
Decentering Digital History 
 

·  Historians typically use digital resources to clarify course policies, broaden 
students' exposure to primary documents, and enhance in-class discussion. 
 

·  Most do not realize the possibilities digital history affords to promote 
students' assertive engagement with the past. 
 

·  The American Studies Web Museum involves students in creating digital 
history resources, thereby fostering a more collaborative, non-hierarchical 
classroom environment.   
 

·  The Academic Liaison Program adds to the collaborative dynamic of the 
course by enlisting research librarians and educational technologists directly 
in classroom instruction. 

L iaison Program 

Instituted in 2003, the Liaison Program is an LIS (Library & Information 
Services) outreach initiative, which designates a librarian and a technology 
specialist as LIS representatives for each academic department.   

Liaison responsibilities include: 

·  Library Collection Development  
·  Research Classes & Assistance  
·  Research Consultations  
·  LIS Updates for Faculty  
·  Support for Web pages, Segue, digitization, & other technology projects 

Liaisons work with faculty in planning projects involving the library and/or, 
including the development of new curricular resources.  In order to provide 
research and technological support, as needed, liaisons keep informed of 
curricular developments within academic departments, The American Studies 
Web Museum is the most successful example in the humanities of the Liaison 
Program at work. 

Technological learning 

·  Most students have little or no experience using Dreamweaver, Adobe 
Photoshop, and related educational technologies prior to the course.  

·  An educational technologist provides weekly instruction in relevant 
software programs.  

·  Students acquire technological proficiency through hands-on digitization 
and website creation. 

As a student-centered course, the Web 
Museum benefits from students' interests 
and expertise.  In 2005, the Web Museum 
was enriched by the contributions of 
Amanda Gustin, a technologically proficient 
history major who subsequently became the 
digitization intern in Middlebury College 
Special Collections.  Currently, Amanda 
assists Special Collections Curator Andy 
Wentink in converting Web Museum digital 
images (such as the "Eulogy for Colonel 
Truman B. Ransom") into CONTENTdm.   

                              The American Studies Web Museum:  
Primary Source Materials as a Digital Resource at Middlebury College

More than 27,000 items including first editions, manuscripts, 
pamphlets, broadsides and photographs are found in the Abernethy 
Collection of American Literature. More than 700 of the 
collection’s manuscripts and pamphlets have been scanned, 
archived, and a
CONTENTdm.

vailable to faculty and students through 

 

Thoreau. A page from a colle

The Abernethy Collection is especially rich in materials 
representing men and women of the American Transcendentalist 
movement, especially  Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David 

ge essay by Thoreau illustrates levels 
of document examination available through CONTENTdm.

 

Serving as the institutional memory of Middlebury College, the 
Archives holds thousands of alumni and faculty letters, journals, 
photographs, presidential papers, administrative records, student 
publications and other archival materials representing more than 
200 years of the college history. Special Collections is engaged in 
an ongoing initiative to digitize a signif icant representation of 
these materials for a digital archive in CONTENTdm. 

The papers of Pliny Fisk Class of 1814, represent the scores of 
Middlebury alumni who became ministers and missionaries of 
signif icant historical achievement. This page from Fisk’s journal 
recording his experiences in the Middle East, 1822-24, represents 
the compound object feature of CONTENTdm, which allows 
researchers to examine multi -page items page by page. 
Transcriptions are built into accompanying metadata.  

This page and illustration from Discourses at Norwich, Vermont, 
during the obsequies of Truman Bishop Ransom, colonel of the 
New-England regiment, February twenty-second, 1848, in the 
College’s Rare Books & Manuscripts collection, represents scores 
of digitized pamphlets, archived as compound digital objects in 
CONTENTdm.  

Collection development policy for Special Collections prioritizes 
potential acquisitions by relevance to the current curriculum as 
well as to existing collection strengths including religion, 
abolitionism, anti-slavery and colonization movements, politics, 
women’s history, nature writing and environmentalism in 18th and 
19th century America. 

Special Collections  Mission: Preservation, Access, and Curr icular  
Relevance 
 
The long-range goal of Special Collections is to create an archive of digital 
assets from which the entire College community can extract images, texts, 
manuscripts and audio and video objects in response to their curricular, research, 
or administrative needs.  
 
In 2003, CONTENTdm was selected as the product that best provided a solution 
to the broad range of challenges emerging from the need to manage the 
electronic resources generated by digitization projects at Middlebury. Creating 
an online digital archive has provided preservation and access solutions, as well 
as awareness of the curricular relevance of primary source materials in Special 
Collections. 
 

Preservation  
·  Reduces handling of original materials by researchers 
·  Allows close examination of materials impossible to the naked eye 
·  Convenient, searchable storage of digital fi les 
·  Allows cross-searching of collections  
·  Provides digital images for use in online exhibits, digital surrogates for use in 

exhibits, as well as digital  resources for use in class pages, and college 
publications 

 
Access 

·  Provides online access to materials in all formats 
·  Links to material through several points of access: OPAC, MC Digital 

Initiatives page, and Special Collections page 
 
Curri cular Relevance  

·  Informs faculty of primary source holdings that can be built into their  
courses and online resources  

·  Collaboration with faculty provides guidance in selection of materials 
for future digitization  

 

In formation Technology and Humanities Pedagogy 
 
Conventional humanities pedagogy is hierarchical and teacher-centered.  
Collaborative practices are minimal. 
 
Information technology affords opportunities for collaborative, student-centered 
learning: 
 

·  Allows for a wider range of interpersonal interactions 
 

·  Enhances non-hierarchical classroom atmosphere 
 

·  Allows for a non-linear, fluid, and open approach to producing knowledge 
collaboratively 

This page from “The Diary of Francis Paine”  exhibit ill ustrates 
students’  historical insightfulness and rapidly acquired technical 
skills.  The diary, written by a Vermont schoolteacher in the 1840s, 
is part of the Rare Books and Manuscripts Collection in Special 
Collections.   

As the 2006 exhibit exempli fies, the Web Museum develops more thematic 
coherence and interpretive sophistication with each iteration.  This year's 
students developed websites related to manly and womanly ideals, courtship 
and romantic love, and domestic life at Middlebury College and in small-town 
Vermont. Students are always interested in the history of the College, as the 
corresponding example of the fraternity songbook exemplif ies.  

  

Instructors of cultural history are aware of how challenging it can be to 
engender student enthusiasm for the study of nineteenth-century manuscripts.  
This course combines the study of nineteenth century diaries, correspondence, 
and other archival materials with instruction in Dreamweaver, Photoshop, and 
other educational technologies. By requiring students to work together on the 
tasks of digitizing and transcribing documents and organizing them into 
interpretive websites, the course adds a collaborative dimension that is rarely 
seen in the humanities classroom. The pleasure students take in learning new 
technologies extends to their work with rare and challenging nineteenth-
century documents. They gain a new enthusiasm for America's cultural past 
while helping to preserve rare documents. The sometimes tedious work of 
transcription becomes enjoyable when collaboratively undertaken.  Students 
take pride in their completed web projects and are gratified that their efforts 
will benefit a large audience as part of the American Studies Web Museum. 

The American Studies Web Museum is 
unique in that it involves students in a multi -
year project.  Each group of students builds 
on and refines the work of earlier groups.  
This set of images illustrates both the 
promising content and graphical limitations 
of the first group’s exhibits.   

Benefits of the Web Museum as an Exercise in Digital History

Andrew M. Wentink, Curator of Special Collections Holly M. Allen, Assistant Professor of American Studies


