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Developing a Community of Practice Among Undergraduate Digital Scholars Developing a Community of Practice Among Undergraduate Digital Scholars 

Abstract Abstract 
In the summer of 2016, Gettysburg College’s Musselman Library piloted the Digital Scholarship Summer 
Fellowship (DSSF), a library-led, student-centered introduction to digital scholarship. For 10 weeks, a 
cohort of three undergraduate student fellows were introduced to digital tools, project management, 
research skills, and the philosophy behind digital scholarship, with the culmination the creation and 
presentation of a digital scholarship project. While the DSSF program is a library initiative, it drew support 
from partners from across campus, leveraging instructional support and the experience of digital 
scholarship practitioners from multiple departments to implement a broad curriculum in digital 
scholarship. The partners—who included the Educational Technology department, the Civil War Institute, 
and Gettysburg College faculty with a history of using digital pedagogy techniques in the 
classroom—worked with librarians to teach digital tools, discuss digital scholarship concepts, and help 
the student fellows realize the potential of their digital projects. 

The fellowship was a success, and the work of the Digital Scholarship Fellows continued into the fall and 
spring semesters as they acted as peer mentors, supporting digital scholarship work in the classroom by 
leading workshops, providing one-on-one consultations, and assisting with project management. Cross-
departmental support for digital scholarship continued beyond the summer program, as librarians and 
educational technologists worked closely with faculty during the academic year to support digital 
classroom assignments when the fellows were supporting a class. 

Librarians R.C. Miessler and Janelle Wertzberger discuss the program, now in its 2nd year, with an 
emphasis on the ways in which the digital scholarship community of practice has been strengthened on 
the Gettysburg College campus through collaborative partnerships, student mentoring, and increased 
awareness of the value of digital scholarship activity in the classroom. 

Keywords Keywords 
digital humanities, digital scholarship, undergraduate research, Gettysburg College, learning community 

Disciplines Disciplines 
Digital Humanities | Library and Information Science 

Comments Comments 
Presented at the Keystone DH 2017 conference in Philadelphia, PA 

Creative Commons License Creative Commons License 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 License 

This conference material is available at The Cupola: Scholarship at Gettysburg College: 
https://cupola.gettysburg.edu/librarypubs/68 

http://keystonedh.network/2017/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://cupola.gettysburg.edu/librarypubs/68


Developing a Communi ty of  
Practice Am on g Un dergraduate  

Digita l Sch olars  

R.C. Mies s ler & J an elle  Wertzberger 
Gettysburg College 

 
Keys ton e Digita l Hum an ities  Con feren ce 

J uly 13, 2017 
@icon odule | @jlwin pa  | #s3a  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
RCM






Who we are 

R.C. Miessler 

 

 

 

 

 

Systems Librarian 

Janelle Wertzberger 

 

 

 

 

 

Assistant Dean and Director of 
Scholarly Communications 

Gettysburg College 

 

 

 

 

 

Gettysburg, PA 
~2,600 undergraduates 

@iconodule | @jlwinpa | #s3a 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
RCM

Good morning. I’m R.C. Miessler, Systems Librarian at Gettysburg College’s Musselman Library. My co-presenter is Janelle Wertzberger, Assistant Dean, and Director of Scholarly Communications. Gettysburg College is an undergraduate liberal arts college of about 2,600 students. Today we are going to talk about developing a community of practice among undergraduate digital scholars in the context of our Digital Scholarship Summer Fellowship program and share with you some of the successes and challenges we have faced in the development and implementation of this endeavor.



Origin story 
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So, everyone likes a good origin story. Ours starts in Clinton NY, when I attended the 2015 Institute for Liberal Arts in Digital Scholarship with two teams from Gettysburg; these teams included faculty and educational technologists, but no students. I was inspired by the student attendees from other colleges and their strong sense of community at the institute, and returned with a vision of how to engage undergraduates in digital scholarship directly (as opposed to getting to them through professor-assigned coursework). The concept of growing digital scholarship opportunities with students was expanded upon and crystallized at the 2015 Bucknell University Digital Scholarship Conference, in which Lafayette College and Haverford College both presented on how they developed student-focused digital scholarship programs.

This idea grew into the Digital Scholarship Summer Fellowship, a 10-week intensive summer program. We designed it to be student-centered and library-led. Student fellows would conduct an academic research project and engage in digital scholarship methods during the summer. Also, we hoped that student fellows trained on digital tools during the summer could support faculty assigning digital tools during the following academic year. We wanted to foster a community of practice around DH that started with students. This program was about community from the very beginning.

So what is a community of practice, and were we able to facilitate it? The concept was first proposed by Lave and Wenger in 1991:

Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly. (http://wenger-trayner.com/introduction-to-communities-of-practice/)



Do you want a smal l  set of superstar faculty wi th 
awesom e projects? Or do you wan t a  com m un ity of 
people wh o learn  togeth er, support each  oth er, an d 
trus t each  oth er? My preferen ce is  for th e la tter, even  
th ough  it  is  n ot as  sh in y. You don’t  get NEH start-up 
grants for showing people how to bui ld Omeka 
exhibi ts and make maps, but why on earth are we 
bui lding these tools i f  we don’t  want people to use 
them?       
  - Miriam  Posn er 
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From a DH persepetive, Miriam Posner fleshes out principles for communities of practice in the 2016 edition of Debates in the Digital Humanities. This quote is of particular resonance with how our program developed:

Do you want a small set of superstar faculty with awesome projects? Or do you want a community of people who learn together, support each other, and trust each other? My preference is for the latter, even though it is not as shiny. You don’t get NEH start-up grants for showing people how to build Omeka exhibits and make maps, but why on earth are we building these tools if we don’t want people to use them? 	

I like this approach to digital humanities, one that is process-oriented and relationship-focused. This is the concept that we wanted to move forward in our summer program, developing this community among our scholars.

<!--As Jacob Heil, digital scholarship librarian at the College of Wooster, recently spoke about at this year’s Digital Humanities Summer Institute, is there a way to think about digital humanities as nodes instead of projects, focusing on the edges (or relationships) of these nodes to each other? Yes, a project is an outcome, just as a community is, but both are made up of component parts, and would be impossible to form without the relationships between them.-->

(http://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/debates/text/73)



Successes 

In ten tion al, an d 

Un in ten tion al 
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Were we successful in developing a community of practice? In many ways, yes - we had enough success last summer to warrant offering the fellowship again this summer. In fact, I’m going to call the summer fellowship part of our program a big success. 

The other part of our vision - in which our trained students help professors support digital assignments and therefore spread DH throughout the land - is not coming together as well as we hoped. We’re still puzzling through the best way forward. 

Today we will publicly and honestly reflect about all our outcomes, both successes and flops, and we’ll start with the successes.

These are some aspects of our program that intentionally and successfully built community among our undergraduate fellows - and us, too - during the 10-week summer fellowship.
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First and foremost - we created a curriculum and a lot of structure in which to learn (this is our site for the fellowship experience; note the Schedule/Syllabus link near the top left). Our fellows were together in a room for hours each week, learning and working together. We added lunch gatherings, field trips, and presentations. While each fellow had her own project, it was rare for one to be doing something so unique that the others weren’t somewhat knowledgeable about it.

http://dssf.musselmanlibrary.org/2016/ 
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We built regular and public reflection into the experience in the form of a group blog with regular posting prompts and requirements. Anyone can view and comment on their blog post reflections (you can still see last year’s blog). I chose this one to snapshot because it specifically addresses the community aspect.

http://dssf.musselmanlibrary.org/2016/week-10/i-think-this-is-the-beginning-of-a-beautiful-fellowship/ 
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We engaged everyone on our campus who are already part of the DH/DS community. We involved 17 people in teaching the program in some way, and 15 of them were Gettysburg employees - a mix of librarians, educational technology folks from IT, and faculty. Note that we invited faculty to share projects with our fellows, but that our fellows didn’t have to conduct research WITH those faculty or in the same fields as them.

Outside of the Gettysburg campus, we engaged with the Digital Humanities Summer Scholars at Lafayette College, taking a road trip to meet with their students, and ultimately presenting with them at two separate conferences.

The open nature of our curriculum is also meant to provide a foundation for our peer institutions to remix and reuse our program, something Bucknell University librarians have done in the summer of 2017 (and just on Monday of this week we met with their Digital Scholarship Summer Research Fellows!).




@iconodule | @jlwinpa | #s3a 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
JW

We oriented our fellows to Twitter and used hashtags to share info and build community. In turn, they found the value of Twitter in the larger digital humanities community when the 2016 cohort presented at the 2016 Bucknell University Digital Scholarship Conference and were mentioned throughout their presentation with the conference hashtag.




2016 projects avai lable at  
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We required them to complete a project by the end of the 10 weeks - and they did. We helped them right-size their projects for the summer experience… but actually finishing the projects together was hugely important to their sense of learning and accomplishment.

A couple other things we intentionally planned:
Our fellows were housed in the same residence hall, so they lived and cooked together. For year two, we lobbied to house them with students doing other undergraduate research programs on campus. 
In year two (which is now), we brought the 3 senior fellows back to model community and mentor the new fellows.

Upon reflection, we have also identified some elements that unintentionally built community. We’re counting them as successes, even though we didn’t plan them. These include:

<!--(We also lobbied to get them in an air-conditioned dorm, which certain bolsters morale if not community!)-->



@iconodule | @jlwinpa | #s3a 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
JW 

Hiring the right set of students for our first year. We had two rising sophomores and one rising junior. They were all working on narrative projects, which helped them connect.  

You’ll also note that this group is all female. They each had a little of the “women can’t do tech” mentality at the beginning, and together they developed confidence in their abilities. That helped build community. 

<!--On the flip side, the need for more diversity is something we should consider in the future. The majority of fellows who have applied for both rounds of the fellowship have identified as female. Our new cohort is all female as well. Other summer research programs on campus still skew female in makeup, but what is so different about this program? This is a question we are still considering!-->
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Some students in another undergraduate research program began attending some of our DS workshops and liked what they found. Several commented they were missing that sort of structure in their own program and envied ours. We welcomed them into our community and valued their contributions.
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Road trips and tunes - don’t underestimate the power of a good musical during a long drive. (We listened to the entire Hamilton soundtrack on our drive to/from Lafayette College in Week 2). Hamilton increasingly became a point of bonding and community for the fellows, as the feminist themes and historical narrative struck a chord.




Expanding #ArchivesForBlackLives to 
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As the summer progressed, some common themes emerged that connected the fellows and their projects. They were keenly interested in diversity, inclusion, feminism, and activism. The Orlando Pulse massacre happened in the midst of the fellowship, which prompted many discussions and reactions. We added readings related to diversity and DH - and integrated them into the 2017 experience.

https://medium.com/on-archivy/expanding-archivesforblacklives-to-traditional-archival-repositories-b88641e2daf6 

http://journalofdigitalhumanities.org/1-1/all-the-digital-humanists-are-white-all-the-nerds-are-men-but-some-of-us-are-brave-by-moya-z-bailey/

http://roopikarisam.com/uncategorized/teaching-teachers-in-the-age-of-trump/ 



http://journalofdigitalhumanities.org/1-1/all-the-digital-humanists-are-white-all-the-nerds-are-men-but-some-of-us-are-brave-by-moya-z-bailey/
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So those are the successes. In the spirit of Digital Humanities, the process of experimentation and trying new things sometimes leads to things that aren’t as successful. We’re not ready to concede and call this next set of observations “failures,” but we will say they are things that are … less than successful.
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We talk a lot about failure, so much so that the cohort has included it in our values for the summer, building off of the values of digital humanities initially put forth by Lisa Spiro in her essay, “This is Why We Fight: Defining the Values of Digital Humanities.” These are not final failures, but learning opportunities that come from a culture that supports experimentation.

Spiro writes, “Not all experiments succeed as originally imagined, but the digital humanities community recognizes the value of failure in the pursuit of innovation.” This encourages us to try new things, continue what has worked, and excise what has not.

Source: http://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/debates/text/13
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Remember, part of our master plan was that our student fellows trained on digital tools during the summer could support faculty assigning digital projects during the following academic year. Well, we trained the student fellows on the tools… but connecting them with faculty with DS class assignments was more difficult.

Leading up to 2016, there were few Gettysburg faculty assigning digital scholarship projects, so we thought it was worth starting with students and using them to infiltrate the classroom. But it is very difficult to convince a professor to do an assignment in a new way that involves a digital tool they don’t know how to use, and often aren’t very interested in learning how to use. We used all our “intel” gained through our information literacy program to identify possible partners, and we also advertised on campus email and through word of mouth.

In the end, we worked with 5 classes over the fall and spring semesters; these included a first year seminar, a Spanish topics seminar, and 3 history courses.

This approach wasn’t a total failure… it just wasn’t as successful as we had hoped. We’re already trying something a little different - we partnered with our Center for Creative Teaching & Learning to create a Digital Literacy grant, which incentivizes a professor to create or rework a course assignment that addresses digital literacy. The professor is supported by librarian partners and student fellows who plan the assignment during the summer. This addresses one of the challenges we faced after the end of the summer--getting faculty to focus on making digital assignments core parts of the curriculum, which is crucial to getting students interested and invested in the work. We are currently working with our Environmental Humanities instructor to redesign assignments around cultural artifacts, and an English professor to redesign the literary journal her students are creating.

As of this summer, Musselman Library partnered with Ursinus College and Muhlenberg College on a Pennsylvania Consortium for the Liberal Arts (PCLA) grant to support digital literacy with the. In June, the three schools held a Digital Liberal Arts Fellows Conference to plan how to use students to support digital literacy in the classroom, with student fellows holding office hours in the 2017-18 academic year to support digital scholarship activity on our respective campuses.





Continuing student DH work  
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We also had a vision of our students continuing to expand their projects during the academic year, or perhaps starting new ones. They did a little of this, but when competing against for-credit assignments in their classes, this work was just not a priority.

However, when the right circumstances presented themselves, our students did GREAT work. Some Gettysburg students organized a demonstration after the election last November, and our fellows wanted to document it. They set up a crowdsourced Omeka project called What We Did Here: Activism at Gettysburg College and invited the entire campus to contribute materials about activism on our campus, present and past. The development of this site was a culmination of all the values the digital scholarship fellows embraced over the summer, and a way to engage the larger Gettysburg community.

https://musselmanlibrary.org/activism/home 
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One of the biggest challenges has been scaling up as we move forward. The 2016 iteration was a success on many fronts, and it would have been relatively easy to replicate the summer experience with a few tweaks, bringing in a new cohort of students, independent of the last.

In the spirit of developing a network of peer mentors, we decided early on that we wanted to have the previous summer’s cohort return to act as Senior Fellows. The idea was to have the senior fellows continue their own research projects, but also act as mentors to the 2017 cohort, and develop formal documentation on a digital scholarship tool in the form of an Open Educational Resource.

Results have been mixed so far. Teaching students skills relating to teaching and mentoring takes a lot of time and structure, and it’s not going to necessarily be organic and student-led. Feedback from the entire cohort has led to restructuring some time to make sure there is more feedback between the 2016 and 2017 groups and finding ways to pull in the senior fellows to help take the lead on more workshops.

Expanding the community in some ways has felt as if we were imposing a new community on top of an existing one. It almost feels as if we attempted to double a recipe but were actually trying to combine two separate recipes into each other. In that sense, this summer has been more of a 2nd pilot than a continuation of last summer. 

However, good has come from our new experiment as well. A recent trip to an undergraduate digital scholarship conference with our newest fellows allowed them time to bond together; each of them led an unconference session and formed friendships with the students at the other schools. This shows that focused community-building is helpful when working with a larger group.

As one of our 2016 fellows and current senior fellows, Keira Koch, has written this summer, “As I continue on this DH journey, I find that the “honeymoon phase” has worn off. I still believe in DH but I am starting to find cracks and imperfections on its surface. Coming into this fellowship a second time, I can honestly say that I am not as enchanted with DH as I was a year ago.” This is a good thing. DH is not this utopian, messianic method of humanistic inquiry. It’s difficult and messy, just like any other foray into scholarship. We cannot lose sight of this.

In that sense, this summer continues to be a success for our program, as it will give us more data to work with. It will give us feedback that is messier and more constructive. We can take the lessons we will learn at the end of this new 10 weeks and use them to transform our program for the better.
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So we debated if we wanted a big moving conclusion …

A program of this nature takes a lot of resources. You need money to support and grow a program, and lots of human resources to make it happen.

Is it worth it? Absolutely. Giving undergraduates opportunities to engage in creative research, form communities of practice, and develop digital literacy skills that will serve them well throughout their lives is rewarding on many levels. We are giving them the chance to share their passions to a large audience through the methods of digital scholarship and introducing them to a larger community that can support them, and also learn from them. In turn, the fellows have pushed us to grow our own skills, engage in different communities, and think about scholarship in new ways.

I’m not sure we have advice for how to build or strengthen communities of practice at your own institutions; these sorts of initiatives are community-based already, so some things can be replicated or tweaked, and other concepts will not work based on your missions, values, strategic plans. We planned our program to be open from the start, so others could take advantage of what we created,  and now we are opening it up to what has made it work, and how we can continue to move forward.

We know that finding common values and having structure works well for us. Our next steps will involve assessing the program in a formal way, and determining how to take the lessons learned from both summers, as well as the academic years, and keep moving forward.

Thank you!
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