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Articles

Public Memory as Community-Engaged Writing: 
Composing Difficult Histories on Campus

Amy J. Lueck, Matthew V. Kroot, and Lee M. Panich 

Abstract

Colleges and universities across the United States are recognizing the public 
memory function of their campus spaces and facing difficult decisions about 
how to represent the ugly sides of their histories within their landscapes of 
remembrance. Official administrative responses to demands for greater in-
clusiveness are often slow and conservative in nature. Using our own insti-
tution and our work with local Indigenous community members as a case 
study, we argue that students and faculty can employ community-engaged, 
public-facing, digital composing projects to effectively challenge entrenched 
institutional interests that may elide or even misrepresent difficult histories 
in public memory works. Such projects are a nimble and accessible means of 
creating counter-narratives to intervene in public memory discourses. Addi-
tionally, by engaging in public discourses, such work helps promote mean-
ingful student rhetorical learning in courses across disciplines. 

Keywords

Ohlone; public memory; colonialism; California missions; digital; pedagogy; 
community engagement

Introduction
Communities across the United States are facing difficult decisions about how to 
represent their histories, as institutions and individuals doing memory work must 
grapple with the impacts of their historical frameworks and ideological claims in the 
public square (Epstein and Peck). The recent booms in scholarship on “memory” 
(Winter) and “difficult histories” (Attwood) across disciplines—and particularly with-
in rhetoric and communication (see Greer and Grobman; Dickinson et al.; Crawford 
et al.)—have contributed to the growing acknowledgement that public memory, like 
all ideological claims about the past, does not merely reflect and preserve, but rather 
asserts and transmits conceptions of history, culture, and identity. 

College campuses, whose present-day resources are at least in part products of 
the historical exploitation of marginalized and subjugated populations, are not ex-
empt from these controversies (e.g., Clarke and Fine; Hart Micke). Indeed, because 
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most institutions of higher education have instructors, scholars, and even units that 
work to interrogate hegemonic discourses and the production of new knowledge 
about the past, and because memory work is inherently educational work, colleges 
and universities are especially obligated to take on the challenge of historical repre-
sentation proactively. Pairing the realities of campus histories and the cultural role of 
higher education with current trends in collaborative partnerships between academ-
ics and stakeholder communities (e.g., Colwell; Grobman; Heron; Israel et al; Kovach; 
Wallerstein et al; Wilson), we argue that campus public memory and public history 
work—particularly digital public memory projects—are an opportunity for commu-
nity-engaged composition that is a powerful means for producing creative count-
er-narratives that challenge entrenched institutional interests, which may otherwise 
elide or even misrepresent difficult histories. 

Using our own institution of Santa Clara University as a case study, we highlight 
how community-engaged digital public memory work can be both pedagogical and 
political, moving the needle on an otherwise often slow and highly conservative pro-
cess of addressing historical wrongs on college campuses. We also emphasize how this 
community-engaged composition work can serve as a bridge between our different 
disciplinary backgrounds—archaeology and rhetoric—with our shared interest in 
collaborative research models, as well as the construction and deployment of public 
memories (Keene and Colligan; Wilson).

Santa Clara University’s campus is an ideal case study because of its unique his-
tory. Our institution is the only university established at the site of one of California’s 
twenty-one Spanish missions, being located on the former grounds of Mission Santa 
Clara de Asís. The California missions are highly charged sites of public memory, a 
fact that has only been exacerbated with the recent canonization of eighteenth-cen-
tury Franciscan missionary Junípero Serra (Dartt-Newton; Helmbrecht; Kryder-Reid, 
California Mission Landscapes; Lorimer; Panich, “After Saint Serra”). Long seen as the 
anchors of European settlement on the Pacific Coast—Serra himself is often referred 
to as “California’s founding father” (Hackel)—the missions occupy a foundational 
place in the public memory of the state of California (Figure 1). This is the interpre-
tive frame employed by our institution, which has described the mission as the “an-
chor and spiritual center” of the university (“History”), a frame that effectively erases 
the experiences of the Indigenous groups associated with the mission and, in particu-
lar, the Ohlone whose ancestral territory the campus occupies. Similar narratives are 
replicated in culturally hegemonic settler colonial and white supremacist discourses 
on California history found in many educational contexts.
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Figure 1. Plaque inside the Mission Church, commemorating the bicentennial of the founding 
of the first Spanish mission in Alta California in 1769, here defined by the Daughters of the 
American Revolution as the founding of California.

For many Native people, in contrast, the missions represent sites of profound 
loss. They are institutional agents of cultural suppression, coerced and uncompen-
sated labor, corporal punishment, family separation, ecological degradation, and in-
creased disease loads—historical injustices that are glossed over by the public inter-
pretive programs at most California mission sites. At the same time, the hardships 
of missionization are just part of the story, and there is a risk that a single-minded 
focus on the horrors of colonialism only plays into settler colonialism’s “logic of elim-
ination” (Wolfe). Therefore, it is paramount for public memory rhetorics to provide 
what Sonya Atalay calls a “sense of the struggle,” while also keeping the long-term 
persistence of Native Californians at the center of the narrative (Atalay, “No Sense”; 
Schneider et al). 
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As professors of anthropology and rhetoric, our intention in this work is to use 
our positions and resources at the university to center and amplify the perspectives, 
experiences, and histories of local Native communities in order to intervene in their 
erasure within our campus space. To ensure community-based sentiments about the 
history of colonization and Indigenous persistence are accurately reflected in our var-
ious community-engaged writing projects on campus, we partner with local Ohlone 
tribal members in order to disrupt California’s hegemonic founding narrative, con-
sidering the particular role of digital technologies in helping to compose alternative 
public representations of our campus space and its history.

To introduce this case study as an example of community-engaged public mem-
ory work, we begin here by reviewing recent work on how US colleges have tackled 
difficult histories associated with their institutions as sites of cultural history and 
public memory. Next, we draw on scholarship in rhetoric and education to argue that 
assigning digital public memory projects as community-engaged writing in under-
graduate courses can provide space for the knowledge-building, reflection, and en-
gagement necessary for shifting public memory on campuses. 

Turning to the case study of our university, we provide background into our 
campus’s current commemorative landscape and recent developments towards re-
examining its public memory works, particularly in relation to Ohlone history and 
culture. We explore the various sources of community-based engagement spurred 
by interests in campus public memory and activism, outlining the ways students at 
Santa Clara University—driven by their own identities, commitments, and coalition-
al goals—have been a central force in compelling reflection and enacting change on 
our campus. We then describe how the classroom-based digital projects and other 
grant-supported projects underway on our campus marshal those student-commu-
nity connections and harness the potential of virtual space to publicly present coun-
terstories that shape memory on our campus for more just and inclusive ends. We 
conclude with a discussion of the lessons of our community-engaged composition 
work on difficult campus histories, which are broadly applicable to other communi-
ty-engaged projects.

Difficult Histories and Public Memory on College Campuses
In recent years, a number of colleges and universities across the United States have 
sought ways to reconcile their historical and contemporary perpetuation of systems 
of racial, economic, and political domination and exploitation with their claimed 
commitments to social justice and the creation of opportunity (Clarke and Fine 84; 
see also Wilder). For example, members of the Georgetown and Brown University 
communities have undertaken administratively sanctioned examinations of the col-
leges’ histories in partnership with local stakeholder communities and used them to 
inform recommendations redressing the historical and contemporary legacy of slav-
ery and racialized violence that helped shape these institutions (Clarke and Fine; Wal-
ters; Working Group).
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However, universities too often forgo such a broadly inclusive communal ap-
proach to this sort of work in favor of official proclamations and representations that 
may reflect the identities and priorities of administrations, rather than students and 
other community stakeholders. This, in effect, makes public memory works on cam-
puses “constructed for the people but not by the people” (Haskins 402). In these cases, 
faculty and students are often left filling the gaps in official memory with their own 
projects. For example, at Harvard University and the University of Alabama, indi-
vidual faculty and their students drove the process of historical reckoning, with ad-
ministrations responding to the publicity generated by this work (See Walters; Clarke 
and Fine). While Harvard’s administration did eventually financially and rhetorically 
support the project, Alabama is cited as an example of a less successful case. There, 
agitation to address the legacy of slavery in that institution’s past resulted in a luke-
warm institutional apology in 2004 and little else in the way of recognition or repara-
tions (Clarke and Fine). However, despite the lack of official change, Alabama faculty 
and students continue to take the lead in producing counternarratives, such as Pro-
fessor Hillary Green and her student collaborators’ Hallowed Grounds walking tour 
and After Slavery digital pop-up museum (Green, The Hallowed Grounds Project and 
“The Burden”).

The legacies of chattel enslavement of Africans and members of the African Dias-
pora are not the only difficult histories with which members of campus communities 
are currently engaging. At Stanford University, faculty created the Chinese Railroad 
Workers in North America Project (CRRW) in part to explore the role of their insti-
tution’s founding family in the exploitation of Chinese workers in the late nineteenth 
century (Chang and Fisher Fishkin; Voss). In addition to traditional, published schol-
arship, the Stanford CRRW project has generated digital galleries of documents and 
archaeological evidence to engage a variety of public audiences (Chinese Railroad 
Workers Project). Initiatives like those at Stanford and Alabama sidestep the chal-
lenge of institutional inertia or resistance, leveraging the affordances of ephemeral 
performance and digital space for intervening in public remembrance. 

Just as slavery and exploitative labor practices are intertwined in the history of 
American universities, so too did such institutions benefit from the processes of set-
tler colonialism, including the annexation and sale of tribal lands, the use of coerced 
Native labor, the erasure of cultural traditions, and the displacement and attempt-
ed genocide of Indigenous people (Lee and Ahtone; Hart Micke; Luke and Heynen; 
Nash). Higher education has only recently begun to address this legacy (Brasher et al.; 
Calloway; Hart Micke). For example, universities across North America have begun 
to bring the memory of Indigenous displacement and survivance into campus activ-
ities through the composition and circulation of land acknowledgement statements 
(Wilkes et al). In California, student activism is similarly forcing many campuses to 
reckon with how they commemorate Junípero Serra, founder of the Alta California 
mission system, with schools like Stanford making overtures to address their com-
plicity in colonial domination by renaming buildings and other sites on campus (Go-
mez; Myers). 
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In light of these histories, memory scholars have theorized college campuses as 
“wounded” places fundamentally shaped by legacies of racialized, political, and cul-
tural violence (Brasher et al; Till). Revisions to the campus environment, such as 
those described above, attempt to redress these historical violences, recognizing the 
fact that place names are political, and discursive violence has substantive impacts 
(Rios 63; Barnd). Still, many campuses have been slow to take up this call. Those uni-
versities without more obvious tributes to racist figures or traditions may not even 
recognize their campuses as sites of public memory construction, much less histori-
cal violence.

Of course, all universities do convey a sense of their own history and identity 
through their built environment, interpretive signage, and commemorative displays 
that become part of the “hidden curriculum” of their campus, communicating be-
longing and unbelonging to current and potential students and differently positioned 
community members (Jackson; Lueck et al.). As we will demonstrate, digital commu-
nity-engaged composition projects represent a significant avenue for interrupting and 
contributing to this memory work, which can be engaged both within and beyond the 
classroom. 

Campus Public Memory Work through Digital Community-Engaged 
Composition
Public memory scholars have widely acknowledged the “importance of involving 
multiple stakeholders in the processes of ethical decision making when public mem-
ory is being produced” (Greer and Grobman 3; also see Kryder-Reid, “Introduction”; 
Kryder-Reid et al.). Engaging students as stakeholders in community-engaged public 
memory projects can bring rhetorical and historical learning outside the classroom 
and into the public realm, where students can see themselves as participants in the 
construction of public remembrance, rather than merely passive consumers or inher-
itors of history. As Greer and Grobman argue, “Inviting students not only to anal-
yse the arguments advanced by museums, archives, and memorials but also to invent 
those arguments themselves opens up significant opportunities for expanding their 
rhetorical repertoires as well as for deepening their understanding of the processes 
and powers of remembrance” (2). The understanding of processes and powers of re-
membrance is a key historical, communicative, and, ultimately, civic lesson for stu-
dents. Whereas “relegating the task of remembering to official institutions and arti-
facts arguably weakens the need for a political community actively to remember its 
past”, taking on this work with students and communities lays the groundwork for 
future critical engagement and civic action (Haskins 402). 

As community-engaged compositions, the projects students produce can also 
move forward the political and cultural goals of community partners, contributing 
to their efforts in relation to public remembrance, the stakes of which many of them 
already deeply understand and experience daily. Sharing authority in the design of 
research, while centering marginalized perspectives and critically interrogating our 
own position as participants in domination and exploitation, are central goals of 
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community-based research (CBR) (Stoecker). Striving towards decolonial models for 
university-community interaction, this work endeavors to not merely share authority 
but actually to cede it to stakeholder communities in the composition of public mem-
ory and historical representation (King; Kendi; Kovach; Lonetree; Lyons). 

Appeals for a “place-engaged” approach to community-engaged learning similar-
ly lay the groundwork for campus public memory projects. They pay special attention 
to the complex and multivocal histories of partner communities, as well as the role of 
an institution’s own material, institutional, and cultural inheritances in the experienc-
es and structural forces that continue to marginalize these communities in the pres-
ent (Siemers et al.). Place- and community-engaged campus public memory projects 
can invite stakeholders into our own campus spaces to critique and improve what we 
are doing in terms of public remembrance and historical representation as part of our 
efforts to decolonize public remembrance, and to draw our attention to the colonial 
history of settler states and their component institutions.

Such collaborative efforts to revise public memory reflect Steinman’s call to ap-
proach community-engaged work as “making space,” which, “can be a vehicle for 
de-centering the perspectives of dominant social groups, for the creation of deeper 
and more community-oriented relationships, and heightening university/college par-
ticipants’ personal awareness of their location within, and participation in, social in-
equalities” (12). Campus public memory work engaged in partnership with diverse 
communities can “serve to identify, denaturalize, and replace hegemonic colonial 
power/knowledge regimes” (5).

In the case of community-engaged campus memory work, that change happens 
on several levels. The work of “making space” is as much about non-Native students 
and faculty listening and learning from communities as it is about doing or compos-
ing anything as a result. Learning from stakeholder communities’ responses to cam-
pus’s historical and cultural representations is part of a longer process of transforming 
public memory, as the conversations and compositions students and faculty produce 
as a result of these collaborations and reflections further contribute to that public 
memory work in circulating new models of historical remembrance to a broader pub-
lic audience. Curricular practices are powerful ideological apparatuses that can re-
produce or challenge existing power structure by creating popular discursive frame-
works (Apple).

Of course, such community-engaged memory work is complicated, fraught with 
potential power differentials and needful of a careful personal and political approach. 
Grobman discusses some of these challenges in her cross-race work on a public his-
tory project with the NAACP branch of Reading, Pennsylvania. She reminds of the 
“complex web of interrelated issues that disappear from view only to reappear again” 
when working across difference and cautions that “theoretical understandings of hy-
bridity, border-crossing, and blurring of group-based differences and identities do not 
necessarily occur in practice” (Grobman 131, 136). Responding to similar racial and 
political dynamics, Crawford et al. use their community-engaged historical writing as 
an opportunity for students to interrogate their own positionality and use their writ-
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ing to provoke further conversation and inquiry that will disrupt damaging narratives 
in their residential community of Kansas City.

The possibility of perpetuating unequal power dynamics in the implementation 
of projects remains a reality, particularly when this work is engaged in by predom-
inantly settler institutions, or within the disguised hegemonic ideologies of pow-
er at institutions rhetorically committed to social justice (La Salle and Hutchings; 
Shange). Practitioners must remain vigilant to this possibility by consistently striving 
to achieve the empowerment of community stakeholders on the collaborative level in 
rhetoric programs and on the societal level with careful consideration of how rhetori-
cal products enter into broader fields of power.

While scholars have been rightly critical of overzealous claims about the demo-
cratic potentials of digital media for similar reasons (Haskins; Smith), digital public 
memory work has a number of advantages over other media when composing com-
munity-engaged public memory discourses on campus. It can be accessible to a wider 
audience and is a medium through which more people can operate than many phys-
ical or performance-based products. It also enables community-engaged writers and 
researchers to remain nimble and responsive to changing community priorities or 
needs as they emerge across cycles of iterative design and feedback. One of the ma-
jor challenges recognized, for example, in planning and sustainability studies is what 
is commonly termed the “inertia of the built environment” (e.g., Haarstad and Ose-
land). Digital media, by contrast, are designed to be flexibly modified.

Thus, digital new media expands the “commemorative landscape” of the cam-
pus, providing opportunities for community collaboration and the sharing of mem-
ory work that do not exist within the more static and conservatively designed built 
environment (Aden 4; see also Greer and Grobman; Jay). Because of their easily 
revised nature, digital assets provide a flexible form of public commemoration and 
engagement that can accommodate new voices, changes in political context, and 
shifting rhetorical strategies among stakeholders. As Lueck and Panich have argued 
elsewhere, this flexibility is particularly important for work with communities, our 
relationships with whom are in process and unfolding and whose own interests and 
needs may shift over time.

Of course, digital projects are still no panacea for “democratic” memory practic-
es. Haskins warns of the “twin dangers of ideological reification and amnesia” inher-
ent in commemorative practices engaged online (405). These commemorative prac-
tices can also reflect the same disparities of power and access as other sites of public 
discourse and community engagement. This is why the use of collaborative approach-
es, with stakeholders driving the development, implementation, and revision of her-
itage programs, is so essential. The flexible, yet durable, nature of digital projects is 
only as valuable as the process through which they are enacted. In what follows, we 
examine the ways these factors are playing out in our own campus context.
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Public Memory at Santa Clara University
Santa Clara University (SCU) is a prime example of a university that is beginning 
to grapple with its own difficult history. SCU is a Jesuit institution that was estab-
lished on the grounds of a Spanish colonial mission originally founded in 1777 in 
the homeland of the Thamien Ohlone people. Like all 21 California missions, San-
ta Clara’s primary purpose was to convert the local Indigenous population to Roman 
Catholic Christianity, indoctrinate them in European lifeways, and use them as the 
instruments and provisioners of the Spanish crown in the competition with oth-
er colonial powers for control of the Americas. The exact location of Mission Santa 
Clara changed over the course of the Spanish and Mexican colonial periods (ca. 1777-
1840s) due to floods and earthquakes, and the remnants of three mission churches are 
on the grounds of the current SCU campus. The mission had a resident population of 
over 1,000 Native individuals in any given year, representing a diverse array of tribal 
communities from surrounding regions. The campus also covers the mission’s large 
Native neighborhood, or ranchería, as well as two mission cemeteries that together 
hold the remains of more than 7,000 individuals, most of whom were Native Califor-
nians (Panich, “Mission Santa Clara”; Skowronek and Wizorek). 

While in residence at the mission, Ohlone families endured the suppression of 
their culture, the theft of their lands, and the loss of loved ones. Yet, they eventually 
outlasted the mission system, regrouping in the second half of the nineteenth century 
in the hills of the southeastern Bay Area where they enjoyed a cultural revival de-
spite the continuing pressures of settler colonialism (Milliken et al.; Panich, Narrative 
of Persistence). Today, their descendants are organized into several interrelated tribal 
groups, including the Ohlone Indian Tribe and the Muwekma Ohlone Tribe (Field et 
al.). Indeed, as Andrew Galvan, one of our community partners often underscores, 
“We are here, still! And, the Franciscans are not.” 

As the only institution of higher learning in the state to be located on a Spanish 
mission site, SCU uses various means to work the public’s broad awareness of the Cal-
ifornia missions to its advantage. The mission church is the geographical focal point 
of the campus, and promotional materials tout the long tradition connecting the cur-
rent university with the ostensibly educational purpose of the colonial mission. The 
central architectural theme of the campus is Mission Revival, complete with tile roofs 
and a color scheme meant to evoke adobe bricks. The likeness of the mission church 
is central to the university marketing materials, adorning everything from depart-
mental letterhead to souvenir coffee mugs, while various sports teams proclaim to be 
“on a mission.”

However, the complexity of the history behind this symbol is rarely explored. As 
of 2021, physical interpretive media related to SCU are limited to three venues. The 
university’s art museum, the de Saisset, has a small California history exhibit. The 
mission church, operated by Campus Ministries, provides two brief interpretive pan-
els dedicated to mission history. Outdoor media consist of a series of relatively un-
obtrusive markers and monuments, scattered across the campus, that fall under the 
purview of University Operations. All three entities—the de Saisset Museum, Cam-
pus Ministries, and University Operations—exist outside of the university’s academic 
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structure, a fact that limits student and faculty involvement in the creation of public 
memory at SCU.

SCU’s efforts at public memory related to Mission Santa Clara are not meant to 
engage viewers in difficult questions about the past. Rather, they work together to 
present a relatively narrow interpretation of the colonial period that privileges the 
role of Euroamerican agents in creating the institutions that eventually became SCU 
and the modern city of Santa Clara, while being as visually unobtrusive as possible. 
In doing so, the current approach to public memory limits who exactly counts as part 
of the community being commemorated (Waterton and Smith). This framing, more-
over, creates its own inertia against engagement with broader publics whose own his-
tories may counter those currently being celebrated on our campus. 

As revealed by a recent survey of undergraduates, a large proportion have little 
existing knowledge of our campus’s difficult histories. However, a similarly large per-
centage are eager to learn more (Kroot and Panich). In fact, it has been students who 
have organized most effectively in support of incorporating Native history and cul-
ture in campus life. The sustained attention of students across courses, clubs, organi-
zations, and public events has compelled the administration to pay attention to the is-
sue of Native representation on campus. As a result of student pressure, SCU adopted 
a land acknowledgement statement and held its first formal Indigenous Peoples Day 
event in 2018. In the months that followed, SCU organized a formal Ohlone History 
Working Group to explore further actions. Following the model of Georgetown and 
others, then-President Engh charged the group to “review the current markers and 
monuments that honor the history of the Ohlone people on campus and particularly 
in the history of Mission Santa Clara de Asís de Thamien; consult with Ohlone rep-
resentatives about their views on the most appropriate ways to honor their ancestors; 
consult/review commemorations of Native Peoples at other California Missions; and 
draft recommendations based on investigations and consultations” (Engh). 

While this development is encouraging, it is important to recognize that it came 
about only as a result of sustained rhetorical action, particularly by students on be-
half of Native stakeholders. President Engh even tacitly acknowledged the institu-
tional inertia that otherwise prevailed, admitting that the need to better acknowledge 
Ohlone history had been clear “for some time.” He also recognized the critical role 
pressure by Native communities and students—both Native and non-Native—played 
in moving the needle on this issue, giving “special thanks and praise” to leaders in 
the Ohlone community and the student group Native American Coalition for Change 
for their efforts (Engh). In what follows, we describe efforts to build on this momen-
tum by employing digital public memory projects as community-engaged writing in 
and out of our classrooms. As we argue, such community-engaged writing projects 
are a way to support and extend the revision of public historical representation and 
remembrance on our campuses.
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Digital Projects Engaging Difficult Histories at SCU
On our campus, we have partnered with local Ohlone tribal groups and engaged stu-
dents with a range of digital composing projects—both inside and outside of cours-
es—to begin to reconfigure the commemorative landscape and shift public memory. 
The collaborative research design and engagement with our tribal partners has come 
in several forms, all building on existing relationships our Anthropology department 
and campus museum had fostered for many years through consultations and collab-
orations on projects in the area. With this more focused turn towards questions of 
campus public memory, we have called on some of our established contacts as re-
sources to help us think about how to proceed, obtaining several lines of funding to 
support deeply collaborative pedagogical and technological design projects as well as 
inviting tribal members into our classrooms more informally to share perspectives 
and guide student research projects such as those we discuss below. The resulting 
projects so far have included course websites showcasing student historical research, 
360 tours built on Google Tour Builder, annotated 3D scans hosted online by the 
Sketchfab website, and digital exhibits designed on the open-source archiving plat-
form, Omeka, all of which we have conceptualized as a process of asset-building in 
support of larger-scale, Ohlone-led public remembrance projects. 

Our most focused community-engaged public memory work began in Spring 
2019 in a course, co-taught by two of us, that focused on community-engaged digital 
writing projects related to the Indigenous histories at the mission. One of our projects 
was 3D modelling work to digitize and annotate Ohlone artifacts recovered archaeo-
logically from our campus and surrounding areas. Ideally, students would have been 
free to choose from among the thousands of artifacts related to the rich archaeolog-
ical history of our campus, covering precontact and colonial-period deposits related 
to the Ohlone and other Native American groups. However, given access restrictions, 
students chose from a limited number of artifacts that nonetheless offered various in-
terpretive avenues.

Using a small internal grant to purchase an HP Pro S3 structured light 3D scan-
ner, we worked with students to select and digitize artifacts that provide insight into 
Ohlone history and culture of our campus. Prior to the digitization process, students 
learned about the specifics of our campus history, the broader patterns of romanti-
cization that have characterized public interpretation at California mission sites for 
more than a century (e.g., Kryder-Reid, California Mission Landscapes), and were 
taught contemporary Ohlone perspectives on the mission by Ohlone heritage profes-
sionals (e.g. Galvan; Galvan and Medina; Medina). Most crucially, students consult-
ed with Andrew Galvan, member of the Ohlone Indian Tribe and curator of Mission 
Dolores in San Francisco, whose perspectives shaped students’ digitization and com-
posing choices. It is worth noting here that Andy and other Ohlone collaborators are 
always compensated for their time and expertise provided on these projects. Andy 
visited our class early in the quarter to share his perspectives on Native experience 
and history, reviewed student projects in development, and attended our final project 
exhibitions at the end of the quarter to discuss the work with the students. 
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In small groups, students researched their objects using the scholarly literature 
on local archaeology and ethnography. Based on their findings, they composed in-
terpretive introductory texts for the artifacts and annotated key features of the arti-
fact models.

Figure 2. Screenshot of the Community Heritage Lab page on Sketchfab, with examples of 3D 
models of artifacts from the Mission (“Media”).

Students then uploaded their scans to Sketchfab (Figure 2). By hosting the stu-
dents’ work on Sketchfab, we tried to extend the community-engagement and ensure 
that these projects connect to both the work of their peers and to others with an in-
terest in Ohlone culture and archaeological research. This potential for public scruti-
ny produced incentives for students to both invest more thoroughly in their work and 
to critically think about the role of historical rhetorics in the world. Students opened 
themselves up to critiques on facts and frameworks from a much larger audience, a 
process that can both create risks, but also potential rewards through the forging of 
new relationships beyond the classroom (Greer and Grobman).

A consequence of this public audience is that students can become more critical 
consumers and capable producers of public remembrance. In this way, Collin Brooke 
observes that student blogs—and, we would add, other online projects—strike a bal-
ance between centripetal and centrifugal tendencies. Existing at the periphery of the 
classroom, they function to reflect and engage course concepts and networks, but also, 
and perhaps even more importantly, to engage the public. While we recognize that 
the platform may limit the audience to those with specialized interests, thereby falling 
short of the potential intervention into campus public memory that we envision, the 
Sketchfab platform is a temporary solution that allows us to build a shared repository 
of digital assets, meeting both short-term pedagogical and long-term public memory 
goals. In the meantime, being a publicly accessible online platform allows these models 
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to be embedded in various university webpages. For example, the SCU Community 
Heritage Lab (CHL), the university’s academic archaeology laboratory, includes several 
of these models on its media page, helping to reach a broader audience.

The success of the initial class has led others to use similar digital composing as-
signments in their own courses as well. For example, students in a summer archaeolog-
ical class used the scanner to create a number of 3D models and annotations of archae-
ological artifacts associated with later Euroamerican residents who lived in the area of 
the SCU campus during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Thus, while not limited 
to interventions in the difficult colonial heritage of our campus, assignments like 3D 
scanning and annotation of archaeological artifacts allow students to engage with the 
materiality of campus history, to think through how those histories might be told more 
inclusively, and to engage various community groups and stakeholders in the process.

Our second digital heritage program, using Omeka, has been more diverse in its 
coverage, with faculty and students focused primarily on uploading and cataloging 
high-quality digital assets. These include documentation of SCU’s current efforts at pub-
lic commemoration, scans of documents and ephemera housed in SCU’s Archives and 
Special Collections, and still images of archaeological artifacts from colonial Spanish, 
Mexican, and American sites on and near the campus. This process provides students 
with tangible skills in various professional practices, from artifact photography to ar-
chival data entry to scientific illustration, while practicing critical rhetorical and writing 
skills, using these images and other file types, such as videos, audio recordings, and his-
torical texts, to produce freely available, public-facing online digital exhibits (Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Screenshot of an Omeka page about the Mission, created by students in a general ed-
ucation course.
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The first round of Omeka assignments using this model, during the 2019-2020 
academic year, asked students to produce exhibits that advocated specific actions of 
the students’ choosing for changing how SCU deals with mission heritage. The in-
structor for the course collaborated with Ohlone stakeholders to collate and develop 
the readings, videos, lecture frameworks, and supplementary resources used to pro-
vide students with the background they needed for the project. Future classes that 
will use Omeka include both lower level and upper level English and Anthropology 
courses using a similar collaborative process for instructional resources. The exhibits 
developed in these courses are to be featured on the CHL and SCU Digital Human-
ities Initiative websites. This program also serves to seed a continuously expanding 
digital archive and online exhibit space to be maintained by the CHL and to demon-
strate to other faculty the potential for using the database and exhibit space—and the 
community-engaged writing these projects lend themselves to—in their classes across 
the disciplines.

Mobilizing Student Projects for Community Partnerships
Each class that contributes to our shared Omeka collection on local history or the 
Sketchfab collection will extend the work of public memory through their writing, 
engaging communities as both collaborators and potential audience members. Be-
cause the digital exhibits are public facing, students have to master content in such 
a way that they can thoughtfully and responsibly translate knowledge learned in the 
classroom and through engagement with community members into visual, audio, and 
textual narratives comprehensible to a non-expert audience. Though constrained by 
the assignments and presentation platforms, these choices are nonetheless significant, 
including choices of lighting effect, object orientation, terminology, and artifact se-
lection itself, all of which substantially shape the way an audience understands the 
significance of an item and their own relationship to it. In this way, students working 
on digital memory projects grappled with the rhetorical choices inherent in language 
and detail selection, considering their consequences for readers’ conceptions of Na-
tive people in both the past and the present. For example, what is the effect, in terms 
of how Native culture and history are remembered, of using the past tense or passive 
voice, or of highlighting the work of archaeologists in “discovering” a given artifact? 
Raising questions like these encouraged students to develop a more complex concep-
tion of both historical research and communication.

Within these constraints—and perhaps even because of them—students were 
able to learn historical content knowledge and practice rhetorical skills related to his-
torical representation and public memory. Composing for public audiences encour-
ages students to move beyond the conception of writing as reporting “facts” into a 
recognition of the persuasive work inherent in all composing. As Greer and Grobman 
argue in relation to other public memory work, “Students expand the range of their 
rhetorical repertoires in ways that they may deem more relevant to their lives beyond 
the university, and they become more flexible in their rhetorical practices” (12). 
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The representational insights and opportunities were equally spurred by the 
community engagement at the production end of student projects as well, where stu-
dents learned about the lived experiences and material consequences of rhetorics of 
public remembrance for various communities, including the understanding of how 
rhetorics of Native “extinction” have contributed to a lack of federal recognition for 
many Native groups in California today, including the Ohlone (Leventhal et al.). In 
his class visit, Andrew Galvan provided a vivid image of the significance of federal 
recognition to many tribal members: that of a large hypothetical display case, emp-
ty, with a label designating the intent to someday enclose documentation of restored 
federal tribal recognition. This image of a dream deferred, framed by the technologies 
of public memory and museum curation, was a powerful idea that stuck with many 
students and faculty alike.

In the process, such community-engaged writing projects make student research 
and labor useful for more than just the learner and the instructor, giving students a 
greater sense of ownership over their work. Their investment in the work itself con-
tributes to the public memory function of their projects, as they continue to discuss 
and share research findings and compositions with their own networks as well. 

But it is equally important to note that students are not “experts” in Ohlone his-
tory and public representation at the end of any of these courses or experiences. In-
stead, having been grounded in the attempt to understand and represent just one ar-
tifact or site, we hope that they are left with the sense of only being able to tackle 
one small part of the question, leaving the larger questions of commemoration and 
representation to Ohlone representatives themselves. Ultimately, we hope that lesson 
is one of the most lasting insights: that is, the recognition among non-Native students 
and faculty of when it is not our place to shape public remembrance, and we strive 
to devise structures in our own classroom and research to support more decolonial 
approaches. This has been a challenge, given the existing paradigms of expertise and 
privilege that determine who is at the front of the classroom and produce the need to 
seek outside funding to support Native contributions. Still, it is a goal we continue to 
strive for in our shared work with tribal members as we move forward. 

Discussion and Conclusion
The focus on digitization of Ohlone artifacts was a shared interest of both Ohlone col-
laborators and us as professors. A significant number of Ohlone individuals work in 
Cultural Resource Management (CRM) as consultants and monitors of construction 
job sites to protect their cultural heritage and participate in the work of advancing 
knowledge about their ancestors. These artifacts are an important way they connect 
to their past and learn about their own history, and some individuals have an even 
more direct connection to the artifacts, having been involved in their recovery and 
preservation. Recognizing the value of having Ohlone individuals drive the public 
memory process but unable to embark on the development of a large-scale project 
without funding to support Ohlone contributions, we were interested in having stu-
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dents preserve these artifacts as a means to incrementally build a repository of digital 
assets to support later project development.

Designing student projects in this way, we are able to do double duty: engaging 
students in the analysis and production of historical and interpretive exhibits while 
also contributing to a shared repository of digital assets that will move the broader 
initiative forward incrementally, providing the raw material on which future large-
scale digital public memory projects can draw. By working on small public-facing 
projects, students were able to engage in questions of representation and remem-
brance while minimizing the risk of inserting their own colonial perspectives on the 
end product. Crucially, for the purposes of our own campus, this strategy will allow 
us to work more effectively with our Native partners to have them lead the design of 
the eventual large-scale projects with a better sense of what kinds of materials and 
resources we have available to contribute to the process. In keeping with anti-racist 
methods of activist-scholars such as Ibram X. Kendi, Kenneth Jones, and Tema Okun, 
we question our own impulses towards perfection and our desire to leap towards fi-
nal products, attending to the process of knowledge building, asset development, 
and, thus, political organizing as key metrics of success for this ongoing communi-
ty-engaged memory work. In this process, students in our courses are positioned 
not only as learners but also as contributors to a political and cultural movement. 
Many archaeologists and historians are leading projects with highly engaged stu-
dent and community collaborations. As writing studies professionals, we can lever-
age this existing community-engaged public memory work to advance the cause of 
community-engaged writing and, together, compose more just and equitable histori-
cal representation on campuses. As sites of public memory construction, colleges and 
universities have a particular opportunity to use their own campuses and histories 
to engage students in meaningful, community-engaged public memory composing 
work, and decades of community-based archaeology and related heritage work has 
already helped to nudge a variety of institutions to acknowledge their obligations to 
communities and stakeholder groups (Atalay, “Can Archaeology”). In our case, stu-
dents have collaborated with community stakeholders to bring new voices into the 
remembrance of campus histories. Without these partnerships, the central role of 
Native life and labor for our campus could remain silenced, distorted, or at the very 
least, truncated.

Because these projects are meant to combat the pervasive lack of knowledge 
and appreciation of Ohlone culture and history among students and the broader 
public, the primary audience of these projects is not Ohlone individuals themselves. 
Nonetheless, given the general lack of opportunities to interact with and learn about 
Ohlone culture, our Ohlone collaborators have also expressed interest in these proj-
ects for their own learning and that of their families, as they continue to engage 
themselves in a process of unlearning harmful historical narratives and replacing 
them with historically rich understandings of their own ancestors and heritage. As 
several of our collaborators have emphasized throughout this work, there is still a lot 
more for all of us to learn about Ohlone history and culture.
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While many administrations remain conservative in their strategies for address-
ing their own complicated histories and revising their public commemorative land-
scapes, we have found that digital community-engaged writing projects have the abil-
ity to intervene in this process. Through the composition of digital projects as part of 
an ongoing and changing public conversation, students were able to conceive of their 
writing as civic engagement and a contribution to public historical discourse, and 
could share their work with their friends, classmates, and a broader public interested 
in the local, national, or global stories with which our campuses intersect. 

Public memory is a particularly useful frame for thinking about this kind of 
community-engaged writing work because both enterprises encourage us to see—
and to seek—ways that our pedagogies are always already political, our histories are 
positioned and provisional, and our educational and composing work affects both 
students and communities in a deeply connected way. The explicit move to engage 
the public in both memory work and community-engaged writing also comes with 
a shared set of risks and responsibilities, requiring us to continually reflect on our 
relationships and the needs and interests of our stakeholders. As Gabriela Raquel 
Rios suggests, “Instead of assuming that our disciplinary standards define our com-
mitment to communities, we might consider how our commitment to communities 
challenges our disciplinary norms” (63). We see the interdisciplinary insights afford-
ed by community-engaged public memory work such as we have done as a fruitful 
example of challenging disciplinary norms and practices, in response to the specif-
ic exigencies on our campus and in working with our stakeholder communities. 
Through an incremental, iterative, and responsive process of digital asset building in 
our community-engaged classrooms, we hope to continue to challenge assumptions 
and commitments and move the needle on campus historical representation in ways 
that are responsive to the stakeholders with whom we are working. We are continu-
ally challenged and even chastened by this process, which is how we know that good 
community-engaged historical work is happening in our classrooms and, in time, be-
yond them.
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