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Assessment at the University 
of Washington Libraries

VERLETTA KERN

As academic libraries struggle to understand their role in supporting 
digital scholarship, there is a clear desire to share needs assessment 
work broadly so that we can learn from each other. A 2018 discussion 

on the ACRL Digital Scholarship Section Listserv revealed relatively few such 
assessments have been performed or shared publicly.1 Questions also remain 
across the profession on how to assess digital scholarship work given its nexus 
between traditional research and emerging technology.

At the University of Washington Libraries, where I work as the Libraries’ 
first full-time digital scholarship librarian, we, too, are working to understand 
our role in a changing culture of digital scholarship. Fortunately, as an institu-
tion recognized nationally for its strong assessment program, an assessment 
of digital scholarship needs across campus was a natural starting point for 
determining our digital scholarship strategy. Our work has taken a series of 
forms: faculty and graduate student interviews/focus groups, Triennial Sur-
vey data, digital pedagogy assessment work, evaluation of questions and 
needs surfaced during two years of weekly Digital Scholarship Project Help 
Office Hours and teaching and research case studies. By sharing the details of 
these assessments—their goals and methods, collective findings, and some 
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of the “next steps” taken following their completion—I hope to contribute to 
this emerging area of research and offer guidance to those pursuing their own 
digital scholarship needs assessment work.

BACKGROUND: DIGITAL SCHOLARSHIP  
AT THE UNIVERSITY OF WASHINGTON

Although the University of Washington (UW) has a long and established 
history of digital humanities work, the UW Libraries’ formal Digital Scholar-
ship Program remains in its infancy.2 The role of digital scholarship librarian 
was created in January of 2016 as a 0.5 full-time equivalent (FTE) position 
designed to serve UW students, faculty, and staff in a concierge role, con-
necting those wishing to complete digital projects with people and resources 
to help realize their project objectives. The position has since evolved into a 
role overseeing digital scholarship strategy for the UW Libraries with a man-
date to “conduct regular environmental scans of the campus in collaboration 
with subject librarians and other campus stakeholders to identify current and 
emerging digital scholarship projects, and recommend strategies to support 
the needs.”3 As a result, the position was made a 1.0 FTE position in July 2017 
and was reorganized under the newly formed Scholarly Communication and 
Publishing department. Although the positioning of this role fits well in a 
department focused on emerging forms of scholarship, sharing research for 
the public good, and outreach, being the sole librarian responsible for not only 
carrying out digital scholarship work on a practical level but also advocating 
and visioning for the future of this work can be daunting! The success of our 
needs assessment work relied on careful collaboration with colleagues across 
the Libraries, support of UW iSchool students, and volunteers.4

As we will see, the five types of needs assessments ultimately conducted 
by the UW Libraries in relation to digital scholarship were largely spurred or 
shaped by the creation of this digital scholarship librarian position and con-
tributed to the part of the ramp-up that resulted in the position’s expansion 
and the UW Libraries’ 2014–2017 Strategic Plan, which recognized providing 
expertise and support for digital scholarship as an area of focus. We will begin 
our needs assessment discussion with interviews and focus groups.

Focus Groups and Interviews

One of the earliest digital scholarship program goals was to discover what 
digital scholarship means to those working in the different disciplines.5 It 
occurred to us, for example, that participants in certain fields might not see 
themselves or their work reflected in the term “digital scholarship,” which 
could put the program at an initial marketing disadvantage. The Libraries 
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was also curious to hear from researchers about the different types of digital 
scholarship work being done across campus—and where participants could 
use help in completing their work. To this end, the Libraries organized a series 
of digital scholarship focus groups, with UW faculty and graduate students.

Description

During the spring quarter of 2016, the Libraries, with support from two 
iSchool Capstone students, held focus groups with fourteen faculty and six 
graduate students from the humanities, social sciences, and sciences. These 
focus groups were organized by discipline and divided between faculty and 
graduate students. In cases where participants were unable to attend the 
designated time for the focus group, I arranged individual interviews. In 
order to solicit participants, subject librarians sent out email invitations to 
their departments, and I sent an invitation to researchers affiliated with the 
UW Walter Chapin Simpson Center for the Humanities. Once participants 
responded, the organizers sent them questions in advance of their scheduled 
focus groups/interviews (see appendix E), each of which ran for an hour and 
included light snacks and drinks. To help make note taking easier, two Librar-
ies staff were present during each interview, one to lead the discussion and 
one to take notes.

Findings

1. The term “digital scholarship” doesn’t resonate

It became quickly apparent when talking with participants that digital schol-
arship as a term is meaningless to those outside of a library context. Those in 
the sciences, for instance, heard the term digital scholarship and immediately 
jumped into discussions of electronic library article databases that support 
research. When asked why they equated digital scholarship with library article 
research, one participant responded, “Everything is digital. The term is mean-
ingless, so when you take away the digital, you’re left with scholarship. To me, 
scholarship means research through traditional library tools.” In the human-
ities, those working with digital tools and methods or doing what would be 
considered digital scholarship work in a general context did not see them-
selves as digital scholars. On the flip side, humanists who have been working 
in the area of digital humanities for several years also did not see themselves 
as digital humanists or digital scholars; one responded, “This is humanities 
scholarship. We’ve moved past the need to include digital in the definition.”

Digital scholarship’s lack of appeal as a description for a suite of services 
is confirmed in the literature. Although planning support for digital scholar-
ship work, the University of Houston’s Digital Scholarship Team notes, “Iden-
tifying a term that both describes digital scholarship services and resonates 
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with students, faculty, and staff is an imperative step in this phase.”6 A 2014 
OCLC Report confirms the statement of our humanities and science partici-
pants: “No matter which approaches to supporting the digital humanities you 
opt to take, keep in mind that what we call ‘The Digital Humanities’ today will 
soon be considered ‘The Humanities.’ Supporting DH scholarship is not much 
different than supporting digital scholarship in any discipline. Increasingly, 
digital scholarship is simply scholarship.”7

It is clear that if libraries want to establish successful digital scholarship 
services or centers on campus, we must give thought and pay careful attention 
to how researchers describe their work in order for them to see themselves in 
the library services and spaces provided. We continued to explore the question 
of “what do people call this work” as our assessment project moved forward.

2. Technical skills are difficult to acquire

Across the board, all disciplines represented in the focus groups voiced frus-
trations in the lack of clear opportunities to systematically learn new techni-
cal skills. Desired skills and tools ranged from getting help with web design 
to learning GitHub to learning programming languages like Python or C++, 
to learning R. Those who wished to learn programming languages expressed 
frustration that they could not take computer science courses without being 
enrolled in the School of Computer Science and Engineering. Faculty and stu-
dents alike also expressed a strong desire to create a web presence that effec-
tively showcases their work but lacked the skills or expertise to do so. This 
mirrors Jennifer Vinopal and Monica McCormick’s findings, as expressed in 
their 2013 work on supporting digital scholarship in research libraries. They 
write, “Scholars want help developing, using, and maintaining Web sites for 
storing and presenting their digital research content.”8

UW student participants also described taking courses that required them 
to use technical tools without formal training, leaving them scrambling to get 
help from peers and online sites like Stack Overflow to fill in knowledge gaps. 
On the flip side, instructors who participated in the focus groups complained 
that UW’s quarter system limited their availability to teach the use of tools 
in addition to course content. Consequently, when forced to choose where to 
focus class time, faculty often chose to focus on content over tool instruction.

3. Multidisciplinary collaborations are challenging

Faculty and students alike were excited by the possibility of cross-disciplinary 
collaborations on projects but felt they did not have a clear path to identifying 
and establishing such collaborations, which they considered an overwhelm-
ing barrier to performing cross-disciplinary work. For example, one faculty 
member in the sciences hoped to identify a philosophy researcher who could 
collaborate on a project examining race and gender in machine learning algo-
rithms but had no idea who in other departments might be interested in this 
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work. With a full research and teaching load, the faculty member had little 
time to explore potential collaborators. Another researcher was fortunate 
enough to identify an international collaborator but institutional restrictions 
on resource sharing (e.g., you must be affiliated with the UW to access and 
contribute materials to a UW server) left the duo without a sound infrastruc-
ture to support their work. As research collaborations expand beyond insti-
tutional silos to global collaborations, more efforts will need to be taken to 
create secure, safe, and accessible infrastructures for researchers to perform 
and share their work.

The challenges of building communities of practice are one of the major 
barriers to furthering a culture of digital scholarship. The 2017 Educause 
Center for Analysis and Research (ECAR) report, Building Capacity for Digital 
Humanities, reflects this point even as it envisions a strong future for cross-dis-
ciplinary collaborations: “Matching a scholar’s research with corresponding 
methods from other disciplines and finding like-minded and open-minded 
collaborators is a common dilemma because it is rare to find somebody with all 
the skills required.”9 It is our aspiration that the UW Libraries, as a discipline- 
gnostic space, can help foster community around digital scholarship and, in 
turn, help foster desired cross-disciplinary connections.

4. Opportunities to showcase work are needed

Study participants expressed frustration that there was not a central place on 
campus to showcase digital scholarship work happening across the UW. This 
topic came up both from the perspective of wanting a place or opportunity to 
share the work that researchers had done and as an opportunity to get new 
and fresh ideas from other researchers. A 2014 University of Pittsburgh needs 
assessment of digital scholarship reported a similar finding: “There is a need 
for centralized spaces available on campus where faculty and students can 
exhibit the products of their digital scholarship.”10

5. The standing of digital scholarship work in the professional community

Faculty and graduate students dedicated to doing digital scholarship work 
are often forced to do double the work based on traditional promotion and 
tenure processes or thesis and dissertation requirements. Junior faculty par-
ticipants in particular expressed that if they dared to take on a digital proj-
ect, they needed to continue to work just as hard on producing a traditional 
monograph or publishing in academic journals to meet tenure and promotion 
guidelines for their departments. A 2010 report by Diane Harley et al. that 
includes interviews with faculty succinctly captures some of the same faculty 
concerns about embracing new forms of scholarship, especially early in one’s 
career: “The fact remains, however, that: (1) new forms of scholarship must 
be perceived as having undergone rigorous peer review, (2) few untenured 
scholars are presenting such publications as part of their tenure packages, and 
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(3) the mechanisms for evaluating new genres (e.g., nonlinear narratives and 
multimedia publications) may be prohibitive for reviewers in terms of time 
and inclination.11

Although numerous groups are experimenting with peer review of dig-
ital projects, until promotion and tenure systems become more accepting of 
new methods of scholarly publishing, untenured faculty will remain skeptical 
about digital scholarship, will need to go above and beyond to perform both 
types of publishing, or will wait until after tenure to engage in digital schol-
arship work.

Graduate students were also in a difficult position because many faculty 
positions request digital scholarship skills in job postings, yet traditional the-
sis and dissertation requirements are still print-centric. As a result, graduate 
students, who wish to succeed on the future job market, found themselves 
both writing a traditional thesis or dissertation alongside creating digital 
components of the thesis or dissertation that will not count toward gradu-
ation requirements at UW. Although there are trends shifting away from the 
traditional print thesis and dissertations, these have yet to be fully recognized 
by most UW departments and the UW Graduate School.12

6. The UW Libraries remains a natural home for digital scholarship

The UW Libraries was mentioned time and time again as a natural home 
for digital scholarship services. Participants spoke favorably about the UW 
Libraries as a discipline-neutral space with the ability to serve the needs of 
all disciplines, and to provide equipment and services that could be used by 
anyone from across the University.13 The UW Libraries was also suggested by 
participants as a natural place for cross-disciplinary connections to occur. This 
finding was encouraging as we moved forward in assessing digital scholarship 
needs.

Limitations

Although the cross-disciplinary information provided by the focus group 
assessment was useful, the usefulness of the results may be limited by the 
fact that only four of the participants were from the social sciences (three fac-
ulty and one graduate student). Additionally, questions posed to those in the 
science/social sciences focus groups differed from those asked in the human-
ities groups, as a sample run of the questions with the former group revealed 
a need for additional context, which was corrected in the latter groups. In 
the future, the deployment of broader and more open-ended questions might 
yield a results set that maps more equally across the disciplines.
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Triennial Survey

Although focus groups are extremely useful for gathering deep information 
about the faculty and graduate students on the subject of digital scholarship, 
they obviously lack the broad perspective of certain large-scale assessments 
like campus-wide surveys, which the UW Libraries is also experienced at 
deploying. As the digital scholarship librarian, I recognized an opportunity 
to address the large-scale view of digital scholarship across the university in 
the UW Libraries’ Triennial Survey, which we administer to faculty, graduate 
students, and a sample of undergraduate students on all three UW campuses 
every three years. By incorporating questions related to digital scholarship into 
the 2016 version of the survey, I hoped to gain a better understanding of (1) 
what types of digital tools and methods were being used by faculty and gradu-
ate students across campus, and (2) which departments were doing this work.

Description

The UW Libraries’ Triennial Survey is sent out by email to faculty, graduate 
students, and a sample of undergraduate students on all three campuses every 
three years since 2004.14 Questions in the survey are far-ranging, and cover 
everything from a user’s experience with UW Libraries’ services to the use of 
library spaces. In spring 2016, I worked with the UW Libraries’ Assessment 
Team to add a specific question to the survey pertaining to digital scholarship:

Does your research and teaching involve any of the following digital 
activities/tools? Please check all that apply.

�� My work does not involve any of these

�� Text/data mining

�� Data visualization (using tools such as Tableau)

�� Web authoring or publishing (using tools such as Scalar or 
Omeka)

�� Digital mapping/digital map making (using tools such as ArcGIS, 
Neatline, Google My Maps)

�� Digital annotation (using tools such as hypothes.is and Lacuna)

�� Other (please specify)

All told, 1,527 faculty across all three campuses received the survey, with a 35 
percent response rate, and 2,780 Seattle campus graduate and professional 
students received the survey, yielding a 22 percent response rate.15
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Findings

The 2016 survey results indicated that 40 percent of UW faculty and 40 percent 
of graduate students said their work involved at least one of the listed digital 
activities/tools.16 The students and faculty of the College of the Environment 
and the College of Built Environments ranked the highest for UW schools and 
colleges for using one or more digital activity or tool. Text/data mining and 
data visualization ranked the highest for faculty at 24 percent and 23 percent, 
respectively. Graduate students ranked data visualization and text/data min-
ing the highest at 26 percent and 24 percent. These results varied slightly from 
college to college. For example, the College of the Environment ranked use of 
digital mapping/digital map-making tools at a higher rate. These results have 
been incredibly useful in identifying which schools and colleges to target as we 
continue to plan for digital scholarship services and provide a starting point 
to plan for larger scale digital scholarship support.

Limitations

Based on the comments received in the survey, we noted that a few respon-
dents were slightly confused by some of the digital scholarship question mul-
tiple-choice options. Although we gave examples of specific tools that could 
relate to a digital scholarship activity, for example “data visualization (using 
tools such as Tableau),” it was clear that some respondents answered “no” to 
question options when they engaged in the underlying activity but used a dif-
ferent tool than the one(s) mentioned in the option parenthetically. This con-
fusion may have impacted some of the survey results and will be addressed in 
future iterations of the survey. Likewise, given the high number of respon-
dents who indicated they used text/data mining techniques, in the 2019 
survey this activity will be separated into two response options, one for text 
mining and one for data mining. In doing so, I hope to reveal a more accurate 
representation of the digital scholarship work happening on campus, and to 
offer more guidance in developing targeted services. With limited resources 
to pilot new services, this information will help us decide whether to experi-
ment with text mining or data mining first. It will further conversations with 
potential campus partners who may be interested to work with us in piloting 
future services.

Digital Scholarship Project Help Office Hours

As many public services liaisons can attest, consultations with researchers 
are valuable opportunities for better understanding the needs and activities 
of a given academic population. In order to learn more about the UW digi-
tal scholarship community, and to help encourage scholars engaged in dig-
ital scholarship projects, I began collaborating in spring 2016 with staff in 
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UW’s centralized Learning Technologies unit to offer Digital Scholarship Proj-
ect Help Office Hours. From the very start, these hours were another formal 
method for the Libraries to gather data related to digital scholarship needs, 
including which UW populations require assistance with digital projects (e.g., 
departments, as well as degree classes), what types of projects researchers are 
working on, and what types of difficulties those researchers are running into.

Description

Digital Scholarship Project Help Office Hours are held weekly for an hour and 
a half in the UW Libraries’ Research Commons Consultation Space, a small 
room with semi-private cubicles that is located in one of the Libraries’ main 
campus buildings. Office Hours are co-staffed by me, the digital scholarship 
librarian, and Beth Lytle, an information technologist from UW Learning 
Technologies.17 Together, the two of us help Office Hours participants get 
started with digital projects, or to complete particular aspects of projects on 
which they are stuck. For each drop-in, we record information about which 
department the participant is from, their UW status (e.g., faculty, graduate 
student, undergraduate student), and where they are stuck (e.g., scoping a 
project, looking for storage and hosting for materials).

Findings

1. Who attends office hours?

In the first year of Office Hours, attendees included mainly UW faculty mem-
bers and a few graduate students. More undergraduates began using the ser-
vice in year two, thanks to faculty encouragement. Office Hours are the busiest 
during the summer months when certain UW faculty and graduate students 
begin work on their Walter Chapin Simpson Center Digital Humanities Sum-
mer Fellowships.18 There has also been strong diversity in the departmental 
affiliations of Office Hours attendees. Some of the departments represented 
have included Architecture; Comparative History of Ideas; Comparative Lit-
erature and Cinema Studies; English, French and Italian Studies; Gender, 
Women, and Sexuality Studies; Geography; History; and Music.

2. What work is happening?

Our findings suggest that UW researchers are engaged in a wide range of 
digital scholarship projects, from creating Omeka sites to interest in story 
mapping projects to data visualization to text encoding and stylometry. Addi-
tionally, many faculty members have come to Office Hours with questions 
about effectively incorporating digital technology into their courses—which 
suggests an opportunity for the Libraries or Learning Technologies to step 
into the pedagogical components of digital scholarship.
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3. Where do participants get stuck?

Another finding was that many Office Hours participants have trouble know-
ing how to start a digital project. For instance, both Beth and I spend sig-
nificant time helping participants scope their research questions into more 
manageable projects.19 Help is also frequently requested from attendees to 
decide which digital tool will best represent a participants’ work, (e.g., from 
offering multilingual access to digitized texts and images to sharing the lived 
experience of an African American family member’s journey from the south-
ern United States to the Pacific Northwest during the 1950s).

Those wishing to use Omeka and related plug-ins come to Office Hours for 
advice on how to install Omeka on the UW server. Other questions range from 
locating software on campus to completing text encoding projects to creating 
content in Wikipedia to assistance with metadata construction.

However, the number one question we receive during Office Hours cen-
ters around where to host and store digital projects for free or at low cost. This 
finding mirrors a 2016 Jisc report finding, which states: “From the research-
ers’ point of view, the infrastructure, and the ways in which different systems 
interoperate, should be invisible in much the same way that most people 
rarely give a second thought to how power, water and telephony services are 
provided to the home or office.”20

The issue of limited storage space is particularly problematic for instruc-
tors who teach digital tools or methods as part of a class, and thus fill their 
allotted departmental server space quickly with student projects. Instructors 
often express their frustration at having to pay additional storage fees when 
they are trying to teach students practical and marketable digital skills. For 
those creating research projects, it is clear that more work needs to be done 
to help researchers develop a better understanding of the long-term costs of 
not only storage and hosting of projects but also the costs to update software 
and migrate content to new platforms as older platforms lose support over 
time alongside the long-term costs of digital preservation. We have begun to 
incorporate conversations about planning for costs, planning for metadata 
integration into projects, and long-term preservation into library workshops 
focused on digital project creation but still have much work ahead in expand-
ing knowledge in this new realm of digital publishing.

Limitations

The information gathered during Digital Scholarship Project Help Office 
Hours has provided me personally and the UW Libraries in general with a good 
start for understanding the range of needs and barriers the campus commu-
nity faces when completing digital projects. That said, there is still likely a set 
of needs yet to be discovered, such as those faced by researchers who cannot 
currently attend scheduled Office Hours, or who lack the time to make a con-
sultation appointment.
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Omeka Case Studies

With a variety of questions surfacing during Office Hours surrounding the 
digital scholarship tool Omeka, we focused the next portion of our assessment 
work on one-on-one interviews, walking step-by-step through the experience 
using Omeka from both the research and the teaching perspectives. Our goals 
for this assessment included developing a better understanding of objectives 
for digital work in teaching and research, what steps were taken to complete 
the work, and what pain points surfaced in completing digital projects from 
the teaching and research perspective.

Description

I interviewed two faculty instructors regarding their experiences integrating 
Omeka into their courses and one faculty member who used Omeka to create 
a hybrid publication published with a University Press was interviewed. Our 
interviews lasted an hour and notes from the interview were shared with the 
instructors to confirm accuracy. All three faculty members represented dif-
ferent departments within the UW College of Arts and Sciences and did not 
know details of one another’s work prior to the case study interviews.

Findings

1. Teaching case studies

Though the teaching examples represented two different departments, similar 
themes emerged. For example, instructor 1 used Omeka with lower division 
undergraduate course and instructor 2 used Omeka with an upper division 
undergraduate course. Both instructors wished to offer students an oppor-
tunity to learn and incorporate skills beyond those of simply writing a term 
paper. As Omeka holds a strong focus on metadata integration, the instruc-
tors used this opportunity to teach critical thinking skills by developing meta-
data for objects they collected and integrated into their assignments. Both 
instructors emphasized the importance of describing items and the ramifica-
tions of how they are found (or not found) online as result, developing multi-
ple keywords to describe objects, and asking students to think more critically 
about metadata attached to items they search for in the future as they inter-
act with materials on the web. Surprisingly, when asked if they had invited a 
librarian to speak with their classes on the topic of metadata construction, 
the instructors expressed that they had not realized librarians would talk to 
classes about this topic. Library expertise did not immediately come to mind 
when thinking of metadata construction. As a result of these conversations, 
I look forward to working more closely with our metadata librarian and the 
Libraries’ larger Teaching and Learning Group to think about ways to incorpo-
rate and scale metadata conversations directly into classroom settings. These 
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instructors represent a growing shift in digital literacy education. As the 2017 
Horizon Report on Digital Literacy notes, “most of the digital literacy training 
in higher education is directed toward consumption and evaluation of infor-
mation and media, and not on the creation of products using digital resources. 
Additionally, postgraduates expressed that they had minimal or no training 
in the use of digital artifacts to communicate ideas or stories (51.1%), and 
they indicated they were given minimal guidance around the laws, rights and 
responsibilities, and security for using technology and media (58.1%). These 
responses mirror the limited experiences undergraduates have to practice 
with these digital tools.”21

Libraries have an opportunity to partner with faculty and share expertise 
in metadata construction, rights training, preservation, and new modes to 
communicate research more broadly. As we move from a model of students 
as consumers of information to creators of information sources, we need to 
adapt library instructional methods to meet these needs. This will involve 
more communication and collaboration among public services staff, technical 
services staff, and IT staff to create a successful transition. The role of digital 
scholarship librarian seems like a perfect bridge to begin these conversations 
based on the public-facing work performed by digital scholarship librarians 
and the need for coordination with technical services and IT colleagues to 
move digital scholarship projects from idea to reality.

These Omeka case studies also helped the UW Libraries to identify a 
broader need for guidance on integrating technology into course assignments. 
Libraries have traditionally offered assignment design services to faculty, 
assisting them with the integration of research skills into course assignments 
based on course goals. Faculty would like to see a similar service offered that 
focuses on integrating digital tools and methods into course assignments. 
Instructor 1 described a willingness to learn digital tools and methods but 
with heavy teaching loads, research agendas, and the compact nature of the 
quarter system, limited time was left to investigate which tools would be most 
appropriate for classroom purposes. This problem is compounded because new 
tools are coming out all the time, leaving instructor 1 feeling overwhelmed 
when trying to identify which tools to focus on when teaching. Both instruc-
tors expressed a strong desire for a single point to find for support in identi-
fying the best tools and gain assistance with tool setup. This is a current gap 
on the UW campus—UW librarians are still focused on creating traditional 
research assignments, UW’s Center for Teaching and Learning does not yet 
offer support in this area, and UW Learning Technologies only offers support 
for a specific set of University-supported tools. As a result, both instructors 
used teaching assistants (TAs) to run a broad investigation of available digital 
tools and used TAs to help set up Omeka on the UW server. One can imagine 
the number of resources wasted if each department is hiring TAs to dupli-
cate this work time and time again. Unfortunately, UW is not unique in this 
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situation. As ECAR reports, “In the absence of institutional support, grass-
roots initiatives tend to be siloed. Multiple individuals or groups in different 
departments or divisions may work with the assumption that they are the 
only people doing digital humanities on campus because they have never seen 
other DH work in their local context.”22

The case studies highlighted limitations in UW’s infrastructure to support 
digital work. Because Omeka is not a centrally supported tool at UW, instruc-
tors who wish to install it on UW server space must tackle installation on their 
own. Instructor 2 estimated that, along with a teaching assistant, around 
forty hours was spent trying to get Omeka installed and running properly on 
the UW server. Both instructors complained that hosting the course Omeka 
sites on the UW server resulted in sluggish response times when multiple stu-
dents were working on the Omeka site at the same time during class sessions. 
Running an unsupported tool also means that there is no centrally supported 
assistance when the tool breaks. Indeed, Instructor 1 reported that the site 
once crashed the night before a major assignment was due when all of the 
students logged in at the same time to upload their assignments. This resulted 
in the course TA having to pull away from assisting with course content and 
grading in order to bring the site back up. Instructor 2 reported similarly that 
a UW server upgrade once broke the Omeka course site a few days before the 
beginning of the quarter. Because the instructor was busy trying to make final 
preparations for courses, there was little time to investigate the source of the 
problem, and the instructor ended up paying a fee out of pocket to have Uni-
versity IT make the needed repairs to get the site running in time for the first 
day of classes. It is clear that a single point of entry and a robust digital infra-
structure are key in helping faculty integrate new modes of scholarship into 
the classroom at low cost.

2. Research case study

The faculty member involved in this case study was under contract with a uni-
versity press to publish a book. In order to keep costs down (it can be expensive 
to publish image-heavy books) and to provide open access to foreign contribu-
tors to the publication, the faculty member created a hybrid publication using 
Omeka. The Omeka site would contain additional images and offer an oppor-
tunity to incorporate discussions of media materials not possible in a typical 
print publication. Unfortunately, many university presses in the United States 
are not able to commit to long-term storage and hosting of digital companions 
to print work, leaving researchers to identify their own hosting and storage 
solutions should they choose to go the hybrid publication route.

Similar to the teaching case studies, this faculty member had to decide on 
whether to select a UW-supported tool or a non-supported tool. The faculty 
member began their hybrid publication journey with selection of a UW-sup-
ported tool, WordPress. Unfortunately, this site was hacked, leading to an 
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immediate site shut down by campus IT and the loss of all project data. The 
faculty member next selected a non-UW-supported tool, Omeka, to host the 
content, and hired a programmer to support the project with the help of addi-
tional grant funding. As with the teaching case studies, Omeka was painstak-
ingly installed on the UW servers where it was sluggish due to the amount 
of image and media files contained within the site. Lack of clarity in how to 
set up a custom URL for the UW-hosted site also led to additional stress and 
unnecessary work on the part of the faculty member. Eventually it became 
clear that the site needed to be moved to a non-UW server to avoid these slow-
downs and hassles.

At this point, the faculty member approached the UW Libraries in search 
of a hosting solution. However, without infrastructure and long-term digital 
preservation policies in place to support this type of hosting, the Libraries 
was unable to take the project. Instead, I worked with the faculty member to 
identify a low-cost hosting solution and helped to negotiate the transition 
of the site to that space. Still, questions remain as to why faculty member’s 
personal funds must be spent on an ongoing basis to support scholarship that 
is ostensibly required to advance one’s career, or to support UW classroom 
instruction. For faculty who receive grant funding from which the university 
takes a cut, the question is why funds from awarded grants aren’t reinvested 
to support infrastructure necessary to share work publicly, particularly when 
public dissemination of research is a requirement from more and more grant 
funding agencies.

All case studies presented in this section would have benefited greatly 
if there was a single place to go early in the digital project planning process 
to get answers on how best to support the work as well as a robust digital 
infrastructure to support the work. My hope is that this assessment data will 
create an urgent need for the Libraries to begin experimenting with digital 
infrastructure to support student and faculty work. It also opens up the abil-
ity to begin conversations around funding opportunities to develop space on 
campus in support of digital scholarship work.

Limitations

The focus of these case studies on the singular tool Omeka is a clear limitation. 
A fuller case study assessment might have included the examination of addi-
tional tools, although such a project would be significantly more time-inten-
sive Additionally, this study was limited to only the cases of three faculty, all of 
whom come from the same UW college, the College of Arts and Sciences. For a 
future study, it would be useful to look at faculty cases from different colleges 
that reported greater digital tools and methods integration.
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Digital Pedagogy Assessment

Description

Based on our teaching case studies and focus group conversations, we wanted 
to take a deeper dive into what digital scholarship looks like in the classroom. 
Our goals for this portion of the assessment work were to determine who is 
teaching digital tools and methods in the classrooms (e.g., tenured faculty, 
untenured faculty, TAs, lecturers), to determine which departments and 
schools are incorporating digital skills and methods into the classroom, to 
determine at what level this work is being done (e.g., graduate versus under-
graduate), and examine how various disciplines refer to digital scholarship 
work.

For this portion of the assessment study, the course descriptions in the 
UW course catalog were reviewed for mentions of digital tools and meth-
ods used as part of the course. Lists of courses were compiled by discipline 
and sent to subject liaisons for review, asking if, to their knowledge, the list 
of potential courses involving digital tools and methods was complete (see 
appendix F for email request templates and course selection criteria). Liaisons 
were then asked if they would be willing to send a request to their depart-
mental administrative assistant to request a copy of the course syllabus. If 
the library liaison was unable to send the request, I did so. Requests were sent 
to departments over the summer months when departmental activity was 
quieter overall, leading to success in acquiring many of the requested syllabi. 
Of the 154 syllabi requested, 86 syllabi were received and reviewed of which 
63 were determined to fit our initial criteria of incorporating digital tools or 
methods into the classroom.

Findings

1. Who is teaching these courses?

Instructors listed as the instructor of record on the syllabus, or in the course 
catalog if no instructor was indicated on the syllabus, were searched to deter-
mine their tenure status. Tenured faculty were found to be teaching most  
of these courses, followed by graduate students, and then nontenure-track 
faculty. Courses were taught at the lowest rate by nontenured, tenure-track 
faculty. These findings mirror those found during our focus groups/interviews 
where junior faculty expressed nervousness about how nontraditional forms 
of publication would be received during tenure and promotion processes, 
whereas graduate students expressed a strong need to show evidence of work 
with digital tools and methods in order to be marketable for future academic 
positions. Results may also be coupled with concerns that lack of a robust 
infrastructure to support digital work make it less desirable for untenured 
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faculty to pursue full teaching schedules and tight research time lines for ten-
ure and promotion processes. Unfortunately, it seems this trend is not unique 
to UW. A recent Ithaka study notes, “Although a little over a third of full pro-
fessors and assistant professors who answered our survey indicated that they 
have created or managed digital resources, almost half of the associate profes-
sors who responded have done so.”23

2. Which departments are incorporating digital tools  
and methods into classes?

Similar to findings from the Triennial Survey data, the departments doing 
the most work incorporating digital tools and methods into the classroom 
included the College of Arts and Sciences, the College of Built Environments, 
and the College of the Environment. It is clear that as digital scholarship ser-
vices are planned, the UW Libraries will want to keep a close eye on what is hap- 
pening in these colleges.

3. Where is the work happening?

Perhaps not surprising given the large number of undergraduates at UW, 
digital tools and methods are being taught at a higher rate in undergradu-
ate courses. This may be tied to our finding from the focus group/interviews 
assessment that graduate students feel the need to demonstrate their ability 
to use digital tools and methods to be marketable and thus are more likely to 
experiment with digital tools and methods in the undergraduate courses they 
teach. It is clear we must think critically how to scale additional support for 
undergraduates performing digital scholarship work.

4. How is digital work described?

Given the focus groups/interviews assessment findings that digital scholar-
ship as a term does not resonate with the campus community, we were curious 
to see how instructors were describing this work in the various disciplines. 
English Studies instructors described all work, from digital story making to 
creating archives to story map production, as multimodal work. The larg-
est discrepancies seemed to arise when looking at how disciplines described 
incorporation of tools or methods to create maps or perform geographical 
analysis. Terms used included GIS, spatial analysis, mapping, visualization, 
online maps, digital geographies, multimedia maps, digital spatial technology, 
critical cartography, and geovisualization. It is clear that to get cross-depart-
mental buy-in for digital scholarship services and spaces, the UW Libraries 
will need to develop discipline-targeted messages or find another term, per-
haps open scholarship, that allows all disciplines to see themselves in the ser-
vices, programs, and spaces developed by the UW Libraries.
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Limitations

Although the data gathered from this portion of our assessment process was 
informative, it should be noted that there are likely courses we missed in our 
assessment process due to limited course descriptions in the course catalog 
and subject liaisons’ limitations because they did not have full knowledge of 
every course taught in their departments. It should also be noted that two 
departments refused to share their syllabi for the purposes of this study, 
because they did not want to share intellectual property created by the instruc-
tors. The College of Engineering was largely left out of this study because its 
largest department, the department of Computer Science and Engineering, is 
well-funded and therefore can pursue its own solutions to many of the issues 
expressed by our assessment participants. Were it included, the College of 
Engineering would likely be a leader in the incorporation of digital tools and 
methods into the classroom.

WHAT’S NEXT

Although the assessment work we’ve gathered thus far has been informative 
in establishing a baseline picture of the culture of digital scholarship and in 
beginning to form relationships with digital scholars across campus, it is time 
to move from assessment to action! Next steps we will be taking (or have 
already taken) in this process are outlined below.

Sharing Assessment Data.  Assessment data has been shared widely in the UW 
Libraries, particularly as the strategic planning process is underway. 
Results have also been shared with the campus IT directors and the 
vice provost for Academic and Student Affairs in hopes of raising 
awareness and codeveloping solutions to these emerging needs.

Partnerships. We are identifying potential campus partnerships in hopes 
of filling in some of the gaps in the systematic learning of tools or 
programming languages. For example, it is hoped that a closer part
nership with UW’s eScience Institute may lead to a greater set of 
solutions for those undertaking digital projects in the future.24

Programs. In partnership with the UW Libraries’ Research Commons 
unit, a collaborative space focusing on support for all steps of the re- 
search process along with opportunities to share research, I am experi
menting with a new program series called Hacking the Academy.25 
The series takes a closer look at the new ways scholarship is produced, 
shared, archived, and reused through series of panel discussions and 
workshops. Now in its second year, the series’ most highly attended 
programs fall into the category of workshops where participants are 
able to actively gain new skills or find funding opportunities for new 
modes of scholarship.
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WICKED PROBLEMS  
FOR CONTINUED EXPLORATION

Of course, some problems surfaced by these assessments are more difficult 
than others to address and point to larger areas of exploration for UW’s digital 
scholarship community. Many of our most wicked problems are tied to issues 
of funding, space, and limited personnel in an already resource-constrained 
environment. This leaves us in an uncomfortable, institutional soul-searching 
space. Wicked problems lacking simple solutions include:

Role of the library. What is the Libraries’ role in supporting digital scholar
ship? What responsibilities lie solely with the Libraries and which 
should be picked up by or shared with campus partners?

Priorities. With limited institutional resources, how do we shift resources 
and priorities to support this new movement of students as creators 
of information? Do we stop doing some things in order to shift 
funding and resources to new areas? How do we make these decisions 
and communicate them to the broader campus community?

Platforms. Which digital scholarship platforms do we invest in? How do 
we balance the desire to self-host infrastructure and the realities of 
the competition for tech positions in the Seattle area with the risks 
of investing in hosted services that may be swallowed up by for-profit 
entities down the road?

Access versus preservation. How do we juggle the need for opportunities 
to share work openly through digital scholarship platforms with the 
need for long-term preservation?

Funding.  How do we fund digital scholarship infrastructure when collection 
budgets are already limited? How do we estimate an ongoing budget 
for storage and hosting of digital scholarship work that maintains 
certain projects completed by the UW community over time and 
includes opportunities to grow the collection down the road?

Policies. What role can the Libraries play in helping faculty and students 
change promotion and tenure requirements or theses and dissertation 
requirements to include digital work?

We have recently established a Tri-Campus Digital Scholarship group, charged 
by three associate deans in the UW Libraries and including both UW Libraries’ 
staff and stakeholders across the campus community. This group is a good step 
forward not only in establishing deeper partnerships across the three cam-
puses but also with the campus at large. The group will come together with a 
shared vision and work toward a solution to these wicked problems.
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CONCLUSION: 
A WORD OF CAUTION

Whereas some libraries have significant digital scholarship programs already 
in operation, the UW Libraries is still making strides in understanding the 
underlying culture of digital scholarship at UW. The assessment work com-
pleted thus far offers a window into that culture and the microcosms of dig-
ital scholarship bubbling up throughout campus. Sharing assessment data is 
helping to raise awareness of growth opportunities across campus to support 
digital scholarship. Openly sharing digital scholarship assessments has also 
surfaced patterns of need across institutional boundaries.

That said, although assessment data collection can be useful in determin-
ing next steps and creating library buy-in for moving a digital scholarship pro-
gram forward, it should be noted that the mere act of assessment creates an 
expectation that participants’ perceived digital scholarship problems will be 
solved. Consequently, unless one is in a position to make changes and create 
such solutions, one risks leaving digital scholars with a sense of frustration, 
feeling like they are contributing their time and goodwill to a cause that isn’t 
producing results. Assessment is the beginning of creating long-lasting rela-
tionships with digital scholars. These relationships must be nurtured through 
continual check-ins with those involved in assessment and with status updates 
on how data shared is being used to move interests forward.

Librarians should also exhibit caution by limiting themselves to acting 
only on the needs gathered during the assessment process without consid-
ering the future of the field. As one focus group interviewee put it, “needs 
assessments only represent what is being attempted at this time at the Uni-
versity. Who knows what faculty or students could achieve by being opened 
up to a larger world of possibilities they don’t even know exist?” As Brian 
Matthews, the associate dean for Learning and Outreach at Virginia Tech, 
writes in Think Like a Startup: A White Paper to Inspire Library Entrepreneur-
ialism, “Assessment isn’t about developing breakthrough ideas. In short: we 
focus on service sustainability rather than revolutionary or evolutionary new 
services.”26 The 2014 OCLC Report Does Every Research Library Need a Digital 
Humanities Center? concurs with Matthews on the importance of keeping an 
eye towards the future of the Libraries partnering with researchers as creators 
of new knowledge, “It has been argued that the digital revolution is reconnect-
ing scholars and memory institutions. Ignoring this trend could sever those 
relationships and position the library more as a museum than as an integral 
contributor to scholarship.”27 Although solutions to these problems are dif-
ficult to mediate and resolve, inaction in supporting the changing role of 
how scholarship is produced will result in serious consequences for a library’s 
standing across campus and in higher education as a whole. Between the 
work you’ll read about in this book and the newly formed Tri-Campus Digital 
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Scholarship Group, the UW Libraries stands ready to take on the challenges 
of building a robust digital scholarship program to meet the needs of today’s 
researchers and those yet to come.

Takeaways
■■ Limitations of traditional publication systems (tenure and promotion or 

thesis and dissertation requirements) have serious implications on a scholar’s 
opportunity to engage in this work and/or a scholar’s workload, feeling the 
need to produce both types of scholarship to move forward.

■■ Above all, digital scholars want a single point of entry where all of their digital 
project questions can be addressed coupled with a reliable digital infrastructure 
with which to perform this work.

■■ Libraries need to work with faculty to incorporate new forms of scholarship into 
the classroom through codeveloping research assignments putting students at 
the center as content producers rather than content consumers, engaging in 
active training and conversations in metadata construction, talking through the 
lifecycle of digital work, offering hands on rights training, and incorporating 
discussions of reproducibility best practices into the classroom.
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