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IN 2003, a team of historians invited their peers to reflect on the

long-term effects of new information and communication technologies:
“Computers and their digital environments continue to enter the history
profession although their benefits are not clear.... After almost a decade of
web browsing and more than thirty years of computing, historians need
to address what we are doing in this medium and what we ought to be
doing.”1 The reflection was based on a recently completed survey that
identified historians’ main concerns. Respondents wondered whether
the new computer technologies would “transform the nature and practice
of history” or simply facilitate access to resources while research and
teaching practices remained fundamentally the same. Opinions were
equally divided on this point. Respondents also expressed ambivalent
views on the effects of the new technologies on their teaching. While they
praised the democratizing effect of the web and digital media, they were
rather pessimistic about their students’ ability to use them responsibly, and
worried about the decline in their library and research skills.2
Such ambivalence undoubtedly persists among historians today. They
have yet to understand the full potential of the new information technologies
and to assess their benefits and drawbacks. The myriad ways in which
these technologies are used in research, teaching, learning, and everyday
life make this a daunting task. In this article, I would like to examine some
issues linked to their impact on teaching. 3 In the 2003 survey, respondents
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stressed that the priority was to understand “how new media are changing
student learning.”4 There are by now numerous studies that attempt to
assess how students conduct research and learn in the digital age, but they
do not provide a consistent picture of the new generations of students.
Teachers and education experts are still exploring and debating how to
best address students’ needs. A key aspect of this effort is the role played
by libraries and librarians. As the universe of information is expanding
and changing at an unprecedented pace, both in the library and beyond,
librarians have been developing services in support of teaching, arguing
that instructors would benefit from their own expertise in helping students
become better at using and creating information. Yet surveys suggest that
history faculty may not value this role as much as librarians do.5 I would
argue that the communication gap between them leads both historians and
librarians to underestimate the contributions that each can make to the
enterprise of shaping teaching and learning practices in the digital age.
Historians and Librarians in the Digital Age
The changes brought about by new information and communication
technologies have stirred up debates among historians around the world.
On the one hand, some have expressed concern about the possible
disappearance of print culture, or at least point out the limitations of the
digital format compared to print. In a column published in a 2007 issue
of Perspectives, James Cortada warned against the consequences of
book digitization in a plea to “Save the book!” His piece illustrates the
historian’s fear that digital technology would somehow lead to neglect
of the print format and therefore loss of knowledge and deterioration
of students’work. A few months later, Gary Ann Patzwald concurred,
noting that “electronic resources should be viewed as complements and
supplements that expand the resources of the library, not as replacements.”6
On the other hand, historians have hailed the ability of digital and
web technologies to put the world’s libraries within everyone’s reach.
Marveling at the array of worldwide resources available online, Mark
Tebeau praised the ways they allowed him to engage students.7 In fact, as
Dan Cohen and Roy Rosenzweig note in Digital History, it is important for
historians to be neither “cyber-enthusiasts” nor “techno-skeptics,” but to
find a middle ground in order to make optimal use of the new technologies
for historical scholarship and teaching.8 These two scholars have been
pioneers in the effort to explore the potential of digital history.9 Overall,
historians have almost universally embraced basic computer technologies
like word processors and library databases, but many remain wary of more
sophisticated tools and have yet to delve into digital history.10
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With the advent of the web and the multiplication of electronic
resources in the 1980s, librarians were also divided between fears of
the library’s demise and enthusiasm about the future electronic library.11
Some warned that if people could access the information they needed
on their own online through search engines, the librarian’s role as an
intermediary would no longer be valued. Yet such early fears gave way
in the 1990s to a commitment to redefine the library in the digital age.12
Librarians now deal with an ever-growing variety of electronic formats
and content, which are essential to keeping libraries up-to-date. At the
same time, they do their best to meet users’ rising expectation of an easy,
seamless, immediate access to library resources. Above all, reacting
to the decline of their role as intermediaries between patrons and their
collections, librarians have increasingly emphasized personal services
such as instruction and research consultations. They have realized that
“person-to-person services could not be replicated, much less replaced
by machine interfaces.”13 They have perceived and studied a need on the
part of both students and faculty to learn how to better use the powerful
tools and resources the new technologies provide. For historians, as for
other scholars, the challenge has shifted from discovering rare sources to
filtering out unwanted information while identifying all relevant sources.14
Librarians have come to the conclusion that expert use of electronic
tools and resources requires specific skills and knowledge. Concerning
instruction, they consider that helping students find, evaluate, and use
quality information is one of their most important roles and that “[i]n
order to do this well, they need to work closely with faculty.”15
However, this view is not as widespread among the teaching faculty. As
Nancy Emmick, a reference librarian, noted in 1989, “The communication
between the two disciplines has become strained and at times has totally
failed.”16 In a review of the literature on faculty culture, Hardesty
described an autonomous, isolated faculty culture focused on research
at the expense of teaching, and therefore, “a culture characterized by a
resistance to change, particularly a change promoted by those (such as
librarians) who are not perceived as sharing fully in the culture and are
not promoting values (bibliographic instruction) compatible with it.”17 A
recent Ithaka survey of faculty showed “mixed valuation of the teaching
and research support roles” offered by libraries. Although historians
expressed more interest than other faculty in the statement provided by
the survey that “the library supports and facilitates my teaching activities,”
it is not clear how they interpreted this statement—whether the library
supports their teaching because of the books and other resources it
provides, or because of the instructional services offered by librarians.18
Even as history teachers recognize the importance of research skills for
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their students and have tried to integrate new technologies and electronic
resources in their teaching, it seems safe to assume that they have not
made full use of their natural allies—librarians.
How Faculty, Students, and Librarians View Historical Research
To better evaluate how historical research training could be improved
in the digital age, it may be useful to examine how historians and students
use electronic resources and conduct research, based on existing studies
about their information-seeking behavior and research habits. Studies of
historians’ research behavior in the 1980s and 1990s pointed to what Jane
Rosenberg called “informed serendipity.”19 In other words, historians
prefer to follow footnotes in articles and books, to read book reviews
or to consult their colleagues, or if their favorite sources fail, to browse
the library shelves.20 There is a strong culture of self-reliance among
historians, who have developed their research skills by years of practice
on their own. The need to interact “directly and intimately” with primary
and secondary sources makes browsing a crucial component of research.21
Other studies suggest that the advent of the digital age has probably not
significantly affected historians’ preference for familiar sources and trusted
methods.22
Historians’ research habits clearly differ from the librarians’ systematic
approach to information-finding through the use of complex indexing and
abstracting tools, whether print or electronic. In her 1989 article on the
relationship between librarians and historians, Emmick recognized the
usefulness of the historian’s idiosyncratic methods, but pointed out that “in
today’s world they are incomplete and inefficient for research” and warned
that they could adversely affect the quality of research and teaching.23 Her
criticism points to an obvious chasm between academic librarians and
historians, which is confirmed by a recent survey of history faculty at the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. The survey showed that in
22 percent of their classes, professors thought that students had no need
for any knowledge of library databases. For only 30 percent of classes did
professors believe that students should be somewhat or fully familiar with
databases, while the rest thought that mere awareness of these resources
was sufficient. By contrast, professors felt more strongly that their students
should know about history journals.24 These history professors clearly
did not place as much confidence in electronic databases as librarians do.
Similarly, a 2002 investigation of historians’ discovery and use of primary
sources found that their favorite method was following leads and citations in
printed sources, although a majority also used catalogs and other discovery
tools provided by libraries. Online and electronic tools were used less than
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traditional printed ones.25 The spring 2010 American Historical Association
survey of research and teaching confirms that use of online primary sources,
while widespread, is still far from universal among historians.26
History students have a different view of historical research and
the quest for sources. Although there are no recent studies that target
history students alone, we can learn from more general studies. In
general, studies of information seeking among young adults point to the
predominance of search engines and the open web, whether for personal
life or academic uses.27 These young adults are confident in their search
skills.28 However, studies show diverging, even contradictory results when
it comes to the range of tools and the level of skills used by respondents,
and many dispel common assumptions about the so-called “Google
generation.”29 Particularly revealing are the recent studies conducted by
Project Information Literacy, a project of the University of Washington’s
Information School. According to their findings, students are aware of the
differences between the types of skills and resources required for academic
and everyday research. Contrary to common assumptions, students
surveyed in this project typically did not turn to search engines to start their
research. They preferred course material and the library’s website.30 Yet
they had great difficulty in the first phases of research. Overall, students
were frustrated by the lack of guidance on the part of instructors or other
academics. Their reaction indicates that instruction does not seem to
cover their research training needs adequately. Specifically, they had
trouble acquiring sufficient contextual information to narrow down a topic,
identifying relevant and quality resources, and processing them in order
to conduct their own research and produce original work.31
The students’ main problem, then, is not so much learning how to use the
new technologies or to find information, but integrating their information
seeking practices into the broader research process and acquiring the
critical reading and thinking skills that build good researchers. As one of
the investigators reminds us, “Conducting secondary research remains a
formidable task, one that must be learned through instruction and honed
with practice.”32 The debate on e-technologies and instruction often
revolves around the practical, mechanical aspects of the technology,
obscuring the underling cognitive, or intellectual, issues involved.
I would argue that both librarians and history faculty may be
underestimating the challenges facing students. As Rosenberg noted, it
is difficult to codify a research inquiry:
The process of discovery varies according to topic, period, country, subject,
method, and, most important, the researcher’s personal predilections and
agenda. Like the best history, good research depends on understanding
where one needs to go next in a continuing search to capture some concept,
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sequence of events, or analytical angle. Fitting bits and pieces together,
paying attention to suspicions, and intuiting relationships all inform the
researcher’s agenda…33

Because it is a highly individualistic process, it is easy to assume that
it is best learned on one’s own. Furthermore, scholars may well forget
that students do not have the same understanding and acceptance of the
complexity and fuzziness of research. In a 1996 study, Gloria Lecke
found that faculty in the humanities and social sciences disciplines tend
to use an “expert researcher” model. The model is characterized by “a
long process of acculturation, an in-depth knowledge of the discipline,
awareness of important scholars working in particular areas, participation
in a system of informal scholarly communication, and a view of research
as a non-sequential, non-linear process with a large degree of ambiguity
and serendipity.” 34 By contrast, undergraduates are untrained in any expert
model of research, employing a “coping strategy” instead, especially when
conducting assignment-related research. Students are not familiar with
the context of scholarly research, and see uncertainty and ambiguity as a
threat rather than part of the normal process of research.35 Librarians, too,
misunderstand students. Commenting on the results of Project Information
Literacy, one librarian realized that, while her profession took pride in
offering a large array of resources to students and faculty, students were
baffled by it and “actively strategize[d] how to reduce the noise.”36
The gap between students and their teachers or librarians stands in the
way of effective teaching. Such a challenge may have always existed in
history instruction, as teachers have long struggled with how to best help
students develop critical reading and thinking skills. But the spread of
e-resources and e-tools undoubtedly made it worse by encouraging the
illusion of the competence of the digital natives and overwhelming students
with information without providing them with the ability to evaluate and
use it effectively. In the age of abundance, filtering out irrelevant and
unwanted resources requires not only technical search skills, but critical
thinking skills. In addition, these new technologies change at a faster
rate than ever before, thus making the ability to learn how to learn even
more important to sound research. It is therefore critical that students
simultaneously build their search and critical thinking skills so that they
can be introduced progressively to the range of sources and activities that
make up the research process.
From Bibliographic Instruction to Metaliteracy
Librarians have attempted to teach the skills required for bibliographic
research since the late 19th century.37 Starting in the 1960s, there was
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renewed interest in defining and teaching such skills, and the concept of
“bibliographic instruction” became widespread in library literature.38 Over
the past decades, however, librarians have preferred the term “information
literacy” over that of “bibliographic instruction” (Figure 1). This shift
was a reaction to the development of the Internet and the multiplication
of digital formats beyond the library. Whereas bibliographic instruction
was limited to how to use the library’s traditional tools and resources,
“information literacy” includes the world of information beyond the library
and is not bound to specific media.39 As information literacy instruction
became the norm in American academic libraries in the 1990s, librarians
developed best practices and standards. As defined by the Association of
College and Research Libraries (ACRL), information literacy includes
the skills needed to locate and access information, but it extends to the
ability to evaluate and use it adequately. An information literate individual
is able to:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Determine the extent of information needed
Access the needed information effectively and efficiently
Evaluate information and its sources critically
Incorporate selected information into one’s knowledge base
Use information effectively to accomplish a specific purpose
Understand the economic, legal, and social issues surrounding the use
of information, and access and use information ethically and legally.40

Thus defined, information literacy includes “technical” skills related to the
use of search technologies, but more importantly requires critical reading
and thinking skills that position it firmly as a key component of research
proficiency, or even, as Jeremy Shapiro and Shelley Hughes famously
argued, as a liberal art.41
Experts in library science, communication studies, and other disciplines
have used various concepts to describe the skills needed in the digital age,
such as information fluency, digital literacy, media literacy, and computer
or IT literacy. These concepts address a range of technical, academic, and
social skills, but their definitions have remained elusive. Today, experts
are focusing less on the definition of distinct skills and more on the
connections that exist between them, as well as on their implementation
in specific social or academic contexts. While the drive to define and
analyze these skills has led to studying them separately, there is growing
recognition that in real life, those skills overlap and depend on each other.
They operate in combination, not isolation.
A number of theoretical models and programs reflect growing interest
in this approach. For example, librarians have been paying increasing
attention to transliteracy, a concept that is based on the interaction between
various literacies:
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Figure 1: Frequency of terms “library instruction,” “bibliographic instruction,” and “information literacy” in Google’s Ngram Viewer.42

1

1

268
Dominique Daniel

Teaching Students How to Research the Past

269

Figure 2: The concept of information fluency at the University of Central Florida.
Copyright: Dr. Robert Armacost and Dr. Martha Marinara, Office of Information Fluency,
University of Central Florida.43

Transliteracy is concerned with mapping meaning across different media and
not with developing particular literacies about various media. It is not about
learning text literacy and visual literacy and digital literacy in isolation from
one another but about the interaction among all these literacies.…It focuses
more on the social uses of technology, whatever that technology may be.44

This approach is attractive to librarians because of its ability to move them
away from the purely technological or tool perspective, which focuses
on skills conceived merely as the capacity to use specific information
technologies. Yet another way of conceptualizing the combination of
information skills in real life is Cristobal Cobo’s model of “e-competence,”
sometimes also referred to as e-literacy. Cobo’s contribution is his emphasis
on the integration of practical (or technical) skills with cognitive abilities.
Cobo defines an e-literate person as one “who is able to complement the
use of some specific technologies with other proficiencies and knowledge”
such as critical thinking.45 More recently, Mackey and Jacobson have
identified the need for the concept of metaliteracy as an overarching
framework that includes emerging technologies and multiple literacies.46
Some college libraries, such as those of the University of Central Florida,
have been implementing variations on these models in their information
literacy programs, as illustrated in Figure 2.
These theories have the merit of reminding librarians that there is a strong
need for instruction that goes beyond describing library reference tools
and other resources and beyond technology training, but that emphasizes
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all issues related to the production, organization, and use of information
and knowledge in the computer age. It is essential for all young adults
to develop not only practical computer skills and information retrieval
skills, but also the ability to think critically about digital information,
anchored in their academic and social environment. Although the ACRL
definition of information literacy was designed to promote such a vision,
in practice, much remains to be done to develop instruction based on a
critical approach to information literacy.47 James Elmborg denounces
the librarians’ traditional view of their work as one of neutral mediation
between collections that embody knowledge and library users. In the
critical perspective favored by Elmborg, “Information can…be redefined
as the raw material students use to solve these problems and to create their
own understandings and identities, rather than as something ‘‘out there’’
to be accessed efficiently, either in the library or in the world.”48 Clearly,
therefore, separating instruction about practical skills and intellectual
ones is counterproductive, because those skills are never used separately
in real life. Instruction that combines them is best achieved through
collaboration so that such skills are not taught in abstraction, but applied
to a specific subject.
Collaboration Between History Faculty and Librarians:
Challenges and Opportunities
There is ample literature in library science on the merits of collaboration
with the teaching faculty.49 Joel Kitchens provides a useful review of
publications on collaboration between librarians and historians,50 starting
with Charles D’Aniello’s groundbreaking Teaching Bibliographic Skills
in History.51 In practice, however, collaboration faces many challenges.
An examination of history manuals and library guides for history
students shows that history professors have devoted limited attention to
the traditional “library” part of the historian’s training—searching for
sources—while library instructors have not fully addressed the specific
needs of historians’ research training.
Library support to history instruction has long consisted of guides
that simply listed and described print or electronic sources.52 Even a
recent training manual for reference librarians consists mostly of a list
of bibliographic history resources that any good reference librarian
should know about.53 At the same time, the push for information
literacy instruction has led to an emphasis on the “teaching of generic
skills related to the general process of retrieving and evaluating
information, as opposed to the skills required for acquiring knowledge
or doing research in a specific subject area.”54 The librarians’ approach,
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therefore, runs the risk of being either too descriptive—a mere list of
resources separated from instruction on how to best use them—or too
abstract—the identification of generic information skills separated from
any disciplinary content. Some librarians argue that their profession’s
emphasis on information literacy standards, while praiseworthy, is in part
responsible for such an abstract view of research skills, which results in
faculty and students underestimating their value.55
Some librarians have created instruction or instructional support that
aims to give library skills their rightful place in historical research and
to adapt guidance to the specific needs of the discipline. Such is the
case of The Information-Literate Historian, the excellent manual by
Jenny Presnell, a practicing librarian.56 Yet I would argue that the book’s
organization remains “library-centric.” Although it addresses the steps
involved in the research process in the first chapter, it is still mostly
organized according to the types and formats of sources and focuses on
how to access them. For example, the book devotes separate chapters
to the Internet and to primary sources, although primary sources are
often found on the Internet. Having a specific chapter for the Internet
runs counter to the fact that the Internet is part and parcel of the search
for all types of sources and is linked to most aspects of the research
process. Although there is no one perfect method to introduce scholarly
research to history students, breaking down the research process into
its component activities and showing how resources can be found and
used for each of them is more likely to appeal to history faculty and
students alike.
If librarians find communicating with historians challenging, historians
are equally mystified. A quick review of history professional literature
reveals a surprising lack of attention to the concept of information
literacy, which is so prevalent among librarians. A search for the term
in America: History and Life, History Cooperative, and JSTOR’s history
journals yielded respectively 11, 3, and 20 results in January 2011. A
similar search for “bibliographic instruction” returned 6, 0, and 35
results. Of course, this does not mean that historians are not interested in
improving their students’ research skills, or that they do not teach those
skills. It does, however, illustrate the lexical and conceptual distance
that separates historians and librarians. Similarly, a rapid examination
of a few popular history manuals devoted to the research process shows
that pages devoted to library skills—skills related to the identification,
retrieval, evaluation, and referencing of sources—rarely represent more
than ten percent of the book (Figure 3).
Interestingly, such manuals address issues related to electronic
resources and technological changes in uneven fashion. Some barely
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Total
Pages

Pages on
Search
Skills

Percentage
Library
Skills

Writing History: A Guide for
Students (2008)

109

13

11.90%

Doing History: Research and
Writing in the Digital Age (2007)

197

15

7.60%

A Student’s Guide to History
(2007)

270

35

12.90%

A Manual for Writers (2007)

409

12

2.90%

The Craft of Research (2008)

336

34

10.10%

Book Titles57

Figure 3: Importance of library skills in history research manuals.

mention the existence of digital technology, as evidenced by the rare
occurrence of words related to it (Figure 4). They stand in contrast with
Digital History, which deals directly with information technologies and
addresses their impact on historical information gathering and overall
research.58 It seems that historians have been slower than librarians in
integrating considerations about digital technologies in their teaching.
It is unclear how these manuals, which show so little interest for the
technologies that now affect all tools and resources used in history, can
provide adequate advice to history students.
Most historians undoubtedly recognize the need to make students
proficient users of digital resources, but few address the issue directly,
or consider potential help from librarians whose mission it is to keep
informed about such e-resources and e-tools. For example, in his
exploration of digital history, Burton recognizes the need for more student
training: “The web has moved so quickly from having a few sites to being
saturated, that guides are needed on how to evaluate sites on the web and
where to find history projects and archives.” Surprisingly, however, he
stops short of mentioning the role librarians might play in such training.59
This may be because historians still see library instruction as limited to
the manipulation of search tools, which for them are “an important, but
ultimately mechanical, means to a much more compelling end,”60 namely,
the creation of new knowledge.
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Figure 4: Ratio of selected words per page in popular history research manuals.61
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To train students in history research—to show them how to access and
select e-resources, to evaluate them and use them, and to develop those
critical reading and thinking skills that will allow them to become proficient
at processing and producing knowledge—we need history faculty and
librarians to collaborate. While the faculty are the experts in the historical
subject matter and are best equipped to teach students the intricacies of
crafting a research question and interpreting sources, librarians have their
own expertise in finding, evaluating, and using sources and are better
prepared to keep up with fast-changing information technologies. In fact,
historians and librarians already have common goals. Both aim to create
courses that are “structured in such a way that inquiry is the norm,”62 that
train students to evaluate critically and use the sources they find in order
to solve problems, and that turn students into lifelong learners.
I see at least three areas in which collaboration between history faculty
and librarians can help achieve these goals. It can serve to sharpen research
skills, develop critical thinking, and engage students in digital history
scholarship. Collaborative projects designed to sharpen research skills
should be based on local conditions and needs. Currently, most such
projects take the form of course-related library instruction, where a librarian
briefly intervenes in support of an assignment in a history course. In fully
integrated library instruction, the librarian could be actively involved
during the entire course, so as to meet students at the point of need and
help them learn skills in the context of the historical research process, at
all its different stages. This requires that faculty adopt information literacy
as a goal when developing their courses and be willing to share some of
their control over their courses, and that librarians and faculty negotiate
their respective roles. Librarians disagree on the exact responsibilities
the librarian and faculty should have in course-integrated instruction.
Grafstein thinks librarians should teach generic information literacy skills,
including search skills and generic critical thinking skills, while faculty
should be responsible for discipline-specific skills.63 Smith and Mundt
argue that librarians should simply teach the faculty to train students.64 For
Lampert, collaboration is most useful when it is designed to teach students
how to find and use primary sources, therefore considering libraries as the
“laboratories of historians.”65
What they all agree on, however, is that librarians need to be better
associated with the design and implementation of course activities and
assignments. Accordingly, initiatives are needed to help library and
history faculty as well as administrators develop collaborative programs to
integrate information literacy into the curriculum.66 A step forward is the
development of specific information literacy standards for history by the
American library community. At the national level, the ACRL is currently
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preparing history information literacy standards.67 Some institutions have
already implemented research skills standards for history students, from
the freshman to the doctoral level.68 There is also a growing movement
to promote primary source or archival literacy, based on the “library as
lab” paradigm that assumes all history students should acquire familiarity
with primary source research.69 While some are attempting to define
archival literacy within the broader context of historical scholarship, others
are implementing instructional initiatives in which special collections
librarians and archivists are getting involved in history courses.70
Yet a lot more could be done not only to introduce students to the wealth
of electronic resources available at libraries and on the web, but also to
design courses and assignments that get students to practice, strengthen,
and broaden their digital research skills as part of the historical research
cycle. In a recent paper, Joshua Sternfeld argued that knowledge of search
processes and metadata techniques—part of the librarian’s and archivist’s
field of expertise—are becoming essential to historians in the digital world:
“How a user queries a [digital] representation, even one that is non-textual,
governs the quality of historical knowledge at the user’s disposal, whereas
a representation’s content metadata governs the conclusions the user may
draw with that knowledge.”71 New types of research training are needed
that would incorporate such skills. Innovative research tools are available
that make such training easier. For example, students could explore
the collection-building capacities of the Hathi Trust Digital Library to
create thematic collections and conduct searches in them, thus practicing
research concretely and learning about the opportunities and challenges
of e-book searching.72 Or, students could be encouraged to use or even
create digital archives, and to manipulate and reflect on the digital records
that will make up the bulk of future primary sources. Future historians
will have to know how to find, organize, and use such digital records as
well as become familiar with the practical and theoretical issues linked to
the use of digital sources. In short, they will have to be trained in what
some have called “digital historiography,” namely, “the interdisciplinary
assessment of digital historical representations across diverse formats.”73
No matter what form they take, such initiatives should develop skills
progressively so as to help students come to grips with the fuzziness and
complexity of research.
Inquiry-based activities that encourage critical thinking through active
learning also lend themselves well to collaborative projects between
historians and librarians. Librarians could become more involved in
initiatives like the Investigating U.S. History project, created by the City
University of New York history faculty, which consists of a website offering
interactive multimedia “lab” modules for use in the introductory college
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U.S. history survey.74 Students are guided through a research question,
using selected primary and secondary sources. As Doug Seefeldt and
William Thomas see it, this is typical of digital history—that is to say,
an investigation that is based on a “discrete collection of sources and
materials” arranged “around a historiographical question” and that takes
full advantage of technology to “open the question up for readers to
investigate and form interpretive associations of their own.” Seefeldt and
Thomas contend that the digital historian’s focus “is different from that
of the librarian,” whose main preoccupation is merely providing access
to digital sources.75
I would argue, however, that they misinterpret the librarian’s motivations
and underestimate their abilities. Teaching and learning are central to the
librarian’s mission, and librarians could do much to help guide students
through the kind of historical investigation Seefeldt and Thomas advocate.
While digital history projects can support student learning of historical
reasoning, they can also provide stimulating contexts to practice selecting
as well as evaluating and organizing sources. This could help demystify
the research process. An example of what can be achieved when critical
thinking and library skills are combined is Dow Day, a mobile phonebased game that uses augmented reality technology to recreate the 1967
student protest at Madison, Wisconsin, against Dow Chemical Company.
Students walk to historical landmarks on campus, using their cell phones
to superimpose past events, people, or scenes on today’s landscape.
They play the role of news reporters who investigate the student protest,
and an important part of the game consists in finding and using primary
documents that help interpret the events.76 In the classroom itself, one can
imagine many other learning activities that would make use of information
technologies. The free website Historypin.com offers interactive maps
where people can upload photos and text so as to create a global archive77
Students could search for, select, and analyze historical and current
photographs to upload on the map. Through these activities, they could
study the construction of space and sense of place in American history;
explore issues of authenticity, authority, and contextualization of digital
copies of primary sources; and much more.
Instructors and librarians can also collaborate to offer students
opportunities to take part in real digital research projects where they
will be able to observe firsthand innovative historical research and to
practice various component skills in context. For example, students at the
University of Virginia participated in the Lewis and Clark Bicentennial
Project, which brought together the scholarly expertise and resources of
the university. Students in one course produced online exhibits that were
included in the broader Roots of Lewis and Clark project and required
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extensive research to find, evaluate, and contextualize relevant primary
sources.78 Other projects, like The Spatial History Project at Stanford
University, or the numerous projects of the Institute for Advanced
Technology in the Humanities, are based on collaboration between faculty
and libraries and include undergraduate and graduate students at all levels
of experience.79 Such initiatives are occasions to show concretely to
students the best achievements of historical scholarship, and to motivate
them to practice and improve the various research skills that make such
scholarship possible.
Conclusion
In a 2005 article, Roy Rosenzweig noted that the electronic revolution
has helped us provide better access to resources, but that this is only
a beginning: “Thus far we have done much better at democratizing
access to resources than at providing the kind of instruction that would
give meaning to those resources.”80 It will take collaboration between
historians and librarians to provide the kind of instruction Rosenzweig
had in mind. It will require looking at all the skills involved in “doing
history” as complementary rather than independent of each other. It will
involve teaching technical and intellectual skills in combination rather than
separately. While historians and librarians are understandably attached to
their professional autonomy, they should keep in mind that professional
silos are detrimental to student learning.
There are hopeful signs for improved collaboration in coming
years. On the one hand, libraries are moving from a book-centered to
a learning-centered paradigm.81 On the other hand, there are more and
more interdisciplinary undertakings and collaborative projects in history,
largely because such collaboration is in the very nature of information
technologies.82 As Seefeldt and Thomas noted, “Digital history, perhaps
more than analog, invites students and the public into the digital process. It
is fundamentally concerned with the integration of teaching, research, and
outreach.”83 Computer technology has not only made resources available in
unprecedented ways to facilitate teaching and research, it is transforming
teaching and research themselves. I would predict that libraries and
historical scholarship will expand and change dramatically in coming
decades. Furthermore, technology will continue to evolve. The 2011
Horizon Report, which every year identifies six emerging technologies that
will have an impact on teaching and learning, predicted that e-books and
mobile technologies would become mainstream within a year, and that in
two or three years, it would be the turn of augmented reality and gamebased learning. In the longer term, they point to gesture-based computing
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and learning analytics.84 We cannot predict what will come afterwards, but
we can prepare for such changes. Although we now know more about the
effects of information technologies on the new generation’s information
seeking behavior, we need to explore new teaching strategies and learning
materials to make sure students are ready to tackle the challenges of digital
historical research.
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