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Toward Metaliteracy and 
Transliteracy in the History 

Classroom: A Case Study Among 
Underserved Students

Alston Brake Cobourn, Jen Corrinne Brown,  
Edward Warga, and Lisa Louis

ABSTRACT 

In the last twenty years, scholars have reimagined information literacy to better address an 
overly saturated world of information and the growing participatory culture of Web 2.0. 
Outside of library and information science (LIS), researchers have promoted transliteracy—
the intersection between information, visual, digital, and other literacies—to help students 
find and assess information. Within the LIS discipline, metaliteracy has provided a 
foundation to rethink information literacy frameworks, redefining students as creators who 
produce and share information. Relatively few studies exist, however, on how to leverage 
literacies in support of student digital scholarship projects. Likewise, digital humanities 
professors promote metaliteracy in the classroom, yet fewer scholars create digital humanities 
projects or write case studies about them outside of research institutions, prestigious private 
colleges, and larger, well-established public history programs. This case study examines a 
class project for a small undergraduate Introduction to Public History course at Texas A&M 
University–Corpus Christi (TAMU–CC), a regional university with a comparatively large 
population of historically underserved students. Working with one archivist, two librarians, 
and the professor, students established a digital home for the ongoing South Texas Stories 
oral history project. Through this project, students learned and practiced various aspects of 
primary source literacy, information literacy, visual literacy, and digital literacy. The authors 
argue that such digital projects promote both metaliteracy and transliteracy, offering students 
a holistic learning experience during which they can practice their skills and that these 
types of projects are feasible at all kinds of institutions, even those with largely historically 
underserved populations.
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In the last twenty years, scholars have reimagined information literacy to better 
address an overly saturated world of information and the growing participatory 

culture of Web 2.0. Outside of library and information science (LIS), researchers 
have promoted transliteracy—the intersection between information, visual, digital, 
and other literacies—to help students find and assess information. 

Relatively few studies exist, however, on how to leverage literacies in support 
of student digital scholarship projects. With pressing financial concerns and work 
obligations, students today often rely on community college credit or transferring 
multiple times. Indeed, 37% of U.S. undergraduate students in fall 2019 were 
twenty-five years old or older.1 Given the changing ways that students access higher 
education, studies that address underserved students, the lack of college readiness, 
and metaliteracy and transliteracy within the digital humanities will be increasingly 
important.

In spring 2018, one archivist and two librarians at Texas A&M University–
Corpus Christi (TAMU–CC) worked with a professor and a small undergraduate 
Introduction to Public History class to build a digital home for the ongoing South 
Texas Stories oral history project.2 We argue that such digital projects promote 
both metaliteracy and transliteracy, offering students a holistic learning environ-
ment where they can practice their skills and that these types of projects are fea-
sible at all kinds of institutions, even those with largely historically underserved 
populations.

Institutional Context

Part of the Texas A&M University system, Texas A&M University–Corpus 
Christi is a comprehensive regional university and a Hispanic Serving Institution 
(HSI). As of fall 2018, it had approximately 12,000 students, several hundred of 
whom were humanities majors, including 156 history majors and minors. The uni-
versity as a whole predominantly serves the South Texas region, with about 40% 
of students coming from surrounding counties and 54% of students coming from 
other Texas counties. South Texas is a predominantly Hispanic region that has suf-
fered from historical education inequalities.3 Therefore, many of our students come 
from underserved populations; in fall 2018, 48% of students were Hispanic, 33% 
received Pell Grants, and 20% were first-generation college students. Compared to 
the rest of the student population, history majors were slightly more diverse. Forty-
two percent of history majors received Pell Grants, and 18% were first-generation 
college students.4 This class was representative of the larger history major popu-
lation. Although these inequities cannot be entirely solved at the classroom level, 
understanding the academic and nonacademic challenges for underserved students 
remains central to supporting and encouraging student success.5 In this case study, 



589 

The American Archivist  Vol. 85, No. 2  Fall/Winter 2022

we show that metaliteracy and transliteracy projects are doable at these types of 
institutions, despite challenges posed by the lack of available resources.

Literature Review

This literature review argues that a more holistic treatment is needed to inform 
pedagogical development and that little has been written about digital projects 
that use these literacies at HSIs. The two concepts of metaliteracy and transliteracy, 
taken together, reflect the larger transformation of information literacy in the last 
twenty years.6 The sheer volume of information produced in the digital age, which 
is “the approximate equivalent of 8.18 million new libraries the size of the Library 
of Congress,”7 as well as the growing participatory culture of Web 2.0 helped give 
rise to these new pedagogical frameworks. Metaliteracy provided the foundation 
for revisions to the Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education by the 
Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL). The guidelines emphasize 
metaliteracy as “an overarching set of abilities in which students are consumers and 
creators of information who can participate successfully in collaborative spaces.”8 
By comparison, transliteracy focuses not necessarily on students as creators but on 
their ability to assess and produce across a variety of media: “Transliteracy is the 
ability to read, write and interact across a range of platforms, tools and media from 
signing and orality through handwriting, print, TV, radio and film, to digital social 
networks.”9 We maintain that projects like the one described in this article provide 
an opportunity for students to practice and develop mastery in all of these skills.

Despite the growth of literature on transliteracy and guidelines for metalit-
eracy, relatively few studies exist on how to design and implement such projects.10 
Digital history, digital humanities, and archival studies often encompass both con-
cepts, but pedagogy and case studies from these fields often come from research 
institutions, prestigious private colleges, and larger, well-established public history 
programs. Much less has been written on regional public universities with under-
served populations. Our experience illustrates that serving these students creates 
some unique challenges.

Digital projects such as the present case study bridge information literacy, 
primary source literacy, visual literacy, digital literacy, and general technological 
literacy.11 Yet, these literacy conversations remain somewhat fragmented, despite 
calls from within the archives, library, and history professions for transliteracy. To 
complicate matters further, the compartmentalization of academia in the twenti-
eth century, including the history and library science disciplines, broadened the 
gap between different types of literacies.12 Once linked to academic history depart-
ments, archival training shifted to library science at the same time that public his-
tory programs began to grow in the 1970s.13 More recently, public history programs 
and other digital humanities curricula have fostered a more holistic approach to 
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information literacy training. In New York University’s archives and public history 
program, Peter J. Wosh, Cathy Moran Hajo, and Esther Katz observed the role of 
digital technology in transforming archival and public history fields as well as bring-
ing them back together.14 

Digital Information Literacy

The idea of “information literacy” has been around since the 1970s,15 and 
the concept has morphed since then. The 2015 Framework for Information Literacy 
for Higher Education defines information literacy as “the set of integrated abilities 
encompassing the reflective discovery of information, the understanding of how 
information is produced and valued, and the use of information in creating new 
knowledge and participating ethically in communities of learning.”16 Along with 
transliteracy, the emphasis on metaliteracy is particularly relevant to the project 
described in this article. The recognition conveyed in the framework that students 
are not just consumers of information but are also creators and agents within that 
realm was a significant broadening of the scope of information literacy praxis and 
has demanded that practitioners, both librarians and teaching faculty, develop new 
approaches to introducing these concepts to students.

The literature recognizes that new approaches to information literacy should 
be grounded in specific disciplines. The 2015 Framework for Information Literacy 
in Higher Education references disciplinarity multiple times, in recognition of the 
fact that information literacy is not just a generalized concept but also one that must 
be situated within the context of the knowledge-making activities of a discipline. 
Collaboration between classroom faculty and librarians is a well-documented strat-
egy for engaging students effectively with information literacy, both generally and 
in disciplinary contexts.17 There are also many examples from library and archival 
literature of discipline-specific information literacy approaches, including some that 
are particular to the field of history.18 In all of these studies, the authors stress that 
there are distinctions of method, types of sources and research tools that make a 
disciplinary lens essential in scaffolding more advanced information literacy skills 
for students.

While a number of articles address library services to Hispanic students, and 
attitudes of Hispanic students toward the academic library, not many specifically 
address information literacy. Writing in 2008, Catherine Haras, Edward Lopez, 
and Kristine Ferry investigated the K–12 library experiences of Hispanic students 
enrolled at California State University, Los Angeles, and the relationship of those 
experiences to library use in college. They note increased failure rates for Hispanic 
college students, remarking, “there are serious implications for the education of 
Latinos and their retention rates when considering both their use of the library and 
their research skills, since information literacy informs writing, a core academic 
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literacy.”19 Marta Bladek, librarian at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice of 
the City University of New York, recommends that course-integrated instruction 
be offered and that librarians should collaborate closely with faculty on instruc-
tion to help improve outcomes for Hispanic students.20 John Walsh, who compared 
two different information literacy teaching methods employed in English composi-
tion classes at a community college in Arizona, found that Hispanic students who 
received orientation to the library or information literacy instruction were more 
likely to use the library again and also performed better on a test of information 
literacy skills.21

The 2015 Framework for Information Literacy also implicitly includes the 
concept of digital literacy as the use and creation of information that happens within 
emerging digital platforms. Digital literacy is broadly described as all the cognitive 
skills required to perform in a digital environment.22 The concept of digital literacy 
has evolved from education technology, information literacy, media literacy, com-
puter literacy, and digital policy groups. T. Philip Nichols and Amy Stornaiuolo 
suggest digital literacy is an assemblage or an intersection of these discourses.23 
Different skills, abilities, and competencies are associated with digital literacy by 
these many research articles and policy reports that address what it means to be 
digitally literate and how best to support students acquiring this literacy.24, 25 For 
educators attempting to understand the scope of this concept, the Digital Literacy 
in Higher Education report from the NMC Horizon Project offers a starting point 
to compare the popular models or frameworks created to map out digital literacy.26 

When digital projects complement scholarship, pedagogy, and learning, high 
levels of digital literacy may be required for student success.27 The library can help 
students succeed by partnering with discipline instructors to scaffold students’ use of 
digital collaboration, communication, and curation platforms.28 Increasingly, librar-
ians have specialized skills associated with digital literacy as result of the growth of 
the digital curation curriculum at information schools.29 Addressing the skills gap 
of undergraduate students is critical when working with first-generation and lower 
socioeconomic students. While a little research looks specifically at HSIs, other 
studies show a greater skills gap in these populations.30 Scaffolding at the project 
level may help increase digital skills for higher education students, but institutional 
level assessments and training would help to systematically target this deficiency.31

Primary Source/Archival Literacy

In 2017, a joint task force of library and archival science professionals from the 
Association of College and Research Libraries’ (ACRL) Rare Books and Manuscripts 
Section and the Society of American Archivists (SAA) published Guidelines for 
Primary Source Literacy, which defines primary source literacy as “the combination 
of knowledge, skills, and abilities necessary to effectively find, interpret, evaluate, 
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and ethically use primary sources within specific disciplinary contexts, in order to 
create new knowledge or to revise existing understandings.”32 These guidelines iden-
tify and detail discrete areas that constitute archival literacy: analytical concepts, eth-
ical concepts, theoretical concepts, and the practical considerations of researching in 
an archives and using physical and digital archival resources. Within each area, they 
list or describe multiple facets that build upon each other; the tiered nature of the 
standards enables instructors to create scaffolding when teaching archival literacy in 
their courses.

These standards evolved from conversations about theory and competencies 
in the 2000s and early 2010s. A good deal of archival science literature during this 
period discusses what is meant by archival literacy and the nuances of its facets. 
These theory-based conversations created a shift in how the profession thought 
about instruction. Additionally, the archival profession’s thinking about literacies 
and how they should inform instruction has been influenced by parallel conversa-
tions in the library science discipline.33 Merinda Kaye Hensley, Benjamin Murphy, 
and Ellen D. Swain identify a lack of professional literature with regard to address-
ing pedagogy for teaching how to use primary sources.34 The archival profession has 
been working to address this gap,35 but it still exists when considering teaching with 
primary sources in HSIs specifically and underserved populations. As of August 
2021, searches of “hispanic serving institutions” paired with “primary source liter-
acy,” “archival literacy,” and “archival instruction” yield no results in either Library 
and Information Science Abstracts (LISA) or Library Literature & Information 
Science Full Text. Searches for HSIs paired with “archival instruction” and “archives” 
returned results, but none were case studies about teaching with primary sources. 
There are also some articles about digital projects in HSIs, but none involving teach-
ing with archival materials.

All of the existing case studies except for one at Hunter College, City University 
of New York, took place at institutions with generally better prepared, largely greater 
resourced students than those at TAMU–CC. These institutions, except for Hunter 
College, CUNY, also have significantly higher graduation rates than TAMU–CC.36 
Additionally, the discussion of methods for teaching primary source literacy has 
focused on traditional scholarly outputs,37 which are frequently based on physical 
means and products, such as document analysis exercises, research papers using 
primary sources, or processing physical archival collections, instead of digital proj-
ects.38 Barbara Rockenbach writes about three case studies at Yale University for 
which archivists collaborated with professors to integrate primary source literacy 
into the curriculum through inquiry-based learning, two of which use traditional 
instructional techniques and assignments.39 Likewise, Hensley, Murphy, and Swain 
discuss a course regularly taught at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
by an archivist in which students write a paper after engaging in research using 
primary sources and the efforts of archival staff to incorporate document analysis 
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exercises into visits from rhetoric classes. They state that these instructional exam-
ples “focused on the first dimension of archival intelligence, which is signified by a 
researcher’s (a) understanding of the use of language in archives; (b) internalization 
of rules; and (c) a researcher’s awareness and assessment of his or her own knowledge 
and the knowledge of the archivist.”40

The number of case studies about courses requiring students to engage in 
archival research to create digital outputs continues to increase, as do instructors’ 
interests in digital methodologies.41 Having students edit Wikipedia articles after 
conducting archival research and create digital exhibits, digital timelines, and blog 
posts are all reflected in the literature more than once. These articles illustrate an 
expanding view of how archival materials can be used and applied.

The archival literature reflects that the discussions about archival literacy and 
the pedagogy of teaching with primary sources have evolved greatly and will continue 
to do so as more digital projects are incorporated into actual practice. Additional 
case studies focused on institutions with sizable populations of students from tradi-
tionally underserved populations, such as HSIs, are needed to gain a better under-
standing of how digital projects incorporating use of primary sources can increase 
these students’ archival literacy and how archivists and instructors can better address 
the challenges faced by these students as they do these kinds of projects.

Goals and Course Design

At Texas A&M University–Corpus Christi, HIST 3370: Introduction to 
Public History is an upper division course populated almost entirely by junior and 
senior history majors. For this specific class, the professor’s goals were to provide 
students with a project-based learning environment that would develop their public 
history skills (research, communication, collaboration) in a digital environment that 
would provide an additional layer of career skills. While we know that high-im-
pact practices (HIPs) such as student research can be important for retention, since 
juniors and seniors comprised the class, the goals and design focused on postgradu-
ation and building their professional portfolios.42 The following learning objectives 
guided course and assignment design:

• Gain a better understanding of the nature of historical scholarship on a 
public level, and practice skills needed for creating that scholarship.

• Learn more about the variety of issues faced by historians working in the 
public sector.

• Demonstrate information retrieval skills required for historical research.
• Improve written and oral communication skills aimed at public audiences.
• Become familiar with the Chicago Manual of Style.
• Acquire a better grounding in US history, and sharpen the ability to crit-

ically analyze a range of historical interpretations and arguments.
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With learning objectives in mind, the professor designed a large, semester-long 
project during which students would build the Omeka site for the ongoing South 
Texas Stories oral history project. This involved developing metadata for existing 
oral histories and uploading them to the site as well as researching and writing their 
own digital exhibits for the site. Specific activities are addressed more fully in the 
next section. The South Texas Stories codirectors hoped to expand the project in 
future semesters, envisioning a cocreated archive of oral histories, for which students 
in various courses would conduct oral histories and/or curate digital exhibits. The 
assignment represented the pilot for bringing students into the project. 

The professor met separately with the archivist and two librarians to plan proj-
ect activities prior to the semester and subsequently throughout the semester as 
needed. The team did not map out individual literacies to specific tasks or parts of 
the project during our planning. Rather, these connections became clear to us as 
we worked through the project and inspired us to write this article and plan future 
projects more deliberately.

Experiences and Project Activities

To build the South Texas Stories digital archives, students in HIST 3370: 
Introduction to Public History readied digital files and accompanying materials as 
well as curated two digital exhibits.

In class, students learned oral history best practices and the basics of audio edit-
ing. Most of the students had taken a class with the professor the previous semester 
in which they conducted an oral history project, so the digital exhibit was meant 
to build on their earlier work and teach them new skills for public history. With 
this knowledge, they generated access copies of the audio files for use on the site by 
mixing tracks from the master files, cutting the ends of tracks or raising the volume 
of the voices as needed, and deriving the appropriate file format. They worked in 
groups to transcribe two of the oral histories. Finally, using interviewers’ notes, they 
wrote descriptive metadata for each oral history.

From there, students were ready to start researching and creating the digital 
exhibits. They created two digital exhibits on the Omeka platform: “The Mexican 
American Fight for Freedom” and “Environmental Narratives of the Coastal Bend.”43 
These exhibits provided context for previously recorded oral history interviews con-
ducted by the South Texas Stories project codirectors. Students curated a digital 
exhibit about each theme that provided context to the oral histories by conducting 
research, writing short histories on subtopics, and finding related images. 

For the digital exhibits, students received instruction on a variety of litera-
cies. They applied archival literacy skills when they conducted their primary source 
research. The class started with an introduction to the project and analysis of digital 
exhibits created by students at other universities. Students were introduced to the 
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historical method and a source analysis framework in their textbook, Introduction to 
Public History: Interpreting the Past, Engaging Audiences.44 They put that into prac-
tice with a trip to Special Collections, where the archivist led a document analysis 
exercise, provided context about the purpose of archives and how the project was 
contributing to preserving and providing access to the historical record, and shared 
information on the department’s procedures for use of its materials and basic archi-
val terminology. During the document analysis exercise, the archivist and students 
discussed how documents in “collections in cultural heritage institutions reflect 
and reinforce societal power structures.”45 Additionally, the librarian liaison for the 
History Department held a class session for the students on searching for secondary 
sources in databases. Furthermore, the professor offered instruction on useful digital 
primary source collections. From there, students researched textual sources on their 
own, with occasional guidance from the professor, archivist, and librarians.

To strengthen the exhibits, students were also tasked with finding images. 
According to the Guidelines for Primary Source Literacy, “Users need to understand 
the ethical concepts related to applicable laws and regulations, privacy rights, cul-
tural context, donor agreements, copyright, and intellectual property when working 
with primary sources.”46 To help address these student needs, the scholarly commu-
nications librarian provided class instruction and a research guide about copyright 
law and licensing, particularly as they are relevant to this project; intellectual prop-
erty more broadly; and practical techniques for identifying digital images that are 
in the public domain or free to use under Creative Commons licensing. Most stu-
dents found images in Special Collections or on Wikimedia Commons. The archi-
vist provided supplemental one-on-one consultations with students during their 
visits to Special Collections about how donor agreements and copyright impacted 
their ability to use images from particular collections. This aspect of the project also 
addressed multiple standards of the ACRL Visual Literacy Competency Standards 
for Higher Education.47 

The final step was to start building the site. Library staff created the new 
site’s shell, added student users, and adjusted settings. In this way, the archivist 
and librarians acted as hosts, partners, and advocates for the student-created digital 
humanities project—a role that Ying Zhang, Shu Liu, and Emilee Mathews argue 
is important for LIS practitioners.48 After digital archives and metadata instruction 
from the archivist, students added the audio files, transcripts, and images to Omeka 
and created descriptive metadata about the oral histories and images. Finally, they 
uploaded their text and images, working in two groups to build the digital exhib-
its. Students went through multiple rounds of revisions before and after putting 
together the exhibits, thereby learning that public history and academia rely on an 
iterative revision process to continually improve.

The instructors assumed that the students of traditional college age (approxi-
mately eighteen to twenty-two) would have a higher baseline level of digital literacy, 
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since they grew up with computers and the Internet. Instead, we found that many 
digital skills were lacking within this population. For example, none of the students 
had used a cloud storage service to back up their files despite the university provid-
ing free storage with Microsoft OneDrive, and many were completely unfamiliar 
with cloud storage services. We seemingly overestimated the technological experi-
ences of undergraduate students in general. 

While the class met in a library computer lab for the metadata and site con-
struction days, computing was needed for other class days as well. It was nearly 
impossible to have students use their own computers on the non-lab days, as a 
couple of the students did not own computers, some had older models, and one 
had a Chromebook, which did not support installation of software, including 
Audacity, the required audio editing software.49 When the professor covered basic 
audio editing with in-class instruction and a workshop, student struggles were com-
pounded by slow wireless Internet on campus, which made it hard to download and 
upload large files. The professor ended up doing a one-on-one tutorial with about 
two-thirds of the students outside of class. This worked well but was only possible 
because the class contained only twelve students. On other parts of the project, 
working as a class was hard. When creating the metadata for their images during a 
class session, for instance, the archivist led them through the process field by field. 
It was difficult to be sure that students worked at the same pace during this exercise. 

Outcomes and Assessment

In completing this semester-long assignment, students gained skills in finding 
and evaluating sources, writing, and applied technology. The Metaliterate Learner 
Roles document published on metaliteracy.org illustrates the many different roles 
a learner can perform.50 Many of these roles were performed by students during 
this digital project. Students acted as authors, collaborators, researchers, publishers, 
producers, and communicators. Students collaboratively created a digital exhibit 
published on the public web. Students curated oral history content by editing dig-
ital audio files, transforming them into different formats, and publishing them in a 
digital collection. They also reused archival images by finding, assessing copyright, 
and publishing them on the web. Students performed primary source research and 
produced written content for the digital exhibit. The entire class worked together to 
publish their research and their curated content in a content management system 
(CMS).

These activities required digital literacy or basic and intermediate digital 
curation and information communication technology (ICT) skills. Students were 
required to manage files, transform file formats, edit digital audio, work with basic 
HTML, and work in a CMS to publish content to the Web. The activities also align 
with aspects of the ACRL Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education.51 
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Creating the digital exhibit demonstrates the “information creation as process” 
frame. Ethically reusing or curating existing content demonstrates the “information 
has value” frame. The original research done by students demonstrates “research 
as inquiry.” Working with archival images, oral histories, and primary sources to 
produce the digital exhibit required archival literacies. In all, the project required 
metaliteracy to curate and produce the content of the digital exhibit. 

Despite the higher workload for such a project and determining we would 
make changes for future iterations, all involved felt it was worthwhile. After strug-
gling at times throughout the semester, the students felt proud of their work and 
more confident in themselves, especially after seeing the final product. Hayden, 
Hernández-Ojeda, and Finkel note that “All of the[ir] students [at Hunter College, 
CUNY] began to understand how their voices were contributing to efforts to inter-
rogate public memory. Writing, here, became a direct form of activism, as well as 
an academic exercise.”52 Indeed, at a library showcase event over a year later, several 
students from the class, including one who had graduated, volunteered to discuss 
the digital exhibits with university donors. As such, future research and assessment 
might evaluate the effectiveness of assignments in relation to building students’ con-
fidence and the feeling of belonging to a community.

Toward the end of the semester, we decided to develop a postassessment ques-
tionnaire to gauge student learning and ask for student feedback on the project (see 
Appendix). We designed multiple-choice questions about metadata and digital file 
preservation to indicate if students had retained these digital literacies taught by the 
archivist. Some questions addressed students’ retention of information and archival 
literacies and public history fundamentals. For example, students were asked to 
define peer-reviewed scholarship and to explain why it is important for public his-
torians to rely on primary sources and peer-reviewed secondary sources. Questions 
such as “Did you find it easier to work on various parts on your laptop in the class-
room or in the computer lab?” were designed to help instructors gather opinions 
about the course logistics. A final question, “How do you think students in future 
courses could contribute to the STS Omeka site?” allowed students to envision 
digital curation as a continuing process as well as contribute to the future vision of 
the site.

In the postassessment, students illustrated that they had learned valuable skills 
and literacies. When asked what they found most meaningful, they enjoyed con-
necting environmental history and Mexican American history to local history and 
felt they learned a lot about these topics. They also talked a lot about learning 
digital curation, with one student writing, “I’m not as bad in technology that I 
thought I was. It’s not that hard after all.” Furthermore, since the project created an 
online exhibit with students’ names prominently displayed, it made them proud of 
their work and gave them something to share with their families and add to their 
résumés. In the postassessments, students shared that they were most challenged 
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by finding archival and secondary sources, writing (especially directed at public 
audiences), and working with HTML in Omeka. They also provided thoughtful 
and helpful suggestions for expanding the South Texas Stories digital archive in the 
future and for improving the assignment. All of the suggestions received dealt with 
scheduling and due dates. The students felt rushed during the research phase and 
the exhibit building phase. They wished for more time to work on the exhibit as a 
group after team members added their individual contributions. 

Analysis and Lessons Learned

For the professor, archivist, and librarians involved, it was a meaningful 
endeavor both as an engaging class project and as a helpful pilot for the future. 
Furthermore, the project pointed to some larger implications about teaching, met-
aliteracy and transliteracy scholarship, and addressing the digital divide. In addition, 
metaliteracy projects such as this one further the university’s vision of student-cen-
tered success and career preparation.

This was the first time librarians and archivists at TAMU–CC led a digital 
multimedia class project of this nature. We felt generally that the project turned out 
well and that most of the students met learning objectives, but to varying degrees. 
We also learned a variety of lessons for future projects. Upon reflection, two major 
themes emerged: planning and preassessment of student skills. Our overall lesson 
learned, which relates to both themes, was the importance of making sure all our 
actions in the course were intentional so as to not miss opportunities or provide less 
student support than needed.

In terms of planning, project “infrastructure” (technology, class sizes, and 
other practical concerns) could have been dealt with more effectively. Small class 
size proved essential to the success of this project, but it is often not plausible for 
larger regional universities. At these institutions, the practicalities of digital projects 
loom large.

Furthermore, project planning in a collaborative setting offers distinct chal-
lenges. Multidisciplinary knowledge lies at the center of successful transliteracy and 
metaliteracy projects, yet it is often learned through experience. Upon reflection, 
we realized that we began without having all the connections between pieces in 
the forefront of our minds. In the future, making sure all our actions in the course 
are intentional so as to not miss opportunities or to provide less student support 
than needed seemed critical. In this case study, it would have been helpful for the 
librarians and archivist to meet with the professor as a group instead of in one-on-
one meetings.53 In these meetings, coverage should have been discussed more fully 
so that team members could have better addressed particular literacies to make the 
project truly transliterate. For future iterations, we would also rearrange the order 
of coverage, putting library instruction and secondary source research first, followed 
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by archival instruction and primary source research, and finally the technical aspects 
of the project. 

Additionally, the team felt that producing more examples and guides for stu-
dents ahead of time would have helped these novice learners and saved in-class time 
during the semester. We believe that creating a metadata example, having students 
work on it outside of class, then finalizing and entering it into Omeka in a quicker 
lab session would have worked better than trying to lead them through the metadata 
creation exercise as a group. Likewise, a research guide including instructions on 
the technological aspects of Omeka that could be used as a reference would poten-
tially have lessened confusion and saved in-class time. Similarly, students did not 
absorb everything intended from the in-class presentation on copyright and fair use. 
Therefore, we would consider having the students do a fair use assignment in addi-
tion to a class visit by the scholarly communications librarian. Such an assignment 
would provide the librarian with the opportunity to give individual feedback and 
really see where students are confused.54 Given the multiple elements of curating a 
digital exhibit, advanced planning, more guides, and more small, hands-on assign-
ments would have better facilitated student learning. Because of the instructors’ 
experiences helping students with copyright and technical confusion, the scholarly 
communications librarian created a research guide for a different course that was 
incorporating a digital project for the following semester.55

Second, we realized that assessing students’ skills, particularly their digital 
skills, at the beginning and end of the course would enable us to better address 
their needs and plan for the course more appropriately. However, we also believe 
our experiences in this course exemplify the digital divides between certain popu-
lations. In this case, the holes in the digital literacy skills of the traditional college 
age students may reflect their largely lower socioeconomic status. Furthermore, the 
class included some adult students who were either returning to school later in life 
or attending college for the first time who also lacked many digital literacies. These 
revelations emphasized the importance of conducting a preassessment of skills, such 
as a short multiple-choice quiz or a short assignment that gauges students’ compe-
tency with multiple literacies and technological skills. Furthermore, future research 
should assess transliteracy adoption at the end of the class.

A future project designed with a preassessment and postassessment would 
further contribute to pedagogical research about transliteracy and metaliteracy in 
digital history and public history projects. Those who plan to assign digital projects 
should not attempt to address every standard for information literacy, archival liter-
acy, and digital literacy. Educators should rather adjust the specific aspects of these 
literacies and the degrees to which they are addressed based on the nature, needs, 
and goals of each course. 

Conducting a preassessment activity would enable instructors to adjust their 
lesson plans in pacing and skills taught to better meet student needs. Since students 
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often are not good judges of themselves, the usefulness of self-reporting is likely 
to be limited.56 Therefore, preassessment questions would need to be crafted with 
this limitation in mind. Projects that think about research design, including pre-
assessment, prior to the course could enhance the scholarly literature. Hayden, 
Hernández-Ojeda, and Finkel suggest an additional approach to assessing students’ 
technological competencies during class time through individual assignments. This 
can be a useful method to ensure that students are paired with peers of a similar level 
of digital literacy competence during group assignments.57 More studies on how 
students conduct research or that address discipline-specific aspects of metaliteracy 
and transliteracy and how they are best implemented in the classroom would enrich 
pedagogy and scholarly understanding in a variety of disciplines.

For students, digital projects incorporating metaliteracy and transliteracy skills 
have value after graduation. Many information, archival, visual, and digital liter-
acy skills are critically important for students as they navigate today’s job market 
and society. Peter J. Wosh, Cathy Moran Hajo, and Esther Katz observe that digi-
tal history is a necessity for public history graduates.58 In a survey, their graduates 
attested to the importance of digital literacy.59 Public history professors who have 
incorporated digital projects into the curriculum have also observed the need for 
more training.60

Furthermore, this case study brings to light larger implications of addressing 
historical inequalities and the digital divide among underserved students. Public 
historians also have struggled to address the digital divide. In his case study, Andrew 
Hurley argues that digital public history projects can help address the persistent dig-
ital divide among certain populations.61 Well-designed public history projects hold 
the potential to increase digital literacy among students, local community partners, 
and/or the general public. In our case, a preassessment would have helped con-
sciously address our underserved students and the digital divide. Yet, some larger 
socioeconomic realities cannot be addressed during a class project or even by an 
institution of higher education, including unequal access to off-campus, high-speed 
Internet and computing devices. Despite these drawbacks, a more conscious attempt 
to serve and to prepare students through digital projects that address metaliteracy 
and transliteracy could have positive outcomes. More studies, however, remain to 
be done.
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Appendix

Post-project assessment

Name:_____________________________________________

Digital Exhibit Project Assessment

HIST 4390 (Spring 2018)

What part of this whole project was the most interesting or meaningful to you? 
Why?

Why is metadata important?
A.   It helps us identify things.
B.   It helps us find things.
C.   It helps us preserve digital files for the long term.
D.   All of the above.

Which one of the following is NOT helpful in preserving digital files long term?
A.   choosing an open and uncompressed file format
B.   removing spaces and special characters from your file names
C.   making multiple copies and storing them in different locations
D.   putting them on a flash drive and leaving them alone

Describe the purpose of archival files and access files.

Define peer-reviewed scholarship. Why is it important for public historians to rely 
on primary sources and peer-reviewed secondary sources?

What did you learn about the research process by creating this digital exhibit?

Fix the mistakes in this Chicago-style footnote:
1  Brown, Jen Corrinne. Trout Culture: How Fly Fishing Forever Changed the Rocky Mountain 
   West (Seattle: WA: University of Washington Press 2015), 35.

Did you read the Introduction to Public History textbook while working on and 
writing the exhibit? If so, did you find it helpful?

Did you find it easier to work on various parts on your laptop in the classroom or 
in the computer lab?

How do you think students in future courses could contribute to the STS Omeka 
site?

What do you feel like you learned in this project? What would you do differently?

What could I/we do differently?

What was the most challenging or confusing part of the project? What topics should 
be included on a future Omeka reference guide for students?
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