
not- quite- humans, and non- humans, then blackness designates a changing system 
of unequal power structures that apportion and delimit which humans can lay 
claim to full human status and which humans cannot. (Weheliye, 3)
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Weheliye asks us to consider how Black studies might illuminate the various pro-
cesses by which nonwhite subjects are systematically shut out from “the category 
of human as it is performed in the modern west” (Weheliye, 3). His conception of 
Black studies is powerful in its assertion that modern humanity cannot be dislo-
cated from a racialized hegemony.

What does this mean for digital humanities? Following Weheliye, I would argue 
that any connection between humanity and the digital therefore requires an investi-
gation into how computational processes might reinforce the notion of a humanity 
developed out of racializing systems, even as they foster eff orts to assemble or other-
wise build alternative human modalities. Th is tension is enacted through what I call 
a “technology of recovery,” characterized by eff orts to bring forth the full humanity 
of marginalized peoples through the use of digital platforms and tools.

Recovery rests at the heart of Black studies, as a scholarly tradition that seeks 
to restore the humanity of black people lost and stolen through systemic global 
racialization. It follows, then, that the project of recovering lost historical and liter-
ary texts should be foundational to the black digital humanities. It is a deeply politi-
cal enterprise that seeks not simply to transform literary canons and historiography 
by incorporating black voices and centering an African American and African dia-
sporic experience, though it certainly does that; black digital humanities troubles the 
very core of what we have come to know as the humanities by recovering alternate 
constructions of humanity that have been historically excluded from that concept. A 
discourse on the “politics of recovery” in the digital humanities is beginning to take 
shape through Amy Earhart’s work. She documents a history of what she calls “DIY 
recovery projects” in the 1990s that sought to disrupt a canon of Eurocentric and 
male- authored literature. Th rough the lens of black digital humanities, these eff orts 
at recovery can be understood not only as the recovery of “lost or non- canonical and 
diffi  cult to locate texts,” but also as the recovery of black authors’ humanity (Earhart, 
“Can Information Be Unfettered?”).

Applied as a technology in Black studies and in the lives of black people living in 
the digital era more generally, recovery restores black people’s humanity. Th is tech-
nology of recovery operates as the shared basis for black academic and nonacademic 
digital work, one that dominates the ways by which both Black studies scholars 
and a black public approach technology. Everyday discursive interactions on social 
media networks are a case in point. Black people’s subsistence in and resistance to 
the complex oppressive systems of slavery, colonialism, Jim Crow, mass incarcera-
tion, and police brutality, across time and space, make black lives ground zero for 
a technology of recovery using social media. Movements that protest the ongoing 
police brutality of black women and men, which began on “Black Twitter” and Face-
book with hashtags such as #SayHerName, #BlackLivesMatter, and #ICantBreathe, 
continue black people’s centuries- old endeavor to make their collective humanity 
apparent to the world. Th ese hashtags reveal that black people’s humanity is teth-
ered to a racial system that deems black people’s lives as insignifi cant relative to 
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their white counterparts. Tweets that highlight disparities in social indicators such 
as employment, education, housing, and healthcare between white and black people 
show how black people’s humanity has material consequences.

In addition to Twitter, scholars and institutions (along with nonacademic users) 
have developed literary and historical digital recovery projects that similarly rep-
resent a search and mission for the collective recuperation of a lost peoplehood. 
Th e Digital Schomburg, one of the earliest black digitization projects, demonstrates 
the power of reclaiming black humanity by recovering nineteenth-century black 
female writing2 and late nineteenth and early twentieth century images of people 
of African descent.3,4 It may then be of little surprise that scholars of the black lit-
erary tradition, as a whole, have yet to embrace text mining and other quantita-
tive digital approaches in the same numbers as other groups of literary scholars. 
Scholars of African American literature may view text mining as counterposed to 
recovery (Rambsy, “African American Literature and Digital Humanities”). Th e rel-
atively small number of text mining projects among scholars of black literature is 
concerning, however, at a time when digital humanities work has shift ed its focus 
to quantitative and computational approaches. But the black digital humanities can 
highlight the value of specifi c computational methods. Kenton Rambsy, Assistant 
Professor of African American Literature at the University of Texas at Arlington 
and the Project Digital Initiative Coordinator for the Project on the History of Black 
Writing, models this approach. Noting that mobility and place are predominant 
themes in African American literary expression, he uses text mining soft ware to 
geo- tag the occurrence of city and other geographical landmark names in black 
literary expression (Rambsy, “African American Literature and Digital Humani-
ties”). For example, text mining allows Rambsy to recover Edward P. Jones’s use 
of cities, streets, neighborhoods, and city landmarks to reenvision forms of black 
humanity that are not completely circumscribed by racism (“Edward P. Jones and 
Literary Geo- Tagging”).

Rambsy’s work stresses another key point: digital recovery projects that are 
either led by or heavily involve black scholars are particularly impactful in how they 
expand what we understand the digital humanities to be and its potential for critically 
thinking about power. As a scholar of African descent leading the digital program 
of the thirty- two- year- old Project on the History of Black Writing (HBW) —  which 
was founded by another black literary scholar, Maryemma Graham, with a group 
of African American literary scholars at an organizing meeting entitled Computer 
Assisted Analysis of Black Literature (CAABL) —  Rambsy produces work that dis-
rupts the normative and racialized framework of the digital humanities as led by 
white scholars.5 Digital humanities projects exclusively developed by white schol-
ars and information technology staff  oft en refl ect the racial hierarchies present in 
higher education. Mark Anthony Neal views the small number of black scholars 
in the digital humanities as an administrative issue. He observes, “When all these 
deans and provosts are looking around for the folks who are going to do cutting edge 
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work, the last folks they think about are black folks” (Left  of Black). Neal’s comments 
touch on the unspoken assumption that African Americans are technophobes, even 
in the midst of the information age. Th e supposition that black people are averse to 
technological innovation is tied to the discourse of “black technophobia” that still 
circulates today, reproducing and reinforcing long- standing “scientifi c” evidence of 
black intellectual inferiority (Everett, 19).

From the vantage of black digital humanities, foundational assumptions about 
humanity, as well as about how we derive meaning about human culture in the acad-
emy, remain deeply entrenched in racialization, and the digital humanities are not 
exempt from this charge. Like many disciplines that study humanity, discussions 
about digital tools and processes are most oft en considerations about how major-
ity groups use or might be studied with computational approaches. Th us, the large 
share of digital humanities projects and related scholarship that pays no attention 
to race should be defi ned as the “white digital humanities,” for they are, in practice, 
explorations about human culture based on whiteness as an unmarked category and 
“standard of the real” (Gordon, 79).6

Th e racialization of black people’s humanity therefore poses a fundamental 
problem to the digital humanities as it is generally defi ned. Understood as the union 
of digital technology and the academic disciplines that study human culture, what 
do we do with forms of humanity excluded from or marginalized in how we study 
the humanities and practice the digital humanities? What are the implications of 
using computational approaches to theorize and draw deeper insight into a modern 
humanity that is prima facie arranged and constructed along racial lines? One of 
the essential features of the black digital humanities, then, is that it conceptualizes a 
relationship between blackness and the digital where black people’s humanity is not 
a given. Th e black digital humanities probes and disrupts the ontological notions 
that would have us accept humanity as a fi xed category, an assumption that unprob-
lematically emanates in the digital realm. Th e black digital humanities, then, might 
be defi ned as a digital episteme of humanity that is less tool- oriented and more 
invested in anatomizing the digital as both progenitor of and host to new —  albeit 
related —  forms of racialization. Th ese forms at once attempt to abolish and to for-
tify a taxonomy of humanity predicated on racial hierarchies.

What, then, do the black digital humanities mean for the humanities and its 
relationship to digital tools? Rather than moving forward with digitizing, text 
mining, topic modeling, and the like, the black digital humanities would have us 
seriously consider the political relations and “assemblages” that have racialized the 
literary, philosophy, and historical texts that we study (Weheliye, 3). Digital tools and 
platforms should be mobilized to interrogate and disclose how the humanities are 
developed out of systems of power. Th e black digital humanities reveals how meth-
odological approaches for studying and thinking about the category of blackness 
may come to bear on and transform the digital processes and tools used to study 
humanity. Questions pertaining to digital tool development have much broader 
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applications, of course. Johanna Drucker, for instance, reminds us that we must use 
and build digital infrastructure and tools steeped in humanistic theory so that they 
function in ways that refl ect the core values of the humanities (Drucker, 87). How-
ever the black digital humanities forces us to move backward before moving forward 
in thinking about tools, to fi rst consider how the very foundation of the humanities 
are racialized through the privileging of Western cultural traditions. It then asks us 
to assess whether those tools would still be used in the same manner had they been 
developed to explore the texts that were and are marginalized through the racializa-
tion of the humanities. It further prompts us to ask how tool building might mirror the 
material realities of blackness. Th e black digital humanities therefore foregrounds 
the digital as a mutual host for racism and resistance and brings to light the “role of 
race as a metalanguage” that shapes the digital terrain, fostering hegemonic struc-
tures that are both new and old and replicate and transcend analog ones.7

Ultimately, the task of black digital humanities is to ask, “What aspects of the 
digital humanities might be made more “humanistic” if we were to look at them 
from the perspective of blackness?” Th e black digital humanities raises the ques-
tion, “How can digital tools and processes such as text mining and distant read-
ing be justifi ed when there is so much to do in reconstructing what it means to be 
human?”8 Black digital humanity, with its emphasis on humanity as an evolving 
category, also changes how we should view the ongoing concerns about sustainabil-
ity and the future of digital projects. Recognizing that humanity is a construct, a 
contingent idea, forces digital humanists to come to terms with the contingency of 
digital projects. How might the sustainability of a digital project be conceptualized 
from a standpoint that considers humanity as a social construction and subject to 
change over time and place? Accordingly, the black digital humanities promotes a 
system of change; it is a mechanism for deregulating the tendency of technological 
tools, when employed in the digital humanities, to deemphasize questions about 
humanity itself.

Th us, I make the case for the black digital humanities in order to, as Alan 
Liu suggests, enlarge the fi eld with “sociocultural meaning” (Liu, 501). Black digi-
tal humanities provides a forum for thinking through the ways that black human-
ity emerges, submerges, and resurfaces in the digital realm through the “racializing 
assemblages of subjection” (Weheliye, 2). My articulation of this union does not dis-
miss or marginalize other eff orts working at this nexus, such as eblack studies, black 
code studies, and digital blackness.9 Th ey all provide compelling methods for describ-
ing how the digital comes to bear on blackness and vice versa. But there is a need for 
these and more theorization on the topic so that they might contribute to a larger 
black technocultural discourse and Internet activism. Black studies has a unique role 
to play in dismembering how we think about humanity and the digital humanities 
by extension. A black epistemology will generate questions about the relationship 
between the racialization of humanity and the digital as power, ultimately fostering 
new inquiries and deeper understandings about the human condition.
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Notes

Th is chapter was developed from a presentation titled “Creating a Digital Culture for Schol-
arship on the Black Press,” which I gave at the African American Expression in Print and 
Digital Culture at the University of Wisconsin in the fall of 2014. At the time I met Amy 
Earhart, who encouraged me to continue thinking about the relationship between black-
ness and the digital. My participation in “Recovering African American and African Dias-
pora History and Literary in the Digital Humanities: A Roundtable Discussion,” with Jessica 
Johnson, Robby Luckett, and Bryan Carter at the 2015 Annual American Historical Asso-
ciation Meeting, expanded my thoughts about recovery in the digital humanities. Th anks 
to Roopika Risam, Matthew K. Gold and Lauren Klein for their critical and insightful feed-
back on this essay. A special thank- you to Lewis R. Gordon and Alexander Weheliye and 
other scholars of Africana philosophy and the black intellectual tradition, present and past, 
for providing me with a conceptual language and understanding about blackness.
 1. For some of the scholarship on diff erence in the digital humanities, see http://transfor 
mdh.org/about-transformdh/ and https://www.hastac.org/explore/social-political-issues
/race-ethnicity.
 2. http://digital.nypl.org/schomburg/writers_aa19/toc.html.
 3. http://digital.nypl.org/schomburg/images_aa19.
 4. http://www.nypl.org/about/locations/schomburg/digital-schomburg.
 5. https://hbw.ku.edu.
 6. Both Moya Bailey and Tara McPherson implicitly make this argument with their 
article titles: “All the Digital Humanists Are White, All the Nerds Are Men, but Some of 
Us Are Brave” and “Why Are the Digital Humanities So White?”
 7. On the “metalanguage of race,” see Higginbotham.
 8. My question is heavily modeled off  the question that Africana philosopher Lewis 
Gordon poses about the role of philosophy in relationship to Africana philosophy. See 
Introduction to Africana Philosophy.
 9. http://eblackstudies.org; http://diasporahypertext.com/2015/02/13/cfp-black-code
-studies/; http://www.rutgersdigitalblackness.com.
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Abstract 
The Centre for Computing in the Humanities at King’s 

College London is a research centre that conducts highly 
collaborative research projects with partners from the academic 
community and cultural heritage organizations primarily in 
Europe but also further a field in North America, Asia, Africa and 
Australia. These projects encompass disciplines such as art 
history, social history, linguistics, literature studies and music. 
These projects frequently result in the creation of digital resources 
utilizing a variety of technologies and methods. They provide an 
opportunity for CCH to research issues concerning the 
digitization, design, implementation and delivery of such 
resources. This paper focuses on issues surrounding the 
compilation of metadata and the effects that these have by focusing 
of three case study projects.  

Introduction 
It is acknowledged that metadata performs many roles within 

a digital resource but it is easy to overlook the fact that it has to 
fulfil these roles for different audiences of the same resource. 
Carefully compiled metadata greatly enhances the value of a 
resource to specialist users but it can also open up the same 
material to a much wider audience thus adding substantial extra 
value and helping to fulfil the wider social role of humanities 
computing projects. However the compilation of such metadata, 
even with well defined schemas, is not a simple task. 

The Case Studies  
This paper discusses the challenges of metadata design and 

compilation and the effects they have on the audience and usage of 
the resources produced. The discussion will be conducted through 
three case studies projects at the Centre for Computing in the 
Humanities (CCH), King’s College London. 

The Corpus Vitrearum Medii Aevi 
The Corpus Vitrearum Medii Aevi (CVMA) is an 

international research project dedicated to the publication of all 
medieval stained glass. The publication resulting from this 
exploratory pilot project of glass in England and Wales is 
published on a website [1]. The project digitized 12,500 images of 
stained glass windows and has made them available via an on-line 
database.  

The main aim of this project was to satisfy the needs of the 
specialized academic community but also to seek ways in which 
the resource could be opened up to other academics within the art 
history community and elsewhere. The objects within the resource 
are also of interest to members of the public such as local 
historians and to many casual viewers to whom the high quality 
images of the windows will appeal. As the metadata for this 
project was designed primarily for the academic art historian it 
includes information concerning provenance and detailed metadata 

describing the type of building and the position of the glass within 
the building defined by a specialized nomenclature [2].  It also 
includes information describing the geographical location of the 
building and the age of the windows. 

Many of the images were taken when the glass was removed 
from the building for restoration purposes. When in-situ these 
windows are often positioned high up in the walls of the building 
with restricted views. The resultant digital resource therefore 
contains many thousands of images that show views of the 
windows that are far superior to those that can be seen by visiting 
the original site. This is clearly of great value to art history 
scholars but it also makes them of interest to members of the 
public who are interested in local history or casual tourism visits to 
churches to view the glass. 

 One of the briefs of the funding body (Arts and Humanities 
Research Council) was that value should be added to the project by 
designing the interface in such a way that it could be used by a 
wider audience within the general public. We had to enable the 
more casual viewer to discover the resources without having a 
knowledge of the highly specialized classifications and 
terminology of medieval stained glass experts. The use of location 
metadata and a carefully designed resource discovery tool built 
around it played a key role in this. This interface allows users to 
locate and view stained glass by county, by place name, or by 
pointing and clicking on a map. 

A further development has been suggested as a result of 
comments made by members of the wider audience who have seen 
the pilot project. The windows contain imagery that is of great 
interest to those who study religious iconography [3], whether 
from an artistic viewpoint, as a theologian [4], or in 
anthropological studies. This would involve adding a further set of 
metadata to describe the imagery used within the windows and 
increase the value, and audience, of the existing images within the 
resource. This work is now at an early stage of development.  

On-line Slide Library for Classics teaching 
The second case study is a much smaller project that was 

conducted for the Classics department at King’s College London. 
The study of classical civilisations relies heavily on the 
examination the artefacts left by those civilisations. Researchers 
will travel to the museum, gallery or archive where these objects 
reside but this is impractical when teaching involves the 
presentation of multiple objects from scattered locations to a class 
of students. The traditional method of showing these objects to a 
group of students has been via the use of photographic slides and a 
projector, frequently using two projectors so that images can be 
projected side by side for comparison. In 2004 a major 
manufacturer of the projection equipment used for these purposes 
announced that they would no longer be making projectors and it 
became clear that the technology for presenting 35mm 
photographic slides would soon become obsolete. The Classics 
department at King’s approached CCH to see whether it was 

https://www.ingentaconnect.com/contentone/ist/ac/2006/00002006/00000001/art00020
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feasible to create an on-line slide library that could be used in 
lectures via the local network and PCs attached to data projectors. 
It would also make the images available to students for private 
study on the College network. This project, Humslides, was 
designed with a much more limited audience in mind than CVMA. 
It illustrates how the design and creation of even the simple 
metadata intended for use by a relatively small closed community 
of Classics department staff and students produced problems that 
could have limited the use of the resource even among this limited 
audience.  

The metadata schema was relatively easy to devise. The fields 
that were of importance to the scholars were caption, location 
(geographical), description, creator, keywords and date. These 
generated the standard problems of metadata describing historical 
objects. For example for location do you use the current place 
name or the name that would have been in use at the time, e.g. for 
a Roman object found in modern day Colchester should you use 
the contemporaneous name Camulodunum? Do you give the 
location where it was originally set up or the location that it is at 
now? For objects found in areas where a mixture of languages are 
spoken which do you use for the place name? How do you define 
dates, by century or more accurately? Historical data is rarely 
definitive or precise so the previous question raises an important 
general issue, how do you deal with ambiguity and uncertainty? 
How do you deal with missing values? Some of these factors can 
be accommodated by having a carefully prepared schema and 
guidance notes for the metadata editor but many revolve around 
scholarly issues and require not only input from experts in the field 
but also discussion between them to resolve ambiquities and 
differing opinions (or at least arrive at a context for decisions that 
can be stated in the metadata). 

The project was intended to allow academics to contribute 
images that they needed for their own teaching. In this case the 
contributors are the primary end-users of the images, they are also 
the experts with whom the knowledge required to generate the 
associated metadata resides. The ideal workflow for this project 
would have been to allow academics to upload their own images 
and create the metadata for them. This proved impractical for 
many reasons. While many people were happy to provide images 
few were prepared to put in the long tedious hours of thinking 
about and typing in descriptive metadata. Five thousand slides 
were prepared for the project and of these we initially used 3600 
on the site. Many of these had inadequate metadata, the lecturers 
who submitted the images knew the reference numbers of their 
own slides and could therefore find them and use them. This 
satisfied the basic level of functionality but completely failed the 
project’s aim of opening up a shared resource as it would have 
been impossible to find images that were submitted by other users 
other than by browsing the entire collection. Even if this 
haphazard approach resulted in finding an image that could be of 
interest there was insufficient information in the metadata to 
confirm the identity and nature of the object.  

Making the submitter responsible for the creation of the 
metadata also had an unexpected effect. The images were intended 
for a specialist audience of Classics lecturers and students so one 
would have expected any member of that group to produce 
metadata that was of value to the whole group. This was not the 
case as each submitter often had a very specific reason for 
selecting an image. The same image could be of interest to other 

members of the group but for reasons other than those anticipated 
by the contributor. For example consider an image of a courtyard 
containing a piece of sculpture standing on an inscribed stone 
plinth. This would be of interest to someone teaching about the 
history of the building around the courtyard, others might be 
interested in the sculpture as a work of art; someone else might be 
interested in the person depicted by the sculpture. In fact, in this 
case the image was contributed by a lecturer who wished to use it 
to study only the inscription and therefore omitted any further 
information from the metadata. This is understandable but 
seriously undermines the aim of creating a set of images that can 
be used by multiple users for a wide range of teaching purposes 
even within a specialized group. This problem was overcome by 
introducing an editor role between the submitter and the actual 
entry of the metadata into the system. This role was taken by 
someone who had knowledge of the subject material but was also 
able to see how the content of a particular image could be of value 
to more than just the submitter and to liaise with them to expand 
the descriptions within the metadata to cover the possible interests 
of many potential users. 

Digital Image Archive of Medieval Music 
The final case study is the Digital Image Archive of Medieval 

Music (DIAMM) [5] whose aim is to obtain and archive directly-
captured digital images of European sources of medieval music. 
The project has created a new permanent electronic archive of over 
14,000 of these images, both to facilitate detailed study of this 
music and its sources, and to assure their permanent preservation. 
The sources archived include all the fragmentary sources of 
polyphony up to 1550 in the UK; all the ‘complete’ manuscripts in 
the UK; a small number of important representative manuscripts 
from continental Europe; a significant portion of fragments 1300-
1450 from Belgium, France, Italy, Germany and Spain. Such a 
collection of images that includes the complete British fragments 
has never before been possible, and represents an extraordinary 
resource for study of the repertory as a whole.  

The project uses two distinct sets of metadata; one set records 
information about the capture of the images the other is drawn 
from existing public catalogues of the source materials. The image 
capture metadata includes standard photographic information and 
details of the digital image files and their preparation. It is rather 
more extensive than one might expect because the creators were 
trying to build in a degree of ‘future proofing’ by including 
information which although limited in value now may be of 
greater value in the future. 

The catalogues on which the content metadata were based 
began to be compiled in the 1950’s and the process took over 
twenty years. During that time the collections were often re-
catalogued so the information contains multiple shelf marks for the 
same items. Each catalogue was compiled by different people 
using different criteria and in many different languages. These 
factors alone posed many problems for the project. However the 
most vexing problem was that the catalogue entries are written in 
free prose with no standard layout design and even within a single 
catalogue there are substantial variations in content that reflect the 
specific interests of the many individuals who compiled the 
entries; for example some went into great detail about the bindings 
and watermarks while others might dwell of the history of 
ownership of the manuscript at the expense of anything else.  



 

 

Despite these limitations the staff soon became acutely aware 
of the richness of the free prose entries as they worked to split 
them up to form the basis for the metadata extraction. There were 
inevitable ambiguities, pieces of information that were missing 
from the original catalogues, and the occasional mistake. In an 
attempt to overcome these and some of the problems described 
previously it was decided to include a wiki-style feature of the 
website based resource that allows scholars to add their own 
annotations to the images, the intention being that they could 
supply missing data and correct anything that was wrong or 
contentious. It was anticipated that although precautions would 
have to be taken to prevent malicious or unauthorized annotations, 
and that there may also have been the occasional academic dispute 
between scholars, this mechanism would provide a useful tool for 
tackling many weaknesses of the metadata. In practice it was 
found that there was very little use of this feature; this is probably 
another facet of the problems surrounding persuading users to 
supply metadata. 

Another possible strategy for coping with the complexity and 
variability of the metadata was to include a ‘fuzzy’ search 
mechanism. This has proved very difficult to implement for a 
variety of reasons and has not yet been added. 

The project would be enhanced considerably by the inclusion 
of full text transcriptions of the material but this is far beyond the 
capabilities of the most sophisticated optical character recognition 
software. The only way of linking text to images in this project is 
by physical references, for example ‘4th line down, three inches 
from the left’. 

The creation of the metadata was made harder because it had 
to be extracted from existing, non-standard, catalogues that were 
established as important sources themselves. In many respects it 
would have been easier to have created the metadata from scratch; 
however it had to be compatible with the standard pre-existing 
reference works. The project was intended to be primarily a 
collection of images of music manuscripts and the aim of the 
metadata was purely to support the image collection. The metadata 
creation was a difficult and time consuming task but it has proved 
to be the most popular aspect of the project among the users. The 
original catalogues were expensive books and therefore available 
in only a very few institutions. The availability of the standardized 
metadata derived from them through the website has greatly 
improved access to the textual content of the original catalogues. 

Conclusions 
These projects are very different in their missions, content, 

approach and principal target audiences but by studying them it is 
possible to draw out a number of common themes. 

Each project has four types of audience  
• The principal intended audience of scholars with a high 

level of knowledge about the content 
• Students of the subject with a more limited level of 

specialist knowledge 
• Scholars in disciplines other than those the resource was 

originally intended for who find the material useful in 
their own fields 

• Members of the public with little or no specialized 
knowledge of the content 

The metadata must be designed in such a way that allows 
each audience to find and identify the object that they are 

interested in. This can be facilitated by providing browse and 
search mechanisms that work at different levels of complexity, by 
using constrained searches that utilize drop down menus, and by 
graphical navigation aids such as interactive maps of varying 
scales. 

Each project needs a metadata schema that can accommodate 
the inconsistency, ambiguity and contentiousness that often 
characterizes historical data. These show the importance, and 
difficulties of metadata compilation and the need to involve 
specialists in its creation. The metadata for CVMA project was 
perhaps the easiest to create because although the data was 
compiled from older catalogues the areas in which the metadata 
had to conform with these catalogues were limited. In many 
respects the CVMA metadata could be compiled according to a 
design of its own, effectively being created from scratch. The team 
responsible for this was very small, had full editorial control and 
on the whole the material was not contentious. The texts were all 
in English and were structured according to a standard format. The 
Humslides metadata was simple in design but posed a number of 
problems, not least of which was the fact that it had to be gleaned 
from a wide number of academics who were happy to hand over 
their slides for digitization but understandably daunted when asked 
to provide descriptive information for several hundred images. In 
many cases the slides came from two sources; small ‘personal’ 
collections and larger departmental collections. The small 
‘personal’ collections of a few hundred slides were usually 
accompanied by detailed metadata that had been compiled by the 
submitter. The ownership of the larger departmental collections 
was often unclear or undefined and it proved to be far harder to 
obtain metadata for these more sizeable collections. The project 
was a pilot scheme and as such provided a test-bed for different 
ways of involving the contributors. Slides were put up with 
minimal metadata in the hope that this would encourage image 
submitters to contribute metadata, this worked in some cases but 
also resulted in complaints from users and, ironically, some of the 
submitters of the images themselves (who had failed to provide 
adequate metadata). Where metadata was provided it often 
reflected only the interests of the submitter and did not allow other 
users, to whom the images would be useful, to find them. The final 
project, DIAMM, experienced the greatest difficulties with 
metadata creation, but also produced a resource in which the 
metadata itself has proved to be, in the eyes of many of its users, 
more valuable to scholars than the content itself. The challenges 
here were integrate the metadata with existing public catalogues 
that are important reference works themselves but are of differing 
formats, approaches and languages. This is not an easy task and 
requires enormous amounts of subject knowledge, technical 
expertise and hard work over a protracted period of time but 
DIAMM shows that it can be done and does result in a very 
worthwhile resource. 

Each project needs a workflow that maximises user 
contributions but ensures the creation of extensive good quality 
metadata that is suited to a range of potential users even within 
what are considered to be specialized audiences as well as the 
general public. It is essential that metadata is compiled by the 
recognized experts in their field but these are busy people who, 
while they may be fully committed to the aims of the project, have 
very little time. These projects have not found a solution to this. 
Allowing on-line access to metadata records through a Wiki-style 



 

 

service is an obvious solution but requires careful attention to 
system security and the issuing of passwords to authorized users. 
There can still be disputes between different scholars as to the 
content. The DIAMM project has shown that providing interactive 
online editing access does not in fact solve the problems of 
gathering contributions from hard-pressed academics. Humslides 
does perhaps show a possible way forward, in this case the 
metadata editor was a graduate student in Classics who could 
compile an initial entry based on his own knowledge and ask the 
relevant academic to comment on it. There was a marked 
improvement in contributions when this scheme was implemented. 
We were fortunate to have such a person working for us. It has 
been suggested that documentation could be produced to guide 
metadata editors. In practice this could only cover a limited range 
of situations and could not be used to extract metadata from the 
free-prose style descriptions that constitute the sources of many 
humanities computing projects. 

Projects often go through a pilot stage and several phases of 
development with each phase being funded separately and not 
necessarily running contiguously. The aims of the project can 
easily change in each phase, frequently expanding or changing the 
focus of the target audience. An example of this is the decision to 
extend the metadata within the CVMA project to encompass 
religious iconography, this is an obvious feature of the content but 
is far beyond the original remit of the project. Very well designed 

metadata schemas may be able to accommodate this but it is more 
likely that the metadata will have to be extensible. 

The content of metadata can be greatly influenced by the 
backgrounds and interests of the individuals who compile it. Their 
specialist knowledge contributes enormously to the success of the 
final digital resource. However care needs to be taken that the 
metadata reflects the broader purposes of the project and opens up 
the resource to as wider audience as possible. 
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Project Owner: 

Summary 

A Digital Project Preservation Plan is designed to help with organizing preservation efforts 

for digital projects. Initially drafted as a companion guide of best methods for preserving

digital scholarship or digital humanities projects, it can also be applied to digital projects 

outside the humanities. This preservation plan will benefit those digital humanities (DH)

project creators who need guidance on how to start a digital project with preservation in 

mind. Although the DH community has shared resources and case studies, the examples 

available tend to focus on DH development, and less on DH preservation. These resources 

are also located in disparate locations, making it difficult to synthesize best practices. The

Digital Project Preservation Plan is a singular guide, focusing on DH preservation, as a 

starting point with references to more resources and related DH practices. This is a working 

document, available to practitioners in whole or part; ideally, it will be used in the early 

stages of project planning and consulted and revised regularly. A successful project will 
design and build preservation infrastructure from the beginning as a collaborative effort. As

priorities, methods and technologies change, the preservation plan will need to be updated 

and modified accordingly. 

The Digital Project Preservation Plan will be made freely available as an open educational 
resource (OER) on the Web as follows:

(1)	 A full plan (guide/instructions and appendices/templates) copy will be available in 

PDF; 

(2)	 The individual appendices will also be made available as separate documents for ease 

of access, and will be available as fillable PDFs (if downloaded).

The above contents will be available at https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/handle/mtsu/5761 
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Project Owner: 

Preservation Plan 
This preservation plan addresses the purpose, objectives, and expected outcomes of the digital project. This 

is a working document; ideally developed in the early stages of project planning, and consulted regularly, then 

modified throughout the development lifecycle. A successful project will design and build in the preservation 

infrastructure from the beginning, which is a collaborative effort. As priorities, methods, and technologies 

change, the preservation plan will need to be updated and modified. 

Objectives 
A Digital Project Preservation Plan is designed to help with organizing preservation efforts. The time and level 

of detail put in this plan depends on preservation plan users. The more the preservation plan is consulted, the 

more likely project owners are to have successful management of the digital project inventory and 

preservation. This Preservation Plan is most beneficial to those DH project creators who need more guidance 

on how to start a digital project with preservation in mind. Although the DH community has shared resources 

and case studies, the examples available tend to focus on DH development, and less on DH preservation. 

These resources are also located in disparate locations, making it hard to identify a holistic set of steps. The 

Preservation Plan instead is a singular guide, which focuses on DH preservation as a minimal starter approach 

with references to more resources and related DH practices. 

The Digital Project Preservation Plan (DP3) is only offered as guidance for digital humanities and digital 

scholarship projects; it is not intended as the best method or only method. For example, project creators should 

keep in mind the following: 

 Preservation Plan should be used in consultation with other preservation policies and

frameworks standardized at institutional or industry levels.1 

 Preservation Plan will need to be revised as new approaches and technologies are introduced

that will help make digital projects sustainable and available for the long-term.

 Preservation Plan is merely “a” (singular) optional plan, it is not “the only” plan.

 The Digital Project Preservation Plan--Full Plan: Guide and Templates offers guidance and

resources, including additional templates in the Appendix. Users of Preservation Plan can

pick and choose which to apply to their digital projects.

Name of Project: 

Initial Preservation Plan Date: 

Last Modification Date: 

1 Examples are included in the Resources section of this document. Specific categories include general resources, digital 
education (including methods, tools, sandboxes), project planning, organizations focusing on digital preservation, 

preservation practices, developing web projects and universal design, and web archiving.
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Project Owner: 

How to Use this Guide 

Overview 
This guide consists of tools for creating a Digital Project Preservation Plan including a detailed description of 

items to consider (a Project Charter, a Digital File Inventory, and Additional Considerations for infrastructure 

setup), a plan checklist (Preservation Plan-A Summary and Checklist), and usable preservation plan templates. 

The appendices serve as the preservation plan templates, and include: 

Project Charter 

Digital File Inventory 

Project Profile 

Collaborators Web Publishing Agreement 

Universal Design Checklist 

Preservation Guidance Checklist 

The final section is a glossary of basic terms used throughout this Digital Project Preservation Plan guide. 

Instructions 
Use this document as a whole or make selections among its individual components. For example, if you already 

have produced a Project Charter, skip ahead to the Digital File Inventory. Or, if you do not need instructional 

guides altogether, skip ahead to the Appendices for the fillable PDF templates. 

Since preservation standards can change, and storage media formats are vulnerable to risk and obsolescence, 

a Preservation Plan should be evaluated every 2-5 years. Make note of the date and revisions for each re-

evaluation. 

[end of How to Use this Guide] 
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Project Owner: 

Project Charter 
A project charter is a set of guidelines developed at the beginning of a project. These guidelines are preferably 

written by the project team, but at the very least, they are drafted by the project owner and given to all team 

members for review at the beginning of the project. This gives the project team the opportunity to look at 

the entirety of the project. This includes the goals, objectives, limitations, timeline and deliverables, and yet

other considerations. It also gives each team member a chance to review their individual responsibilities as 

described in the project charter. Numerous disciplines use project charters as a project management tool. 

Some have been specifically developed for use in libraries or cultural heritage institutions. 

UCLA Library Special Collections has an extensive array of project management templates, including a Project 

Charter template/ These templates are online as a part of the UCL! Library’s Digital Project Toolkit.2 A 

template like this one is recommended to use if a project charter would benefit your project. Alternatively, 

you could draft a text document, then include the sections of a traditional project charter that are most 

appropriate for your project. The content and design of a project charter is specific to each project. Some 

suggested sections could include: 

Project Description 
Provide a brief description of the digital project. 

Scope / Out of Scope 
List the type of materials utilized for this project. This includes primary sources, digital platforms, and locations 

(physical or virtual) that will be associated with this project. Describe features, services, and products, if any, 

that will result from this project. Please include local, regional, or national affiliations, collaborators, target 

audiences, and functional requirements. Below that, define the boundaries of the project and what will not 

be included (if any). 

Deliverables 
Define the intended end product(s) of the digital project. 

For any of the deliverables, you may choose to describe any software that will be used in creating the end 

product(s). For example, a scholarly publication or presentation reporting the state of the project's topic; the 

digital method of spatial analysis could use the tool/software of QGIS, Story Maps, StorymapJS, or CartoDB; 
or the digital method of text analysis could use the tool/software Voyant or R. In-depth responses are not 

necessary; simply listing the method and software is enough. 

Intended Platform for Delivery 
With the above deliverables in mind, select which platforms you intend to use for dissemination. 

Project Goals 
Describe the overall goals of the project, including how it will be utilized. This could include the general public, 

specific group, or an academic institution, etc. 

2 Available at http://library.ucla.edu/special-collections/programs-projects/digital-projects-special-collections 
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Project Owner: 

Potential Risks 
Several items may prevent a project from moving forward (funding, staffing, timeline, etc). List any limitations 

or concerns for the project, this may include collaborators, stakeholders, intellectual property concerns, and 

ethics or privacy issues (especially when working with students). If possible, list approaches to help mitigate 

these risks. 

Success Factors 
Describe how the project will be measured for success. For example: use of web analytics, alt-metrics, 

scholarly citations, conference presentations, or other means. See the Metrics Toolkit3 for more examples. 

Roles and Responsibilities 
Describe the roles and responsibilities of each collaborator, including but not limited to the project owner, 

sponsor, and team members (students or professionals). This might be achieved by creating, for example, a 

chart. 

Project Timeline 
List project milestones chronologically. Describe any factors that may affect the timeline, including funding, 

grant mandates, student availability, resource availability, conference travel, etc. 

Project Requirements 
Identify what this project needs that is not already understood or in use. For example: outsourcing digitization, 

transcription, or website development; required team member training; tools or skills needed for project 

completion; item purchases or travel/fieldwork. 

Funding 
Describe any grant-funded objectives or mandate, as well as timeframes for the grant award. 

Collaborators Agreement 
A set of parameters or code of conduct that governs the project, with acknowledgement from the 

collaborators. 

Note: Best practices for project management include the use of a collaborators agreement and a project 

charter. The above section is a sample of a limited Project Charter. For a collaborators agreement, see the 

Media Commons Press version of Collaborators Bill of Rights, 4 the UCL! HUMTECH Student Collaborator’s Bill 

of Rights5 or the UCL! Library’s Collaborators !greement. 6 It is critical to provide proper acknowledgement to 

all project participants, and a collaborators agreement can assist with this job, in addition to keeping track of 

individual responsibilities. Additionally, the collaborators agreement should acknowledge the right to privacy 

when developing public-facing scholarship, especially if the project is for course credit. Students should have 

3 Metrics Toolkit is available at http://www.metrics-toolkit.org/ 
4 http://mcpress.media-commons.org/offthetracks/part-one-models-for-collaboration-career-paths-acquiring-
institutional-support-and-transformation-in-the-field/a-collaboration/collaborators%E2%80%99-bill-of-rights 
5 https://humtech.ucla.edu/news/a-student-collaborators-bill-of-rights/ 
6 https://www.library.ucla.edu/sites/default/files/Template_CollaboratorsAgreement_1.pdf 
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Project Owner: 

the right to alternative assignments or identification anonymity in any published project. This is important to 

note for the Preservation Plan, as certain elements may be placed on public-facing platforms. 

For a fillable template of a limited Project Charter with the suggested sections above, see Appendix A. 

[end of Project Charter section] 
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Project Owner: 

Digital File Inventory 
This Digital File Inventory is perhaps best suited for use in a spreadsheet, especially if there are many files 

associated with the project. Keeping an inventory of files is the critical part. However a project owner chooses 

to proceed, keep file descriptions consistent. See Appendix B for a one-page PDF fillable template with these 

recommendations. There are a few different ways the Appendix on Digital File Inventory (DFI) could be used: 

1. For use in projects with a few files. Instead of using a spreadsheet for inventory of all files associated

with the digital project, fill out the DFI template for each associated file. Recommended for project

with less than 20 files.

2. For projects with large amounts of files, the DFI template could become time consuming and tedious

to document each file in the manner describe above in point (1). That is why the use of a spreadsheet

for inventory is suggested for a project with many files. For these larger projects, perhaps use the DFI

template for the final published version(s) of the digital project; or for only a selection of the items

from the spreadsheet inventory. For example, just the final versions of a file or a single set of items to

be preserved.

3. As a guide to what type of fields to include in the spreadsheet for your own inventory purposes.

README File 
Along with an inventory of files associated with the digital project, creating a README file is also 

recommended. The readme file is a term taken from computer science, and it is a form of documentation for 

software (Wikipedia, 2018) that describes the files in a directory or information that is beneficial to 

understanding why the software is valuable and how it can be used. There are examples of how to write this 

type of traditional readme file online7 that may be helpful to understanding the purpose. For DH projects, a 

readme file might document how each file is connected to the digital project altogether (in addition to using 

it for the traditional purposes if your DH project produces its own code). A DH readme file puts the 

development process into words, helping to ensure files are correctly interpreted by the creators today or 

others who may pick up the project in the future (Cornell University, n.d.). The readme file can also be used 

for documenting decisions made in the project, such as methods that worked and those that did not; the files 

are also a productive way to describe the rational behind project decisions. Rockwell (2014) describes this DH 

readme file as a type of “deposit package/” Preserving the development process of a digital project with a 

readme file is primarily for internal purposes. However, certain elements may be helpful to project end-

users, and as a result a selection may also be used for external purposes. 

The details of a readme file depend on the type of digital project being created. The purpose is to document 

how all the files being preserved relate or differentiate from one another, and the processes (technical, 

financial or administrative) involved in the project’s actualization. Although there is no set template for a DH 

readme file, it is recommended to review the Guide to Writing “readme” Style Metadata8 and DH styled 

readme file examples such as the ones for Globalization and Autonomy Online Compendium9 or The Poetess 

Archive.10 The latter uses the concept of a readme file to describe the terms, database, decisions, workflow, 

7 https://www.wikihow.com/Write-a-Read-Me 
8 https://data.research.cornell.edu/content/readme#introductory 
9 https://doi.org/10.7939/R3TH8BN81 
10 http://www.poetessarchive.org/about/index.html 
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Project Owner: 

and resources used in the creation of this digital archive, but instead of referring to it as a readme file, this 

information is listed as a narrative summary on the About page of its website. Therefore, DH projects may 

well be applying this readme file method without realizing it. 

Digital File Inventory Recommendations 
Regardless of the system for inventory, there are several suggested items to document that will help preserve 

your project and its individual components. These components will vary and the use of a category classification 

is recommended for organization. For example, Images-Original and Images-Edited; alternatively, if the 

project is grant funded, the project owner may choose to have a category specific to Grant or Travel. 

A Digital File Inventory Template is available in Appendix B. Again, the use of a spreadsheet may be better 

for projects that contain many files. Below are suggested fields to include for each file in the inventory:

Title of Document 
A purposeful name for the document; how you interpret it the file. For example, “Interview Notes,” “Travel 
!rrangements,” or “Final Network !nalysis Visualization/” 

File Name with Extension (original) 
The actual name of the file including the extension (.txt, .pdf, .mp4, etc) and the file location (where it is saved: 

include the hard drive location and file structure/directory location and/or link to cloud storage if applicable). 

Best practices recommend saving a file in three separate locations. For example (1) local machine, (2) external 

hard drive, and (3) cloud or additional off-site external hard drive. Third-party managed cloud storage is not 

recommended for sensitive data (such as student data). 

Example: (1) InterviewNotes.txt saved on my computer>Documents>NetworkAnalysisProject>Interview 

Notes; (2) same file saved on external harddrive #1 located in office of Dr. Smith; (3) same file saved in 

institutional Dropbox account accessible at https://dropbox.com/work/forexamplepurposesonly.txt 

Category 
A classification used to group similar items together. This category could correspond to folders you create for 

organizing the files. For example, categories of Images, Essays, Data, Code, Travel, Administrative, and Grant. 

The categories will vary by project. 

Creator 
The person that drafted the file, or the first version of the file. If multiple people wrote or edited the 

document, that could also be indicated here. 

Date Created 
Original date the file was created. 

Date Last Modified 
Over time the file may change, with new versions, or a new name. Document the date of such changes. This 

is helpful in case you need to revisit drafts. For code management, use a code repository such as GitHub.11 

11 https://github.com 
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Project Owner: 

Type or Format 
The form of the data file; this may include text, numeric, audiovisual, models/computer code, etc. 

Preservation Copies 
The preservation copy may be different from the original file copy which is described above in the “File 
Name with Extension” field/ It is best to preserve a file in both the original format and an alternative or open

format (see note below). For instance, tabular data created in Excel should be saved in Excel, but also in an 

open format such as CSV. See NDSA (2013) for more information on the different levels of digital 

preservation. A preservation copy is like the “hybrid archiving” scenario described in the 2014 NDS! report12 

on the PDF/A- 3 file format. Best practices for data archiving include considerations of location (on-site, off-

site), file formats, responsibility, accessibility, frequency (hourly, daily, weekly, monthly, annually), retention 

(months, years), confidential/sensitive data security, intellectual property concerns, and testing the archive 

plan. When developing the first stages of a DH project, focus on preserving what is possible in that moment. 

Preservation Copies Saved Location(s) 
Document where the preservation copies are saved. This can be in the same system as the original file or a 

different file altogether. This can also include archives or repositories with permanent identifiers (URLS) such 

as institutional repositories, subject repositories, code repositories, and internal servers. Record the 

preservation copy last saved date as preservation copies may also have different versions and modifications. 

Association with an Approvals Plan or Sensitive Data 
Make a note if the file has confidential information such as student data, intellectual property concerns, or 

has an agreement such as Institutional Review Board (IRB) approvals, contract agreements and Memorandum 

of Understanding (MOU) associated with collaborators, vendors, or third-parties. Indicate which files of your 

project fit into this segment and document it in the Digital File Inventory list and the internal readme file. 

Note: Closed vs Open File Formats 
Different file formats are one of the most common issues when dealing with digital preservation. Many 

formats are software specific and will not be easy to maintain for the long-term. For long-term preservation, 

it is best to keep data associated with a DH project in an uncompressed non-proprietary file that can be 

opened using a variety of software. If using proprietary formats, be sure to document the software package, 

version, vendor and/or native platform.13 

For example, spreadsheets are frequently used in digital projects. Although they are particularly helpful with 

organization, formats change frequently; even the software packages (Excel, Sheets) are not guaranteed to 

last forever.14 In an instance where a spreadsheet was created in Excel, save that Excel copy. Additionally, save 

the spreadsheet file as a Comma-Separated-Value (CSV), and make both the Excel and CSV copies part of the 

Preservation Plan. The CSV files are preferred for long-term preservation and are considered an open format. 

12 Available at https://ndsa.org/documents/NDSA_PDF_A3_report_final022014.pdf 
13 For more information on all formats, see the content categories section of the Sustainability of Digital Formats: 
Planning for Library of Congress Collections Last updated 3/10/2017 at 
https://www.loc.gov/preservation/digital/formats/index.shtml 
14 DataONE. (n.d.). Preserve information: keep your raw data raw. https://www.dataone.org/best-practices/preserve-
information-keep-your-raw-data-raw 
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Project Owner: 

Examples of closed or proprietary formats would be products by Microsoft (Excel), Apple (Pages), Adobe 

(Flash), Google (Sheets), ESRI (StoryMaps), and so forth. Whenever possible, use open, uncompressed, non-

proprietary formats for production and preservation files. Examples of open formats are in the table below. 

File Type Open Format Suggestion File Type Open Format Suggestion 

Text ODF, PDF, TXT, HTML Database DBF, XML, Base 
Language HTML, XML, TEI Tabular data CSV 
Geospatial GML Presentations PDF 
Images TIFF, PNG, JPG Video/Audio MP4, WAV, AIFF 
Containers ZIP, TAR 

For a fillable template of a Digital File Inventory with the suggested sections above, see Appendix B. 

The headings in the PDF template can also be placed as fields in a spreadsheet to serve a similar inventory

list purpose. 

[end of Digital File Inventory section] 
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Project Owner: 

Additional Considerations 
In addition to the project charter and digital file inventory recommendations from the preceding sections, 
there are other aspects to consider for digital project preservation. The below sample were selected because 
of their importance for showcasing, archiving, and indexing digital projects, as well as the imperative need for 
educating users as updates to digital education pedagogy and research developments emerge. 

Collaboration 
Collaborating on best practices with colleagues from various disciplines and roles. Experimenting with 

resources and documenting experiences with case studies and use of screencasts, screenshots, interviews, 

and prototypes. 

Data and Digital Literacy Education 
Primarily a focus on educating students and scholars developing DH projects for the classroom. Topics could 

include how the Web operates, basic HTML coding, and importance of file structures, file versioning, and file 

storage, and final backup methods and best practices. Libraries and universities offer workshops on these 

topics, hoping to fill the gap on digital competencies, while larger initiatives are looking to reshape the data 

curriculum (Nelson, 2017). The Data Information Literacy (DIL) project is an example of a multi-university 

initiative on such a curriculum, which produced a DIL Guide on how to develop a data curriculum.15 

Server Space 
It is important to identify the needs of a project early in the planning stages, including where a digital project 

will live virtually. This means server space, domains and web hosting. It is critical that server space is addressed 

early and the parameters of its use are agreed upon. For example, if the project is based out of a university, 

request server space from the institution in advance of project production. Discuss the terms of institutional 

space for hosting the project including access and duration, and use a collaborators agreement to document 

the responsibilities of those involved. Other server space and hosting options include purchasing third-party 

managed web hosting,16 or use of flexible hosting plans from code-based repositories such as GitHub.17 

Regardless of your server and hosting choice for a digital project, understand the terms for using that choice 

and request it early. 

Institutional Sandboxes 
A sandbox is a common term for research and development. For DH, a sandbox is a place to access and play 

with technology, in both physical or virtual environments. Access to a variety of software and hardware can 

help in the early stages of a project, helping to alleviate software installation challenges or help determining 

which software best suits a project. A physical sandbox location18 can serve as an interdisciplinary computing 

facility that maintains a variety of software and hardware, and the development space needed for digital 

projects. Virtual sandbox environments allow its users to create and share educational projects, including 

15 Available at http://www.datainfolit.org 
16 One example is Reclaim Hosting https://reclaimhosting.com 
17 GitHub plans range from individual and team-based; and from $0 to $7 or more a month. https://github.com/pricing 
18 For a physical sandbox space example, see: Institute for Digital Research and Education (IDRE) at UCLA 
http://idre.ucla.edu/technology-sandbox; or the Teaching and Learning Commons at West Virginia University 
http://tlcommons.wvu.edu/sandbox. 
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media-rich websites. Commons in a Box19 and Academic Computing Environments20 are examples of digital 

sandboxes in use at CUNY and Fordham University (respectively) that enable users to experiment with 

university provided or open-source software such as Wordpress, Omeka, and more. Similarly, some 

institutions provide Web space and domains upon request, giving practitioners the ability to manager their 

own institutional Web space for projects.21 If electing to use an institutional Web space, keep in mind the 

terms of using that space (access to it for the long-term). 

Repository Options for Archiving 
A repository provides digital preservation through documentation of the digital files collected by technical 
and administrative metadata on the file types, sizes, dates of file additions and the name of the person 
depositing the data. Common repository options include institutional repository , subject repositories  , open 
data repositories,  or other forms of free or fee-based repositories such as GitHub (public repositories are 
free; limited free private repositories; fee-based options), Dropbox, and Google Drive. Repositories (and 
certain websites) use persistent identifiers (URL, URI, or handle) that allow for access to and discovery of a 
project. Metadata is important in a repository as it is data describing the file deposited. This in turn helps the 
file to get index and discovered. Some code repositories, such as Github, do no use clear metadata for 
author or affiliation identifiers. In this case, consider using CodeMeta , a new standard format for software 
metadata. By including the corresponding JSON file in the Github page, the CodeMeta will help cite the file 
with the author, keyword, and other metadata associated with the project profile. 

Archiving Dynamic Objects and Executables 
A 2016 NSDA survey on web archiving practices in the United States25 reported several external service 

providers that carry out Web archiving: Heritrix, HTTrack, Webrecorder, Web Curator Tool, and Wget, among 

others. Although some of these providers are able to capture dynamic content, such as Webrecorder, it only 

captures the web pages you visit, it does not automatically obtain non-visited pages of a website nor any 

content from links on those pages.26 With an online game or tutorial (dynamic content) based on user

choices, this means it is possible not all pages are captured; and it is also time consuming to go through all 

possible combinations of paths a user may choose in a game. Additionally, whether archiving static or 

dynamic content, built upon previously established standards and practices by leading organizations. For

example, the National Digital Stewardship Alliance (NDSA) created the Levels of Digital Preservation, a 

rubric to help organizations manage preservation risks of digital materials (NDSA, 2013). Beyond websites 

and data visualizations, dynamic objects also include 3D objects, photogrammetry, and augmented, and 

virtual reality experiences, which should share a common agenda of digital curation (CLIR, 2019). 

19 https://commonsinabox.org 
20 https://www.fordham.edu/info/25009/faculty_technology_services/1426/academic_computing_environment_ace/1 
21 See example at the University of Minnesota http://dash.um.edu/dash-domains or Humtech at UCLA 
http://humtech.ucla.edu/support. 
22 Unique to each institution such as a university by preserving the scholarship produced at the institutions. See one 
example, https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu 
23 See the “Using Other Repositories” section at http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/scholarly-
communication/publishing/open-access-publishing/deposit-preserve 
24 See http://oad.simmons.edu/oadwiki/Data_repositories or http://www.share-research.org/ 

26 NSDA Web Archiving Survey Working Group. (2017). Web Archiving in the United States: A 2016 Survey. Report 
available at https://ndsa.org/documents/WebArchivingintheUnitedStates_A2016Survey.pdf 
27 https://guide.webrecorder.io/ 
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A project profile is a descriptive summary of the project once it is complete and made available to the 
public. Components of the project profile may include the project title, staff, keywords, suggested citation, 
and software used. As oppose to the project charter, which is used in the planning stages of a project, the 
project profile is used to help highlight and index the project in its final form (such as dissemination in a 

publication27 or on a website). Some projects list the Project Profile elements in an “!bout” page on a 
website/ !n example of a good “!bout” page is featured by Northeastern University Libraries’ Our 

Marathon project.28 The Project Profile can also include post-project development items, including 

references of the project in the media, scholarship produced with the project (peer reviewed articles, case 

studies, use in the classroom, etc.), team reflections (blog post or anecdotal feedback from collaborators 

who worked on the project), and additional/related projects. Project Profiles also provide a medium for 

announcing credit and reuse rights such as Creative Commons or other licensing. A Project Profile is a way 

to catalog key elements of the project that will result in better indexing (with tags or metadata) and 

discoverability in search engines.29 See Appendix C for a fillable PDF template. 

Collaborators Web Publishing Agreement 
The Collaborators Web Publishing Agreement allows each project collaborator to grant or deny permission to 

have their name affiliated with the published project online, as described in the Project Profile. The agreement 

signals name-project affiliation in public-facing dissemination venues, including but not limited to the project 

website, press releases, news articles, or publications. Note: this is different from a collaborators agreement 

used in project planning. See Appendix D for a fillable PDF template. 

Accessibility and Universal Design 
Ng (2017) explains how universal design (UD) benefits everyone, not just those with disabilities. In her 

practical guide, Ng covers writing for the web, proper usage of links, audio and visual content including 

embedding third-party content, and several other helpful design considerations. Accessibility and universal 

design application for digital products, including documents, presentations, spreadsheets, video, audio, 

software and websites will help enable the preservation and wider use of such products for the long-term30.

DH projects often use images as part of their design and dissemination on websites. These images should 
include captions and alternative tags (abbreviated “alt” tags)/ These alt tags describe the image and its 
functions (W3C, 2017); and tutorials31 for creating alt tags for different types of images are available online 

to help demonstrate the process by which to provide appropriate descriptions based on image type. 

Additional considerations should include the accessibility of non-HTML content such as embedded or 

downloadable PDF or text documents, spreadsheets, charts, graphs, and presentations; this includes the use 

of captions and transcripts for videos or audio (ARL, 2013) used in digital projects online. Other universal 

design considerations should encompass visual design with adequate spacing, mobile platform compatibility, 

use of headings, contrast with colors for text, and ease in locating and navigation. The objective is to 

prioritize simple design over complex. See Appendix E: Universal Design Checklist for a fillable PDF template. 

27 Publications, such as book, include this profile information in the publication notes section, which is typically after the 
title page. See page i of this Digital Project Preservation Plan as an example. 
28 https://marathon.library.northeastern.edu/home/about 
29 See the project profiles of the DH Lab at Yale University http://dhlab.yale.edu/projects.html 
30 See Section 508 to learn how to create and test for accessible digital products http://www.section508.gov/create 31 

https://www.w3.org/WAI/tutorials/images/ 
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Project Owner: 

DH Preservation Consortium 
A key to preservation is understanding that failure is part of the preservation process. Discussing, analyzing 
and publishing on failures, data loss, or errors will benefit DH practitioners and the field at large (Dearborn & 
Meister, 2017). These discussions take place at local and national levels32 but a preservation-centric subject 
repository for DH projects has yet to be developed although some strides in this area have been made.

Monitoring Developments 
The Socio-Technical Sustainability Roadmap, an NEH (2016-2018) funded curriculum, is starting to see results 
from the project’s workshop participants/ !lthough this project was initially created to address sustainability 
of Medieval Art, the curriculum is transferable to other digital projects. 

IIPC (2018) curated a list of widely-used web archiving tools and software, indicating which are stable, in 

development or deprecated. Experiments sometimes fail. Even organizations whose membership or missions 

change can also sunset due to preservation challenges. As of 2018, the Digital Preservation Network (DPN) 

decided to close operations due to insufficient participation and membership, which was essential to the 

community-based preservation model it practiced (DPN, 2019). Although DPN will cease to exist after March 

2019, the resources it has developed in its tenure will remain accessible by preserving its web content in the 

Wayback Machine.33 Organizations like the IIPC, NSDA, CNI, DLF, DCC, Educopia, LOC, and universities34 that

experiment with software and dynamic object archiving are entities to look to for future trends and 

developments in digital preservation. A 2018 survey conducted by ITHAKA S+R identified challenges and 

gaps in digital preservation needs (Rieger, 2018). The survey participants, 21 leaders with digital

preservation leadership roles, indicated the state of confusion of preservation services and strategies as a

major challenge. Ambiguity of responsibilities within organizations, storage costs, vulnerability of content, 

and insufficient tools for analysis and assessment of digital preservation are other challenges (Rieger, 2018). 

These challenges exist in addition to the unresolved solutions for dynamic object preservation which 

remains in a state of flux. 

Emulation-as-a-Service (EaaS) model is currently being developed (2018-2021) by the Scaling Emulation and 

Software Preservation Infrastructure (EaaSI) program led by Yale University. The program is focusing on how 

technology and services can enable broader access to preserved software and digital objects, emulating 

software across a broach range of disciplines (Software Preservation Network, n.d. a). Other digital 

preservation research in-progress (2017-2020) is a project geared toward libraries, historical societies, and 

museums: Fostering Community of Practice: Software Preservation and Emulation Experts in Libraries and 

Archives (FCoP). FCoP is led by CalPoly University, with the goal of broadening participation in long-term 

preservation practices by establishing a community of practice and experimenting with web-based 

emulation sandboxes (Software Preservation Network, n.d. b). 

[end of Additional Considerations section] 

32 Examples include Humanities Commons (HCommons) https://hcommons.org and HASTAC https://www.hastac.org 
33 Accessible at https://web.archive.org/web/*/dpn.org 
34 Universities are among the organizations experimenting with web archiving initiatives 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Web_archiving_initiatives 
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Preservation Plan- A Summary and Checklist 
DH practitioners and their institutions may have varying levels of infrastructure (human, technical, or
financial). To help facilitate a checklist methodology, the guidance suggested in the preceding sections of 
this plan have been broken down into two levels of infrastructure: Minimal and Expanded. The following 
checklists offer suggestions, serving as a guide no matter your existing level of DH or preservation 
infrastructure. It is suggested that you choose which are applicable to your specific project, not necessarily 
to comply with each goal. See Appendix F for a fillable PDF version of the two checklists. 

Minimal Infrastructure (or Short-term) Preservation Goals 
 Build a list of collaborators of varying backgrounds, skills, and strengths.

 Use a Project Profile (description including human, financial and technical components of the project
on the website and/or repository).

 Whenever possible, use open standards and formats in developing DH projects.

 Develop a Digital File Inventory (spreadsheet or other organized system of all files associated with the
project).

 Document and deposit the process, decisions, and code (if applicable) in a readme file or narrative
summary for internal purposes, preserving the project’s reproducibility/

 Determine which elements (from point above) should be preserved and available for external
purposes or public audiences, and place on the project’s website and/or archival repository/

 Collect a Web Publishing Agreement from each collaborator.

 Use a web-archiving tool or repository to preserve a project’s current static and dynamic functionality
and project documentation (external).

 Use rights statements and/or licensing for attributing credit or reuse permissions for projects,
research, code, and metadata developed. This is one way for a project to have a longer life, by giving
permission for its use, including attribution and/or remixing allowances.

 Create suggested citations of the intellectual property for discovery, crediting and sustaining use. This
can help encourage citation and lessen confusion on how to cite/attribute credit.

 Export and save versions (servers, code, development notes, and native file formats) in a structured
organization system; and save copies in different locations.

 Encourage data and digital literacy education.

The following checklist offers suggestions for projects with an expanded infrastructure: 

Expanded Infrastructure (or Long-term) Preservation Goals 

 All the above minimal infrastructure goals above.

 Consider current migration, emulation, or other preservation capturing methods for archiving
dynamic objects and executables.

 Reflect on the intended use of the project from the user’s perspective and address user experience
design questions and methods.

Page 16 of 39 

Digital Project Preservation Plan- Version 2.0 available at https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/handle/mtsu/5761 



          

    

 

     
          

 

          
             

 

            
  

        
 

            
  

          
 

         
 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Digital Project Preservation Plan │ Full Plan: Guide and Templates 

Project Owner: 

 Creation of an institutional space for student and faculty project development for both testing and
production. The servers used for the sandbox environment should be backed up just as would a digital
file.

 Employ accessibility standards for text, images, and multimedia elements in projects including but not
limited to transcriptions, closed captioning, alt tags, site maps, and browse and search options.

 Use existing digitization standards, metadata schemas, encoding practices, and code/version
management.

 Monitor research and development in preservation practices in various disciplines and create a
preservation practices rubric to follow for consistency among projects.

 Collaborate with other campus or community units and experts on best practices and experiment with
available resources.

 Develop a consortium of like-minded collaborators across departments and/or institutions for
potential development of a DH preservation repository/database.

[end of Preservation Plan-A Summary and Checklist section] 
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Digital Project Preservation Plan │ Full Plan: Guide and Templates 

Project Owner: 

Appendices 

Overview 
There are six appendices identified as A-F. The appendices are included here, part of the Digital Project 

Preservation Plan as complete document. However, the appendices are also available individually, as 

separate PDF downloads. 

It may be more helpful to select which appendices are applicable to a project and only use the 

necessary parts of this plan. The individual PDF downloads are fillable  versions and can be accessed at 

https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/handle/mtsu/5761. 
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Project Owner: 

Appendix A: Project Charter (Limited) 

Project Description 
Provide a brief description of the digital project. 

Scope / Out of Scope 
List the type of materials utilized for this project. This includes primary sources, digital platforms, and locations 

(physical or virtual) that will be associated with this project. Describe features, services, and products, if any, 

that will be an outcome of this project. Please include local, regional, or national affiliations, collaborators, 

target audiences, and functional requirements. Below that, define the boundaries of the project, what 

specifically, will not be included (if any). 
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Project Owner: 

Deliverables 
Define the intended end product(s) of the digital project (check all that apply): 

White paper
 

Scholarly research publication
 

Digital collection and/or exhibit
 

Multimodal or interactive active narratives (ie: digital storytelling, digital games)
 

Immersive media applications (ie: AR, VR)
 

Digital objects (ie: 3D objects, images, audio, video, data visualizations)
 

Documentation (ie: internal use, user guides, workflows, procedures, outreach materials)
 

Other
 

For any of the deliverables above, please describe any software that will be used in creating the end product(s). 

For example, the digital method of spatial analysis could use tool/software of QGIS, Story Maps, StorymapJS, 

or CartoDB. The digital method of text analysis could use the tool/software Voyant or R. In depth, responses 

are not necessary; simply listing the method and software is enough. 
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Project Owner: 

Intended Platform for Delivery 
With the above deliverables in mind, select which platforms you intend to use for dissemination (check all that 

apply): 

Institutional Repository  

Open Access Journal   

Other scholarly journal  

CONTENTdm  

Website  

Other locally hosted software installations (Omeka, Curatescape, OMP, etc)  

Other externally hosted software installations (Scalar, Omeka, PressBooks, etc)  

Other  

For any selections with “other,” briefly describe. 

Project Goals 
Describe the overall goals of the project, including how it will be utilized. This could include the general public, 

specific group, or an academic institution, etc. 
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Project Owner: 

Potential Risks 
A number of items may prevent a project from moving forward (funding, staffing, timeline, etc). List any 

limitations or concerns for the project, which may include collaborators, stakeholders, intellectual property 

concerns, and ethics or privacy issues (especially if working with students). If possible, list approaches to help 

mitigate these risks. 

Success Factors 
Describe how the project will be measured for success. 
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Project Owner: 

Roles and Responsibilities 
TEAM MEMBER NAME DEFINE ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITIES PERCENTAGE OF TIME 

Project Owner 

Project Sponsor (if any) 

Team Member 1 

Team Member 2 

Team Member 3 

Team Member 4 

Team Member 5 

Project Timeline 
Describe any factors that may affect the timeline, including funding, grant mandates, student availability, 

resource availability, conference travel, etc. 
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Project Owner: 

Project Requirements 
Identify what this project needs that is not already understood or in use. For example: outsourcing digitization, 

transcription, or website development; team members requiring training; tools or skills needed for project 

completion; item purchases or travel/fieldwork. 

Funding 
Describe any grant-funded objectives or mandate, and the timeframe for the grant award. 
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Project Owner: 

Appendix B: Digital File Inventory Item 

Title of Document 

File Name with Extension 

Saved Location (For best practices, save in three separate locations. For example (1) local machine, (2) external hard 

drive, and (3) cloud or additional off-site external hard drive. Cloud storage is not recommended for sensitive data because 

it is third-party storage) 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 

Creator(s) 

Date Created: Date Last Modified: 

Type/Format: Text Numeric Image Audiovisual 3D/AR/VR 

Code Other __________________________________________________ 
Preservation Copies (alternate/open format) 
(For best practices, preserve the original format and open format (if not original). For example tabular data created in 

Excel, should be saved in Excel (above in Saved Location), but also in an open format such as CSV. Include the file name 

and location saved such as a hard drive, and/or archives or repositories with permanent identifiers) 

Copy (1) File Name: 

Location Saved: 

If applicable: 

Copy (2) File Name: 

Location Saved: 

Preservation Copies Date Last Saved [yyyy:mm:dd] 

Associated with an Approvals Plan (ie: IRB, MOU, Agreement) or Sensitive Data: 

No Yes (indicate Title of Document below and include it in the Digital File Inventory list) 

Document described in the readme file? No Yes (indicate page number or section) 
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Project Owner: 

Appendix C: Project Profile 
External / Public-facing scholarship description of a digital project after completion: 

Title of Project 

Brief Description 

Creator(s) of Project 

Date of Project Publication Date 

Grant or Sponsor Information (if applicable) 

Keywords 

Identifier (URL, DOI, Handle) of Project 

Affiliation and/or Related Links (if applicable) 

Recommended Citation 

INTERNAL USE ONLY: 

Collect the Collaborators Web Publishing Agreement from each of the Creators, signally permission to have 

their name affiliated with the published project online, as described in the Project Profile. 
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Project Owner: 

Appendix D: Collaborators Web Publishing Agreement 
The purpose of the Collaborators Web Publishing Agreement is to acknowledge the final outcome of a digital 

project; and recognize collaborators listed in the Project Profile. The final outcome of the project may include 

scholarly essays, a website, data visualizations, screencasts, computer code, multimedia components, and/or 

a final report, among others. Note: this is different from a collaborators agreement used in project planning. 

If this final outcome (or related components) includes publishing on the Web, permission is sought from each 

team member (creator) associated with the production of the project. The project owner is responsible for 

filling in the first half and distributing to each collaborator. Each collaborator fills in the second half (shaded 

sections) indicating permission status. 

Final Project Title: 

The above project is produced by _________________________________________________________ 

The above project will be placed on the website _____________________________________________ 

and as a result may appear in other forms of dissemination including but not limited to press releases, news 

articles, or as a citation in other scholarly works, digital projects, or websites.  

Collaborator: 

Do you grant permission for your name to be listed as a creator or contributor to the above project? 

No, I do not want my name affiliated with this project. I understand the project will be made available 

online, without identifying me as a collaborator. 

Yes, I want my name listed as a collaborator 

Name: Date: 

If you later change your mind, contact the project owner to update the Project Profile and this agreement. 

Optional: 

*Permission must be attained from students whose independently created scholarly subcomponent(s) may

have been submitted for a grade. Permission to use a version of this work must also be included. Use “Sub-

Component Title” on this form to give consent to place a copy of the scholarly contribution on the project 

website. Fill out this form and the Digital File Inventory of the scholarly contribution and give both to your 

professor.  These forms, along with a copy of the original file and open/preservation copy should be given 

to your professor for placement on the project website. ENTER SUB-COMPONENT TITLE BELOW: 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Project Owner: 

Appendix E: Universal Design Checklist 

Purpose 
Digital projects often use a variety of elements on their webpages; this includes, images, charts, data

visualizations, videos, audio, 3D objects, interactive or dynamic objects, and text in many forms such as PDF, 

word processing document, and schemas such as XML, HTML, or TEI. As part of digital project design and 

dissemination of projects on websites, it is paramount that steps be taken to assure these elements, both 

holistically and individually, are accessible and designed with universality in mind.

Universal design (UD) benefits everyone, not just those with disabilities.36 In her practical guide, Ng covers

writing for the web, proper usage of links, audio and visual content including embedding third-party 

content, among other helpful design considerations. Accessibility and universal design considerations for 

digital products help to enable the preservation and wider use of such products for the long-term. The 
objectives of this document is to present a basic, consolidated resource. It is not meant to be a definitive

representation of all UD aspects. 

Objectives 
 To aid in the fulfillment of making a good faith effort at addressing accessibility and universal design

considerations for digital products;

 Provide guidance on understanding and developing products with the user experience in mind;

 Continue the re-evaluation of workflow procedures as part of the continuous cycle of development

for digital projects;
 Use the UD Checklist as a guiding practice until a professional Web Developer and/or Accessibility

Specialist is hired or joins your project team;

Instructions 
Apply the UD Checklist to your finished digital project, the final version that will be published on the Web. As 

the UD Checklist tasks are completed, mark the corresponding box with a check mark and indicate the 

date of completion. Resources of the various tasks on the UD Checklist are available at the References/Plan 
Resources section of Digital Project Preservation Plan (Full Plan Version 2).

Additional considerations should include the accessibility of non-HTML content such as embedded or 

downloadable PDF or text documents, spreadsheets, charts, graphs, and presentations placed online; and 
the use of captions and transcripts for videos or audio (ARL, 2013) used in digital projects. Other universal 

design considerations should include visual design with adequate spacing, mobile platform compatibility, use 

of headings, contrast with colors for text, and a focus that allows users to find and navigate the page with 
ease.
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Project Owner: 

Product Designation 
From the list below, select which product type this checklist is based on: 

Website Image Audio/Video 3D Object 

AR/VR 

Document
 

Other
 

Product Name [indicate the title of the associated project or file] 

Organization 
Heading and subheading elements are used throughout and in proper sequencing
 

Correct placement and use of project branding, include logos, fonts and placement
 

Consistent colors and font sizes. Use easy to read fonts such as Arial, Calibri
 

Sufficient color contrast in both text and graphics
 

Date for completed tasks above: ___________________________________________________________ 

Documents 
Created in an accessible form. See best practices #8 in the OER Accessibility Toolkit 

Date for completed tasks above: ___________________________________________________________ 

Images 
Note: images can include photos, drawings, charts, graphs, and maps 

Use of Alternative Text (alt-text) to describe the image function (skip if image is purely decorative and 

does not convey contextual information) 

If image is placed on the webpage directly, make sure the HTML image source is responsive 

Date for completed tasks above: ___________________________________________________________ 

Links 
Link name is contextual information, not generic 

Link opens in the same window or tab; Or the new window or tab is mentioned in the link information 

Confirm there are no dead links; all links open as intended 

Date for completed tasks above: ___________________________________________________________ 
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Project Owner: 

Audio 
If audio files are used (without video or images), create an accessible transcript to accompany the 

audio files 

Date for completed tasks above: ___________________________________________________________ 

Video 
Create closed captions for video and a transcript of the complete narration. The closed captions 

should be embedded in the video and the transcript should accompany the video file. 

Date for completed tasks above: ___________________________________________________________ 

Testing 
Use the appropriate technology to test the digital product (for example, WAVE for websites; 

Screenreader device for websites and documents; Accessibility checkers for document creation) 

Use of small group of beta testers on digital product. Select a variety of users include student, faculty, 

and users with varying levels of visual, hearing, motor and cognitive abilities. 

Confirm any sensitive data is removed before publishing on the Web. 

Date for completed tasks above: ___________________________________________________________ 

Archival Copy 
Save original format file in three different locations: 1) local machine; 2) external hard drive and 3) 

off-site external hard drive or cloud 

[indicate file name/location saved] : 

If original format is proprietary or closed, save an additional copy in an open format 

[indicate file name/location saved]:
	

If published online, use of Web archiving tool for digital product (such as Wayback, Webrecorder)

[indicate web archive location, if applicable]: 

Date for completed tasks above: ___________________________________________________________ 
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Digital Project Preservation Plan │ Full Plan: Guide and Templates 

Project Owner: 

Appendix F: Preservation Guidance Checklist 
The preservation goals for minimal and expanded infrastructures will vary by project. It may not be necessary
or possible to comply with each goal on the checklist. Use as a starting point and modify. 

Minimal Infrastructure (or Short-term) Preservation Goals 
Check Date Goal 

Use open standards and open, uncompressed, non-proprietary formats (if possible) 

Build a list of collaborators of varying backgrounds, skills, and strengths 

Collect a Web Publishing Agreement from each collaborator 

Use a web-archiving tool to preserve the project’s static functionality 

Use a Project Profile (on the website and/or repository) 

Document the process/decisions in a readme file or summary for internal purposes 

Determine what should be preserved and available for external purposes 

Use rights statements and/or licensing for attributing credit or reuse permissions for 
projects, research, code, and metadata developed 

Create suggested citations of the intellectual property 

Export and save versions (documents, code, development notes, and native 

file formats) in a structured organization or inventory system

Save copies in three different locations 

Data and digital literacy education 

Expanded Infrastructure (or Long-term) Preservation Goals 
Check Date Goal 

All the above minimal infrastructure goals above 

Consider migration, emulation, or other new preservation capturing method 

Reflect the user’s perspective- address user experience design methods 

Creation of an institutional space for student and faculty project development 

Employ accessibility and universal design standards 

Use standards for digitization, metadata schemas, encoding, code management 

Monitor research and development in preservation practices in various disciplines 
and create a preservation practices rubric to follow for consistency among projects 

Collaborate with other onsite units and experiment with available resources 

Develop a consortium of like-minded collaborators across departments and/or 
institutions for potential development of a DH preservation repository/database 
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Digital Project Preservation Plan │ Full Plan: Guide and Templates 

Project Owner: 

Glossary 
A selection of basic definitions for terms used in the Digital Project Preservation Plan 

Accessibility: The qualities of a product, service or website that allow ease of use by all persons, regardless 
of the varying levels of abilities. 

Capture: The process acquiring or collecting digital objects or web pages, including its content, elements, 
and features (HTML, CSS, Javascript, interactive features or embedded media).

CSV (Comma Separated Values): File type for formatted data exported from a table or spreadsheet and 
separated by commas.

Data Curation: The practice of collecting data with a standardized approach that aids in the preservation, 
discovery and maintenance of data sets.

Deliverable:  A planned ending, product or output of a digital project.

Digital File Inventory: An organized list of all files (image, text, code, video, etc) associated with a project.

Digital Humanities (DH): An interdisciplinary area of study that emphasizes the approach, experimentation, 
and design of using interactive technologies to expand the participation, the modes of access, and the 
dissemination of scholarship in the humanities disciplines; a subset of Digital Scholarship.

Digital Literacy: One’s ability to recognize and use components of digital information in various platforms 
and applications, including how information is created and used in digital environments.

Digital Object: A piece of information (image, word processing file, audio file, etc.) in digital form. Several 
digital objects can make up a digital project.

Digital Project: A broad term encompassing varying levels (planning, preparation, production) and types of 
interrelated tasks and materials that collectively transform digital objects into a complete work.

Digital Preservation: A set of actions required to maintain access to digital objects or projects for long-term 
use; this includes advancing beyond the lifespan of technologies used in the original content’s creation.

Digital Scholarship (DS): Part of the scholarly communication process, where scholarship is enhanced by the 
design of digital projects, incorporation of digital tools, collaboration among digital partners, and 
dissemination through digital platforms.

Dynamic Object or Resource: Digital object that requires interaction to function such as online games, 
interactive data visualizations, hyperlinked media, and executable software programs.

Emulation: The preservation of both the functionality of the software and the actual hardware used to run 
the software.

Page 37 of 39 

Digital Project Preservation Plan- Version 2.0 available at https://jewlscholar.mtsu.edu/handle/mtsu/5761



          

    

 

     
          

 

          

       

 

      

 

   

   

      

  

     

 

        

 

   

   

        

         

 

    

  

        

    

 

     

        

 

      

            

 

       

    

      

  

Digital Project Preservation Plan │ Full Plan: Guide and Templates 

Project Owner: 

File Format: A standard way to encode a file so a computer can read, display, print and save the information 
of the file; this includes formats and naming conventions. An open format is made freely available to 
anyone. A closed or proprietary format is controlled by a company that decides how and if the file format 
can be used. See page 11 for more information on open and closed file formats.

Metadata: Data about data; this can include descriptive information for individual digital objects. Useful in 
cataloging digital objects to assist in indexing, retrieval, and preservation. 

Migration: The transfer of digital information from an older hardware/software configuration to a newer one.

PDF (Portable Document Format): A standardized open format for presenting documents. 

Persistent Identifier: An actionable/linkable (via a browser), public and unique identifier or location that 
lasts over time. Examples include: 

DOI (Digital Object Identifier), popular with journal publishing, embedded in a URL as 

http://dx.doi.org 

Handle an identifier managed through an API or user interface, embedded in a URL as 

http://handle.net 

URL (Uniform Resource Locator) typical address for web content, beginning with “http.//” 

Plugin: An additional software needed to run a program.

Preservation Copy: A copy of the digital file that is better suited for long-term preservation with less 
chances of degradation or access to original file format (if proprietary or closed); serves as an alternative or 
open format of the original file.

Project Charter: A set of guidelines that govern a project including the goals, objectives, limitations, 
timeline, deliverables, team member responsibilities, etc.

Project Profile: Descriptions (metadata) of key elements for a project that help explain its purpose and aid 
in its discovery. Descriptors may include the title, creators, keywords, publisher, suggested citation, 
copyright, and Web links.

Project Owner: A creator, originator, or designated person with the highest or overall responsibility of a 
project.

Readme File: In general, a form of documentation describing the technical specifications needed to run 
software. For DH purposes, serves as a narrative summary of how each file is connected to the digital 
project. A DH readme file puts the development process into words; it can describe how different elements 
of a project fit together, including the process, workflow, and decisions made along the way. Variations can 
be created that prove useful for archiving a project’s methodology internally or explaining a project’s 
purpose to an outside audience. 
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Digital Project Preservation Plan │ Full Plan: Guide and Templates 

Project Owner: 

Server: A physical or virtual combination of hardware and software that carries out services for programs in 
a network (a location that hosts the digital files that make up a project).

Web Archive: A location that allows future access to captured content from Web archiving, which is the 
process of collecting digital objects from the Web with the intent to manage and preserve them for long-
term storage and usability.

Universal Design: An approach to the design of products or services that accounts for the needs of all types 
of potential users.
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Author & Project Role
Author: Serenity Sutherland, SUNY Oswego

Role: Assistant Professor, Department of Communication Studies

Assignment URLs and/or Files
Students sign up for DH projects to review. 

Then, students write a review based on this prompt. 

BRC223-Reviews.docx 19 KB

Learning Objectives
What did you want students to be able to do by completing this assignment?

Technology-Dependent Learning Outcomes 
Was there anything this assignment taught students that you felt they wouldn't have 

been able to learn through other types of class assignments?

Students learn to use tools like WAVE WebAim’s Accessibility Checker to critique web 

content for universal design and web accessibility standards. They also learn how to 

create a blog post using their individual WordPress.org sites. And finally, they learn the 

difference between web-based writing and other types of academic genres. 

Skill Level
What is the course title and level?

docx

1. Evaluate digital media as content consumers employing moderate to high media 

literacy.

2. Assess metadata features like alternative text for determining accessibility and 

principles of universal design.

3. Critique the user experience and design of digital media while simultaneously 

writing with web-based writing tools and strategies

4. Understand digital humanities projects as one genre of scholarly web-based writing 

and research

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1qehJYxmassGokxTlqVvHw0ImCZWHDvyPanjGr_TSeGk/edit#gid=0
https://assets.pubpub.org/mgi5bsmv/11633096085546.docx
https://wave.webaim.org/
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This is a 200-level course, required for all students in the Broadcasting and Mass 

Communication major. The course title is “Integrated Media: Writing and Design.” The 

course is intended to teach students how to use many types of digital and web-based 

media to tell a professional story about themselves. Students create websites as 

professional portfolios.

What kinds of prior knowledge is necessary to complete this assignment? How do 

students gain this knowledge?

Students do not require any prior disciplinary knowledge.  Typical college-level digital 

media skill usage is necessary, such as how to use a computer and an internet browser.

Assignment Description
The course I use this assignment in is not a digital humanities course. It is instead 

intended to teach students basic design principles so they can make their own 

websites using a Content Management System (CMS) such as WordPress. Additionally, 

students develop their media literacy and web-based writing skills in the course. 

Evaluating a digital humanities project helps them achieve these skills and introduces 

them to a way of knowing and creating (the digital humanities) that many have never 

heard about before. I share this assignment with the DH community not because it is 

particularly “DH-heavy” or full of neat technological tricks, but rather because it is one 

way I’ve found to weave together my research interests with my teaching 

responsibilities, which fall outside of a traditional DH curriculum. Furthermore, the 

assignment makes sense given the goals of the class: to increase media literacy, 

practice writing web content, design ethical web-based media and use different types 

of media to tell a story.

Students select a project they are interested in from a curated Google Spreadsheet list 

of DH projects. The curated list spans many different topics, regions and histories, and 

students are generally enthusiastic to choose something. We take about ten minutes in 

class for the students to begin looking. I circulate around the room and comment on 

each project they are looking at - providing small tips like “oh, this project is a really 

fascinating story about canoes,” or “can you believe they do this with coins?” or “This 

is an archive where you can toggle the transcription between English and Dutch - how 

cool is that - do you know Dutch?” (Their answer is no, my answer is also no). In this 

way, students can ask questions if they are confused. They can decide right in class, or 

later on at home, which project to review. 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/19-m-VjfZS_jvUb_D0DqmO1bmiESB74cR00KjQ_Pjl5o/edit?usp=sharing
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/899023e31da6401dae2bb50ebecbdff8
https://uclab.fh-potsdam.de/coins/
http://vangoghletters.org/vg/letters.html
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Students then spend about a week and a half reviewing the site on their own. They are 

instructed to focus on key user experience (UX) elements that we’ve discussed in class: 

things as simple as aesthetics and color, to more complicated design features such as 

reviewing any available code or evaluating how well the site does with accessibility 

features, such as descriptive alternative text. The variety of digital humanities projects 

allows students to review and critique the affordances of certain types of digital 

projects for accessibility. For example, alternative text is essential for images, but what 

about a project utilizing dynamic data visualizations that change as the user engages 

with the content? They write their review in WordPress employing the same design 

features they have been critiquing on the digital humanities site.

Because this is also a writing class, students engage in peer review of two of their 

peers’ WordPress posts reviewing a DH project. This way, students are exposed to 

about three digital humanities sites. After making the appropriate edits, students then 

post and publish their reviews on their sites and submit for a grade. The students 

study broadcasting within a Communication Studies department and for many this is 

their first, and possibly only, exposure to digital humanities as a research method and 

a way of telling stories on the web. 

Time Needed
How much time did you allot to this project?

Because the goals of the assignment are heavily integrated into the course, I spend a 

lot of time preparing the students to be successful in general content creation and 

content consumption on the web. The assignment asks them to employ nearly 

everything we’ve learned up to this point, including one 50-minute lesson spent on 

each of the following:

I spend about 20 minutes in class the day I introduce the prompt detailing what the 

digital humanities is as a field of study, the goals of this type of web content, why 

principles of good design - does the web navigation “make you think”? (Krug, 2014); 

and do these “everyday things” on the web tell good stories? (Norman, 2013).

User experience and user interface - how much control do we have over these in 

CMS’s like WordPress?

Accessibility and Universal Design - how to use tools like WAVE WebAim to evaluate 

alternative text? How does a screen reader work?

How to write posts and create content in WordPress? How to write/design as you 

create content? (Ball, Shepard, Arola, 2018).

https://wave.webaim.org/


Visualizing Objects, Places, and Spaces: A Digital Project Handbook Assessing User Experience using Digital Humanities Projects in a Design Classroom

5

digital humanities projects are important, and  how many DH projects are built for a 

general audience. I spend time setting DH up to give them a bit of background, but 

also to let them know that the students are the ideal audience in some ways because 

DH-researchers and creators often imagine, and feel excited about, a user “stumbling” 

upon their site with little subject expertise and contextual background. 

Support & Training
What kinds of support or training did you provide to help students learn to use new 

techniques or specialized tools?

They need to know how to create posts in WordPress and how to take screenshots of 

websites in order to provide evidence for their claims. They also need to know tools 

such as accessibility evaluators. These are all tools taught directly in the course and so 

the assignment blends the “hands-on” use of the tools learned in class alongside a 

critique of digital artifacts. 

Resources
Did you need any specialized equipment, tools, or human resources to make this 

assignment feasible? If so, please describe.

For this particular iteration in a design/web writing focused course, students do need 

to have a website. This means they have signed up for and use Reclaim Hosting and 

install WordPress. It’s important to emphasize that the hosting and WordPress are 

related to other goals of the course (to create a professional portfolio/site where 

students practice design and web-based writing). This assignment could just as easily 

be used without any CMS and simply done as an essay in a word processor. 

Assessment
How did you assess or grade this project?

When grading I refer to the prompt as my rubric. I assess the following:

Is there an argument or main claim?

Is the argument backed up with evidence, or if no argument, what kind of evidence 

is provided?

Does the reviewer keep medium-specificity in mind while reviewing the site (i.e., not 

reviewing an interactive art project unfairly as a video game)?

https://reclaimhosting.com/
http://psychasthenia-studio.com/psychasthenia2.html
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Challenges & Opportunities
If you assigned this project again, would you change anything? If so, what?

I assign this project every semester. I make small tweaks here and there and I’m 

always adding (and taking away due to link rot or unplanned project “endings”) from 

the curated list of DH projects. In more recent years I’ve started offering the caveat 

that students will find projects on the list that have wonderful UX and some that have 

poor, or flagging, UX - this is intentional as students can learn what to do and what not 

to do, and that while they may want to take inspiration from the sites they review, they 

should also learn lessons (such as monitoring their sites for “404 errors,” reviewing 

their web tools for dying software such as Flash, and making sure hyperlinks work) on 

how to keep their content fresh and sustainable. 

Describe any trouble spots or complications someone else might want to be aware of 

before trying a similar assignment in a course of their own.

Depending on the course goals, this assignment might be hard to employ in a DH-

focused class as I take a very “big tent”/ “contact zone” approach to inclusion in what 

is DH (Svensson, 2012; Ortega, 2019). Some students in more advanced courses may 

wonder why certain projects are considered DH in this list, although this seems like a 

wonderful pedagogical moment to discuss the boundaries and fluidity of the digital 

humanities. 

Occasionally, one difficulty with this assignment is that a very few students may have 

missed signing up for WordPress and may not have sites ready for this assignment. 

This is a very infrequent occurrence, though, as we sign up for WordPress in class, 

learn the tools in class, and I introduce the assignment (complete with previous 

examples) in class. If students need help with WordPress, they typically reach out to 

me for assistance.

Has the student assessed accessibility and backed their claims up with evidence 

from an accessibility checker?

Does the student discuss UX, what it is, why it matters, and how their chosen DH 

site meets standard UX?

Does the student employ principles of good web design and web writing themselves 

in the writing/designing of their post? 
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CHAPTER 1

Studying users in digital humanities

Claire Warwick

Introduction

Until relatively recently, it was unusual to study users
in digital humanities. It was often assumed that the
resources created in digital humanities would be used
by humanities scholars, who were not technically
gifted or, perhaps, even luddites. Thus, there was little
point asking them what they needed, because they
would not know, or their opinion about how a

resource functioned, because they would not care. It was also assumed that
technical experts were the people who knew what digital resources should
look like, what they should do and how they should work. If developers
decided that a tool or resource was a good one, then their opinion was the
one that counted, since they understood the details of programming,
databases, XML and website building. The plan, then, was to provide good
resources for users, tell them what to do and wait for them to adopt digital
humanities methods. 

Frustratingly, potential users seemed stubbornly to resist such logic. The
uptake of digital resources in the humanities remained somewhat slower
than in the sciences. As I have argued elsewhere, the numbers of articles in
journals, such as Computers and the Humanities (CHUM) and Literary and
Linguistic Computing (LLC) in the 1990s and early 2000s, complaining
about why traditional humanities scholars did not use digital humanities
techniques or suggesting techniques they might use, grew heavily to
outnumber those reporting on the actual adoption of such techniques in the
mainstream (Warwick, 2004). Lack of knowledge was sometimes advanced
as a possible reason for lack of engagement. During this period, very large
amounts of money were spent on initiatives to publicize digital resources for
humanities research and teaching. In the UK, this included the Computers



and Teaching Initiative (CTI) (Martin, 1996), the Teaching and Learning with
Technology Programme (TLTP) (Tiley, 1996) and the Teaching and Learning
Technology Support Network (TLTSN) (Doughty, 2001); the Arts and
Humanities Data Service (AHDS: www.ahds.ac.uk) also had an advice and
outreach role, as well as its core function of data preservation. None of these
are now in existence; funders did not feel they had proved sufficiently
successful to continue supporting them. Many university libraries and
computing services also offered training courses in the use of digital
resources for humanities scholars. Yet, the rate of change remained
stubbornly slow. Funding bodies also supported digital resources for
humanities scholars, with little thought to, or predictions about, levels of
possible use because they did not know how such predictions might be
made. Such resources often cost hundreds of thousands of pounds, so there
was a risk of a severe waste of money and of academic time and energy if a
funded resource was then not adopted. 

In the late 1990s, a few of us began to wonder if there might be another
cause for the lack of adoption of digital humanities resources. Could it be
that users did not adopt resources because they were not useful or did not
fit what they would like to do as scholars? Could there be other reasons to
do with design, content, presentation or documentation? Initially, I
suggested that digital resources available in the late 1990s did not fit the
predominant research method of humanities scholars, which is complex
reading (Warwick, 2004). Later, empirical studies on the way humanities
scholars interact, or fail to interact, with digital resources allowed us to test
this hypothesis. This chapter presents an overview of the findings of such
work, arranged thematically. 

What we know about humanities users

Despite some erroneous perceptions in both digital humanities and the
computer industry, we know a significant amount about how humanities
scholars use information, whether digital or not. Since Stone’s pioneering
article in the early 1980s (Stone, 1982), numerous studies of information
needs, and some of information behaviour, have been published, both of the
humanities as a field and of individual disciplines (Warwick, Terras, et al.,
2008). As we have argued in more detail elsewhere (Warwick, Terras, et al.,
2008), these suggest that humanities scholars are not luddites; they simply
behave differently from scientists, and many social scientists, when
interacting with physical and digital information. Humanities scholars tend

DIGITAL HUMANITIES IN PRACTICE
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to avoid performing systematic keyword searches, although most
information systems and digital resources assume this. Instead, they will
follow footnotes in texts they are reading (what Ellis calls chaining (1993)) or
browse for information. They may even do what Bates calls ‘berry picking’ –
in other words, select interesting pieces of information that are particularly
germane to the argument they want to make, rather than citing everything
written on the subject (Bates, 1989, 1). (We might speculate that this may also
become more common in science in the future, when the sheer number of
articles published every year exceeds the researcher’s ability to read them all.)
They also need a greater range of information, in terms of publication date
and type: instead of reading journal articles from the last five years, they may
need to consult printed books or manuscripts that are hundreds of years old,
as well as images, film, music, maps, museum artefacts and various different
types of historical source material (Barrett, 2005). They do not expect to solve
a research question comprehensively, but to reinterpret the sources and
revise the findings of others: after Crick and Watson, no one tried to redefine
the structure of DNA, but articles about Hamlet will probably always be
written. They often reread or re­examine sources in a complex, immersive
way, rather than searching digital documents for factual information.

It is evident, therefore, that humanities scholars have different
information needs, both on­ and offline, than scientists. They are a
problematic population to design for, and the field lacks the financial clout
of Science, Technical Engineering and Medicine (STEM) subjects, so funding
to create resources for their needs is less plentiful and may seem less
profitable for commercial publishers. It is, therefore, not surprising that,
until recently, most resources have been designed for the majority of users
who are not from the humanities. Yet, we might argue that the way they use
digital resources is, in fact, closer to the way that the average, non­academic
user interacts with digital or printed information. Most of us read for
pleasure, may consult a wide range of information resources and don’t
conduct systematic keyword searches of recently published scientific
literature; thus, a study of humanities user needs may also produce
important results relevant to non­professional digital resource use.

How to study users

There are numerous methods for studying users, most of which have been
developed in the fields of Human­Computer Interaction and Information
Studies. There are also many excellent texts describing, in detail, how these
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may be carried out, for example, Shneiderman and Plaisant (2009),
Blandford and Attfield (2010) and Ruecker, Radzikowska and Sinclair
(2011). Our approach at UCLDH has been to use a variety of methods, most
of them designed to be as naturalistic and unintrusive as possible. Our
overall approach is to study use in context; that is, to study what people do
in their real life or work activities. This means that we prefer to visit
someone in their office (or, in one case, an archaeological dig) and ask them
to carry out a real research activity using a digital resource, rather than
asking them to perform a set task in an interaction lab. We have used task­
based lab testing for some research projects, but, in general, prefer to adopt
as naturalistic an approach as possible to avoid the user’s behaviour being
prejudiced by unfamiliar conditions. 

Our approach to studying users is to involve them, if possible, from the
beginning of the project. Too often user testing, both in academic projects
and industry, is left until late in the project; users are only asked for their
opinion when the resource is built and a prototype is being tested. This may
work, if the users like what has been built for them. However, if they do not,
and feedback suggests radical change is necessary, there may not be
sufficient funding, time or goodwill from developers to make such
modifications. In such cases, the resource either remains unmodified or
different researchers may be called in to conduct other tests, in the hope that
they will find what the developers want them to discover, not report what
users actually need. This is a very dangerous strategy, for reasons that I shall
discuss below. 

Thinking about use before a resource is built means studying the users,
not the resource; this may be achieved using various methods. We have used
interviews to determine what scholars like and dislike about digital
resources and how they use information, and we have observed them using
existing digital resources. We have asked them to keep diaries of their use of
information and digital technologies over periods varying from between a
day and a week (Warwick, Terras et al., 2009). This allows us to identify
patterns of, and problems with, information usage, about which we can
subsequently interview users. We have used surveys and questionnaires
about the use of existing resources. We have interviewed the creators of
existing, successful resources to see whether it is possible to identify any
common features, in terms of design, creation or documentation (this is an
unusual approach, and we believe we are the only team to have employed it
in digital humanities; but it is an approach that we found very instructive
during the Log Analysis of Internet Resources in the Arts and Humanities
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(LAIRAH) Project) (Warwick, Galina, et al., 2008). All of these methods allow
us to build up a picture of what users like and dislike, what they want to do
and what they currently cannot achieve. This is then fed back to design
teams to inform initial design and prototype ideas. 

When initial ideas are being developed, it is also possible to use models,
such as Ruecker’s affordance strength model (Ruecker, Radzikowska and
Sinclair (2011): Chapter 3), which allows us to test the potential functionality
of a prototype design against some possible uses. At a slightly later stage in
development, we can use wire frames and design sketches to run user focus
groups. We have also conducted workshops, where users are asked to
investigate different digital resources, record their views on paper and then
take part in a subsequent focus group discussion. During the LAIRAH
project, for example, we presented users with a mixed sample of resources
that were either known to be used or neglected, without identifying them,
asked them to speculate on which ones where used and comment on their
reasons for saying so. This was then followed by a focus­group discussion.
This proved a useful way to limit the bias inherent in focus groups, when
one or two vocal members of the group may dominate and, thus, skew
results. Subsequent examination of the written responses showed that users
were willing to be more positive about some resources in writing, than they
were in group discussions. 

This variation between what people may say to others and what they will
record in private is the reason why it is important to use a variety of different
methods in user studies. It is well known that interviewees may say what they
think someone may wish to know; thus, they may be more forthcoming if
asked to fill in a survey or write down responses to a hands­on workshop
session (Smith and Hyman, 1950). This is also why we have used quantitative
data from web log analysis, since reported use may differ from what logs
record, which may also be attributable to the interviewer effect. In the days
before logging software, such as Google Analytics, was routinely used, very
few projects or, even, institutions, such as libraries, had any reliable indication
of which resources were used. Log data allowed us to determine that up to
one­third of digital resources in the humanities remained unused (a very
similar level to that of printed material in libraries) (Warwick, Terras et al.,
2008) and to indicate the kind of material most commonly searched for. Log
analysis can also indicate whether certain parts of a resource are used more
often than others and whether this is related to content or design problems
(the more clicks away from the index page, the less likely it is that users may
find material, for example) (Huntington et al., 2002).
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Of course, conducting user studies adds to the cost of developing digital
resources. The time required to undertake such activities, especially if they
last throughout the project, is considerable. Some projects have, instead,
chosen to make use of personae or use cases. Some designers create
indicative personae of typical users, giving them names, ages and
occupations, and thus suggesting the uses that such a person might make of
a resource (Jane is a secondary school teacher in her 30s. She wants to use a
museum website to construct some new assignments about Roman food for
her year 11 class on classical civilization, for example) (Grudin and Pruitt,
2002). Personae can be a useful tool, if they are constructed as a result of the
kind of user studies mentioned above. However, if they are used as a
substitute, there is a danger of a kind of self­fulfilling prophecy of use,
where functionality is designed for the kind of users the designers want or
can imagine. Yet, they cannot be sure that this is the kind of user that the
resource will actually attract or that these predicted difficulties are the kind
of difficulties that imagined users might face. 

Use cases consist of reports of how a user, or small group of users, is using
a given resource or one that is very similar. These are often used to make the
case to develop something new or to argue that certain types of interface or
functionality may be useful. Once again, these may be used as part of a
multimethod user study, as evidence of real usage (Keating and Teehan,
2010). However, if used in isolation, the picture of use may be very partial,
unless a very large number of use cases are collected. The behaviour of
expert users or early adopters may also be very different from that of a
majority of users, yet it is often the interested experts who furnish the use
cases. As a result, the need for complex, specialist functionality, or the
general enthusiasm in the user population for the resource, may be
overstated. Use cases and personae should, therefore, be used with care in a
multimethod user study, and should never be a substitute for other, more
time­intensive methods. 

Luddites or critics?

Despite the popular image of the luddite humanities scholar who does not
know what they need or how to use it, we have found that users have very
complex models of their information needs and environment; they are
thoughtful and critical about the affordances of physical and digital
resources. This may help to explain why e­journals have been such a success,
and e­monographs are still not widely used. Users are aware that a journal
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article and a book are used in very different ways, even if they do not
articulate this until asked. Thus, most of us still prefer to read a book in
print, because it is more convenient, but are happy to read a short article on
screen or print out a longer one. We also found that humanities users had
complex ways of evaluating physical information resources and could tell,
simply from the design, publisher or even size of a book, whether it was
likely to be useful. It is still difficult for users to find digital analogies for
such skills, however, and it remains an important challenge for creators of
large digital resources to design tools that will allow users to orientate
themselves digitally as well as they can in a physical library. This is the
reason for tools such as Amazon’s ‘user recommendation systems’ (users
who bought this, also bought … ), but it is far more difficult to deploy such
metaphors in an academic setting. Even the question of extent of collections
is problematic; physical library users can see how big the shelf is that they
are looking at and how many of them there are in a library. It is still very
difficult for users to estimate how large a digital resource is and, thus, how
comprehensive the results set from their search may be and how much
further they need to explore. This is important for humanities users, who
value recall over precision and expect to find about 90% of the results from
a given search familiar. Nevertheless, we should not assume that humanities
users always prefer physical to digital information resources. Users we have
studied have found the convenience of digital information delivery as
important as those in any other discipline and expressed considerable
enthusiasm for the use of digital resources and methods. Difficulties caused
by a badly designed interface to a digital collection were no more significant
than a library or archive that was cold, cramped, dark or uncomfortable or
an unhelpful member of staff. However, they were more likely to put up
with difficult physical conditions than persist with a disappointing digital
resource. It would seem ridiculous to a humanities scholar to refuse to
return to a physical library if a book they hoped to find was not stocked, yet
I have often heard digital resources dismissed outright if the contents were
not as expected. It is difficult to tell whether this is something inherent in the
nature of physical and digital information resources or whether, like the
question of transferring information skills from physical to digital libraries,
it is a problem of relative unfamiliarity on the part of users and signals the
need for further refinement of the digital resource design. We may only find
the answer to this question by repeating studies over time and trying to
determine whether, and how fast, attitudes change. It is not, however,
necessarily a function of being a digital native or immigrant; indeed, a recent
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