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With this fourth issue we wrap up the first year of the Journal of 
Digital Humanities, and with it, our first twelve months of attempting 
to find and promote digital scholarship from the open web using a 
system of layered review. The importance of assessment and the 
scholarly vetting process around digital scholarship has been foremost 
in our minds, as it has in the minds of many others this year. As digital 
humanities continues to grow and as more scholars and disciplines 
become invested in its methods and results, institutions and scholars 
increasingly have been debating how to maintain academic rigor while 
accepting new genres and the openness that the web promotes.

Some scholarly societies, universities and colleges, and departments 
have called for a redefinition — or at least an expansion — of what is 
considered creditable scholarship. There have been scattered initial 
attempts to understand how digital scholarship might be better 
assessed, but the editors of JDH felt, and many of our readers agreed, 

that there was not a single place to go for a comprehensive overview of 
proposals, guidelines, and experiences. We attempt to provide a single 
location here, with an issue and living bibliography that will grow as 
additional examples are published across the web.

We begin with an identification of the scope of the problem, some 
reasons for the difficulty assessing digital scholarship, and a call for 
action. First, Sheila Cavanagh explains how the expectations of 
traditional scholarship and the breadth of support required for 
successful and creative scholarly and pedagogical projects restrict 
younger scholars. Bethany Nowviskie suggests that modifying outdated 
modes of peer review to recognize and credit the intellectual and 
technical labor of the many participants who produce ambitious and 
collaborative projects will positively influence the evolution of 
scholarship writ large. The collaboratively-written “Call to Redefine 
Historical Scholarship in the Digital Turn,” led by Alex Galarza, Jason 
Heppler, and Douglas Seefeldt, was submitted as a formal request for 
the American Historical Association to recognize and address these 
particular issues.

In the next section, practitioners from across the academy and the 
world offer their perspectives on assessment and evaluation. Todd 
Presner, Geoffrey Rockwell, and Laura Mandell propose evaluation 
criteria specifically for tenure and promotion. James Smithies details a 
typology of digital humanities projects to ensure proper 
evaluation. Shannon Christine Mattern advises that the same detailed 
criteria used to evaluate multimodal work in her classroom can serve 
the larger academy. Zach Coble offers the view from the library, which 
is the home of many collaborators and creators of digital humanities 
projects. Finally, Sheila Brennan suggests that we further highlight the 
intellectual goals and achievements of digital humanities projects 
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declared, but perhaps buried, in administrative documents and 
reports.

Several practitioners then offer their personal experiences with 
evaluation and assessment to help others in this unchartered 
territory. Mark Sample explains the approach to digital scholarship he 
used in his tenure and promotion case, while Katherine D. 
Harris offers her tenure and promotion statements as a resource for 
others. Finally, students at the new digital humanities program at 
University College Cork remind us that evaluation ultimately is meant 
to encourage conversation, so practitioners need to be involved directly 
in the definition of any standards.

Already some organizations and scholars have produced good 
beginning guidelines for assessment. The Modern Language 
Association in particular has solicited in-depth discussions among its 
membership and outside scholars who have long worked in new media 
on how to assess new forms of scholarship involving digital media and 
technology. Other institutions, such as the Organization of American 
Historians and the National Council on Public History, have made 
some entreaties to broaden the definition of scholarly communication 
that will require fleshing out in the years to come. We have reproduced 
some of that content at the end of this issue. We end the issue with 
a bibliography of additional suggested readings on the evaluation and 
assessment of digital humanities work.

For the broadest possible understanding of the assessment of digital 
scholarship, we asked the community to help us find good case studies, 
personal accounts, and departmental and institutional efforts. This 
issue brings the best of these into one place that we can continue to 
update as other guidelines and experiences are shared. We hope that 
scholars in digital humanities and related fields will be able to point to 

this volume of the Journal of Digital Humanities as a resource for 
digital assessment and a starting place for further conversations.

Daniel J. Cohen and Joan Fragaszy Troyano, Editors
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BETHANY NOWVISKIE

Evaluating Collaborative 
Digital Scholarship (or, 
Where Credit Is Due)

This is the lightly edited text of a talk given at the 2011 NINES 
Summer Institute, a National Endowment for the Humanities-funded 
workshop on evaluating digital scholarship for purposes of tenure 
and promotion, hosted by the Networked Infrastructure for 
Nineteenth-Century Electronic Scholarship. It builds on a more 
formal essay written for an open-access cluster of articles on the topic 
in Profession, the journal of the Modern Language Association 
(MLA). A pre-print of that essay was provided to NINES attendees in 
advance of the Institute.

As you’ll divine from the image, I’ll spend my time today addressing 
human factors: framing collaboration within our overall picture for the 
evaluation of digital scholarship. I’ll pull several of the examples I’ll 
share with you from my contribution to the Profession cluster that our 
workshop organizers made available, and my argument will be familiar 
to you from that piece as well. But I thought it might be useful to lay 
these problems out in a plain way, in person, near the beginning of our 
week together. Collaborative work is a major hallmark of digital 
humanities practice, and yet it seems to be glossed over, often enough, 
in conversations about tenure and promotion.

We can trace a good deal of that silence to a collective discomfort, 
which much of my recent (“service”) work has been designed to expose
—discomfort with the way that our institutional policies, like those that 
govern ownership over intellectual property, codify status-based 
divisions among knowledge workers of different stripes in our colleges 
and universities. These issues divide digital humanities collaborators 
in even the healthiest of projects, and we’ll have time afterwards, I 
hope, to talk about them.

But I want to offer a different observation now, more specific to the 
process that scholars on tenure and promotion committees go through 
in assessing readiness for advancement among their acknowledged 
peers. My observation is that the tenure and promotion (T&P) process 
is a poor fit to good assessment (or even, really, to recognition) of 
collaborative work, because it has evolved to focus too much on a 
particular fiction. That fiction is one of “final outputs” in digital 
scholarship.

In 2006, the MLA’s task force on evaluating scholarship issued an 
important report. It asserts the value of collaboration even in an 
institutional situation where “solitary scholarship, the paradigm of 
one-author—one-work, is deeply embedded in the practices of 
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humanities scholarship, including the processes of evaluation for 
tenure and promotion.”

That sets a kind of charge for us, and I’ll read the words of the task 
force to you:

Opportunities to collaborate should be welcomed rather than treated with 
suspicion because of traditional prejudices or the difficulty of assigning 
credit. After all, academic disciplines in the sciences and social sciences 
have worked out rigorous systems for evaluating articles with multiple 
authors and research projects with multiple collaborators. We need to 
devise a system of evaluation for collaborative work that is appropriate to 
research in the humanities and that resolves questions of credit in our 
discipline as in others. The guiding rule, once again, should be to 
evaluate the quality of the results. (“Report” 56–57)

I see this as a clear and unequivocal endorsement of the work for which 
the set of preconditions I’ll offer you in a little bit intends to clear 
ground. But I want to pick at that last sentence a little, and encourage 
some wariness about the teleological thrust of the phrase, “quality of 
results.”

The danger here (which many of you confirmed you see this 
happening) is that T&P committees faced with the work of a digital 
humanities scholar will instigate a search for print equivalencies—
aiming to map every project that is presented to them, to some other 
completed, unary and generally privately-created object (like an article, 
an edition, or a monograph). That mapping would be hard enough in 
cases where it is actually appropriate—and this week we’ll be exploring 
ways to identify those and make it easier to draw parallels. But I am 
certain, if you look only for finished products and independent lines of 
responsibility, you will meet with frustration in examining the 
more interesting sorts of digital constructions. In examining, in other 
words, precisely the sort of innovative work you want to be presented 

with. To make a print-equivalency match-up attempt across the board, 
in every case, is to avoid a much harder activity, the activity I want to 
argue is actually the new responsibility of tenure and promotion 
committees. This is your responsibility to assess quality in digital 
humanities work—not in terms of product or output—but as embodied 
in an evolving and continuous series of transformative processes.

Many years ago, when we were devising an encoding scheme for a 
project familiar to NINES attendees, the Rossetti Archive, two of our 
primary sites for inquiry and knowledge representation were 
the production history and the reception history of the Victorian texts 
and images we were collecting and encoding. I find (as perhaps many 
of you do) that I still locate scholarly and artistic work along these two 
axes. In conversations about assessment, however, we are far too apt to 
lose that particular plot. This is because production and reception have 
been in some ways made new in new media (or at least a bit 
unfamiliar), and also because they’ve never been adequately embedded
—again, as activities, not outcomes—in our institutional methods for 
quality control.

We have to start taking seriously the systems of production and of 
reception in which digital scholarly objects and networks are 
continuously made and remade. If we fail to do this, we’ll shortchange 
the work of faculty who experiment consciously with such fluidity—but 
worse: we will find ourselves in the dubious moral position of 
overlooking other people, including many non-tenure-track scholars, 
who make up those two systems.

Digital scholarship happens within complex networks of human 
production. In some cases, these networks are simply heightened 
versions of the relationships and codependencies which characterized 
the book-and-journal trade; and in some cases they are truly 
incommensurate with what came before. However you want to look at 
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them, it’s plain that systems of digital production require close and 
meaningful human partnerships. These are partnerships that 
individual scholars forge with programmers, sysadmins, students and 
postdocs, creators and owners of content, designers, publishers, 
archivists, digital preservationists, and other cultural heritage 
professionals. In many cases, the institutional players have been there 
for a long time, but collaboration, now, has been made personal 
again (by virtue of the diversifying of skillsets) and is amplified in 
degree through the experimental nature of much digital humanities 
work. (This is an interesting observation to make, perhaps, about our 
scholarly machine in the digital age. Despite all the focus on 
cyberinfrastructure and scholarly workflows, we’re fashioning ever 
closer, more intimate and personalized systems of production.)

To offer just one small example: compare the amount of conversation 
about layout, typography, and jacket design a scholar typically has with 
the publisher of a printed book—to the level of collaborative work and 
intellectual partnership between a faculty member and a Web design 
professional who (if they’re both doing their jobs well) work together to 
embed and embody acts of scholarly interpretation in closely-crafted, 
pitch-perfect, and utterly unique online user experiences.

But it’s not just that we (we evaluators, we tenure committees) fail to 
appreciate collaboration on the production side. We neglect, too, to 
consider the systems of reception in which digital archives and 
interpretive works are situated. In many cases, the “products” of digital 
scholarship are continually re-factored, remade, and extended by what 
we call expert communities (sometimes reaching far beyond the 
academy) which help to generate them and take them up. Audiences 
become meaningful co-creators. And more: an understanding of 
reception now has to include the manner in which digital work can be 
placed simultaneously in multiple overlapping development and 
publication contexts. Sometimes, “perpetual beta” is the point! Digital 
scholarship is rarely if ever “singular” or “done,” and that complicates 
immensely our notions of responsibility and authorship and readiness 
for assessment.

So my contention is that the multivalent conditions in which 
we encounter and create digital work demonstrate just how much we 
are impoverishing our tenure and promotion conversations when we 
center them on objects that have been falsely divorced from their 
networks of cooperative production and reception. Now, okay: 
certainly, committees can and do confront situations in which 
individual scholars have created digital works without explicit 
assistance or with minimal collaborative action. But those have long 
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been the edge cases of the digital humanities—so why should our 
evaluative practices assume that they’re the rule and not the exception?

There’s something deeper to this, though, and it has to do with the 
academy’s taking, collectively, what is in effect a closed-down and 
defensive stance toward the notion of authorship. As an impulse, it 
certainly stems to the larger feeling of embattlement in our corner of 
the academy. But we must ask ourselves: do we really want to assert 
the value and uniqueness of a scholar’s output by protecting an 
outmoded and often patently incorrect vision of the solitary author? Is 
that the best way to build and protect what we do, together? What kind 
of favor do we think we’re doing the humanities, when we stylize 
ourselves into insignificance in this particular way?

To get back to people, here’s my fear: that we’re driving junior 
scholars, who lack good models and are made conservative by complex 
anxieties, toward two poor options. These are 1) dishonesty to self, and 
2) dishonesty toward others. In the first case, we are putting them in a 
position where they may choose to de-emphasize their own innovative 
but collaborative work because they fear it will not fit the preconceived 
notion of valid or significant scholarly contribution by a sole academic. 
That’s dishonesty to self. The even nastier flip side is the second case: 
causing them to elide, in the project descriptions they place in their 
portfolios, the instrumental role played by others—by technical 
partners and so-called “non-academic” co-creators.

Now, you might expect me to go straight for a mushy and obvious first 
step—to argue today that we should work to increase our appreciation 
for collaborative development practices in the digital humanities. It 
makes sense that fostering an appreciation—that clarifying what 
collaboration means in digital humanities—could lead to a formal 
recognition of the collective modes of authorship that digital work very 
often implies. Unfortunately, we have to roll things back a bit—and this 
is why I used the word “Preconditions” in the title of 
my Profession essay.

In too many cases (this is disheartening, but true) scholars and 
scholarly teams need reminders that they must negotiate the 
expression of shared credit at all—much less credit that is articulated 
in legible and regularized forms. By that I mean forms acceptable 
within the differing professions and communities of practice from 
which close collaborators on a digital humanities project may be 
drawn.

We evaluate digital scholarship through a bootstrapped chain of 
responsibilities. Professional societies and scholarly organizations set a 
tone. Institutional policy-making groups define the local rules of 
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engagement. Tenure committees are plainly responsible for 
educating themselves (they often forget this) about the nature of 
collaborative work in the digital humanities, so that they may 
adequately counsel candidates and fairly assess them. Scholars who 
offer their work for evaluation are, in turn, responsible for making an 
honest presentation of their unique contributions and of the 
relationship they bear to the intellectual labor of others.

And digital humanities practitioners working 
outside the ranks of the tenured and tenure-
track faculty have a role to play in these 
conversations as well. We’re talking here 
about people like me and many of my 
colleagues in the digital humanities world, 
like the people I imagine partner with you at 
your home institutions, and like some of the 
folks who built NINES and 18th-Connect. We 
are hybr id scholar ly and technica l 
professionals subject to alternate, but equally 
consequential (though often less protected) 
mechanisms of assessment. We need you, the 
tenured and tenure-track faculty, to support 
us when we assert that credit must be given 
where it is due. I’ll talk in a little bit about an 
event—also organized with National 
Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) 
support—that took on exactly this issue, and 
how making such assertions might hasten 
the regularization of fair and productive 
evaluative practice among tenure-track and 
non-tenure-track digital humanities 
practitioners alike.

But I have to stop to acknowledge that people on my side of that fence 
(that is, humanities PhDs working as “alternative academics” off the 
straight and narrow path to tenure) can sometimes be seen rolling 
their eyes and wondering aloud why you guys remain so hung up on 
defining individual (rather than your collective) self-worth. I have 
observed a sotto voce countdown that often happens among 
experienced digital humanists at panels on digital work at more 
traditional humanities conferences: "Can we go ten whole minutes into 
the Q&A without eating these particular worms?" My suspicion is that 
many folks on the “alt-ac track” are where they are, not only because of 
a congenital lack of patience, but because they are temperamentally 
inclined to reject some concepts that other humanities scholars remain 
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tangled up in. And one of the most invidious of these is a tacit notion of 
scholarly credit as a zero-sum game, which functions as an underlying 
inhibitor to generous sharing.

But let’s talk about this week. Wouldn’t it be brilliant if this group,

• imaginative production,

• enthusiastic promotion,

• and committed preservation

of digital humanities work a shared and personal enterprise. It’ll make 
your scholarly work an enterprise in which, in the most granular 
sense, named librarians, technologists, administrators, and 
researchers will feel a private as well as professional stake. You just do 

a better job, now and far into the future, with things that have your 
name on them.

Maybe part of the reason it is so hard to latch onto the issue of proper 
credit for diverse collaborators is that those collaborators are 
represented by so many different professional societies and advocacy 
groups. Let’s check in with just a few. I’ve found the most instructive 
examples in the field of public (which is often to say digital) history. 
My favorite is a statement issued by a “Working Group on Evaluating 
Public History Scholarship,” commissioned jointly by the American 
Historical Association (AHA), the National Council on Public History, 
and the Organization of American Historians (OAH). In 2010, they put 
out something called “Tenure, Promotion, and the Publicly Engaged 
Academic Historian” (PDF). This piece starts in same key I did today, 
on the matter of process. It strongly endorses the AHA’s Statement on 
Standards of Professional Conduct, which defines scholarship as “a 
process, not a product, an understanding [they say] now common in 
the profession.” And it goes on:

The scholarly work of public historians involves the advancement, 
integration, application, and transformation of knowledge. It differs from 
“traditional” historical research not in method or in rigor but in the 
venues in which it is presented and in the collaborative nature of its 
creation. Public history scholarship, like all good historical scholarship, is 
peer reviewed, but that review includes a broader and more diverse 
group of peers, many from outside traditional academic departments, 
working in museums, historic sites, and other sites of mediation between 
scholars and the public. (Working Group 2)

Similarly, here’s something from the MLA’s 1996 report, “Making 
Faculty Work Visible”:

As institutions develop their own means of assessment, they should 
consider the wide range of activities that require faculty members’ 
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professional expertise. These would include, in addition to activities more 
traditionally recognized, inter- and cross-disciplinary projects, teaching 
that occurs outside the traditional classroom, acquisition of the 
knowledge and skills required by new information technologies, practical 
action as a context for analyzing and evaluating intellectual work, and 
activities that require collective and collaborative knowledge and the 
dissemination of learning to communities not only inside but also outside 
the academy.  (Making 54; my emphasis).

I want you to see where I think both of these statements are trending. 
It’s an important new notion. As we expand our understanding of 
the kinds of work open to assessment, we also need to recognize that 
digital scholarly collaboration speaks a different brand of peer review. 
It’s a good start, don’t you think?—to assert the validity of “collective 
and collaborative” knowledge production and to acknowledge that 
review is beginning to include “a broader and more diverse group of 
peers.” But let’s go a little further.

(And this, I think, you won’t find in any formal statements by a 
professional society; it might be new to this conversation.) Digital 
humanities practitioners don’t often say, but we all know that 
collaborative work involves a kind of perpetual peer review. What I 
mean by that is the manner in which continual assessment—often of 
the most pragmatic kind, and stemming from diverse quarters—
becomes a part of day-to-day scholarly practice in the digital 
humanities. You don’t get this quite so clearly and regularly, in my 
experience, in any other kind of scholarly work. And it boils down to 
something simple. Every collaborative action in the development of a 
digital project asks one big question: Does it work?

Does it work? That is, can this certain theory or intellectual stance, 
combined with these particular modes of gathering, interpreting, and 
designing information, result in ongoing production of a reasonably 
functional and effective digital instantiation, or user experience, or 
implementation of a collection or a tool? In other words, peer review, 
in the digital humanities, is not a post-mortem. Instead, evolving 
intellectual models and digital content undergo constant review by 
collaborators who are trying to make everything work together. This is 
less a review of product, than of process itself. By implementing 
aligned systems or project components that make special demands of 
those models and resources, they are constantly assisting in the 
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refinement of them. If, in a collaborative project, your code runs and is 
reasonably usable, and (more importantly) it makes sense in terms of 
the scholarly argument you and your collaborators are jointly building
—then it has gone through some highly significant layers of systematic 
quality control already. You just can’t say the same of a single-author 
scholarly essay, even if you discussed a draft with students or peers. So 
that’s the pragmatic side of things.

Let’s return to the ethical. This is a dimension that also takes on special 
significance in the digital humanities. One option always before us, in 
thinking about collaborative relationships, is to default to a familiar 
binary: the division between authors and their publication service 
providers, including book designers and copyeditors, on the model of 
the university or commercial press. Here, we sometimes (slightly 
obnoxiously) congratulate ourselves on the way that hands-on work in 
digital scholarship helps us arrive at a deeper appreciation of 
technologies of text and media production. As Purdy and Walker note 
in their article in last year's Profession:

Though authorial choices [in design modalities, technologies, and 
conventions] have traditionally been more limited in print, recognizing 
how collaboration allows for more informed decisions and production 
competencies can make us appreciate more its value in print as well as 
digital forms. (Purdy and Walker 186; my emphasis)

Fair enough. But I want to point out that there’s a weird and unsavory 
assumption, embedded in this passage, of the single scholar as 
authorial decision-maker. The digital humanities resist that. And I 
want to remind you workshop participants, that you should, as you’re 
writing recommendations this week, take pains to avoid implying that 
collaboration in digital humanities is merely a means of enhancing a 
privileged faculty member’s ability to make informed decisions or more 
sophisticated authorial and directorial choices. (Oh, as the flowchart 

reads, snap.) There will always be a temptation to trend that way in 
tenure and promotion conversations, because the stakes are so high 
and (as Joseph Harris gets at in this passage from his rhet-comp 
article, "Meet the New Boss, Same as the Old Boss) every structure we 
have reifies the notion of the solitary academic’s agency and individual 
achievement.

Almost all the routine forms of marking an academic career—CVs, annual 
faculty activity reports, tenure and promotion reviews—militate against 
[collaboration] by singling out for merit only… moments of individual 
‘productivity.’ . . . The structures of academic professionalism, that is, 
encourage us not to identify with our coworkers but to strive to 
distinguish ourselves from one another—and, in doing so, to short-circuit 
attempts to form a sense of our collective interests and identity. (Harris 
51–52)

All this is why (although as an organization, it may have a way to go) I 
like the way the AHA puts things. In its primary document on 
standards of conduct for historians, it encourages AHA constituents to 
be “explicit, thorough, and generous in acknowledging… intellectual 
debts” and promotes what it calls “vigilant self-criticism,” reminding 
them that “throughout our lives none of us can cease to question the 
claims to originality that our work makes and the sort of credit it 
grants to others.” I went looking, by the way, for something similar on 
ethics from MLA and could only find a narrower and more operational 
view: "a scholar who borrows from the works and ideas of other, 
including those of students, should acknowledge the debt, whether or 
not the sources are published. Unpublished scholarly material—which 
may be encountered when it is read aloud, circulated in manuscript, or 
discussed—is especially vulnerable to unacknowledged appropriation, 
since the lack of a printed text makes originality hard to 
establish." (Statement of Professional Ethics)
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Now, this is a statement deeply embedded not only in print culture but 
in a view of scholarship as the product of solitary, reflective action—
something generated by an author, perhaps after discussion. And, you 
know, it’s not untrue of most of the scholarly work the MLA must 
address. But the AHA’s encouraging of ceaseless self-questioning and 
“explicit, thorough, and generous” acknowledgment seems better 
designed to promote the healthy collaborative relationships that digital 
scholarship demands. Anyway, it quickens the heart a little more.

Lest I give the impression that I’ve been cracking on the MLA too 
hard, allow me to scold the professional society nearest to my heart, 
and for which I take responsibility as an elected officer. The 
Associat ion for Computers and the Humanit ies (ACH) 
is the professional organization perhaps best positioned to understand 
and articulate issues of collaboration and collaborative credit in digital 
humanities, and we have been conspicuously and entirely silent. This is 
beginning to change, but we’re not the only quiet ones. Professional 
societies across the disciplines have failed, far and wide, to advise 
scholars and tenure committees to value a risky and potentially 
transformative action. That action, I see now, is one of clarifying 
the difference—rather than the scholarly sameness—of public and 
digital humanities. (Timidity among digital humanities associations 
stems from decades of disenfranchisement, of making the argument 
that we are scholarly, too. If we take take advantage of our newfound 
centrality in only one way, perhaps this should be it.) Perhaps we could 
all begin do this is by emphasizing, rather than eliding, the degree to 
which digital scholars function within heterogenous collaborative 
networks—new networks (and I’m back to this again) of production 
and reception.

But we also need to make some concrete and pragmatic 
recommendations.

The MLA advocates one very specific model in its “Advice for Authors, 
Reviewers, Publishers, and Editors of Literary Scholarship.” Let’s take 
a moment to look at it.

Only persons who have made significant contributions and who share 
responsibility and accountability should be listed as coauthors of a 
publication. Other contributors should be acknowledged in a footnote or 
mentioned in an acknowledgments section. The author submitting the 
manuscript for publication should seek from each coauthor approval of 
the final draft. The following standards are usually applied to coauthored 
works: when names of coauthors are listed alphabetically, they are 
considered to be equal contributors; if out of alphabetical order, then the 
first person listed is considered the lead author. Coauthors should explain 
their role or describe their contribution in the publication itself or when 
they submit the publication for evaluation.

Can the expression of shared credit be so stark, easy, and uniformly 
applied as this recommendation suggests? I have questions and 
concerns. How might “responsibility and accountability” be 
apportioned in contexts where some collaborators provide content, 
others a digital and intellectual infrastructure for analysis or for 
publication, and still others are providing design expertise for digital 
presentation? All of these are part and parcel of a scholarly argument 
embodied in a digital project. All of these require thought, expertise, 
and conversation as part of a team. So maybe we should be looking for 
models in places where teamwork is more a norm. What about 
scientific publishing? Scholarly editing? Or maybe the most promising: 
R&D collectives in architecture and the arts?

Apportionment and expression of credit will never be simple or 
formulaic in digital humanities scholarship, because of the multiple 
communities and community norms which must be respected and 
engaged in any collaborative project. The best example I know in the 
digital humanities is INKE—the huge, multi-national, and 
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interdisciplinary project on Implementing New Knowledge 
Environments in the context of the digital transformations of the book. 
I spend some time describing INKE and its governing documents in 
the Profession piece, so I won’t do that very closely now, but I want to 
encourage you to take a look at it. This group is notable in the digital 
humanities community for being self-reflective and regularly 
conducting analyses of its own processes of collaboration and project 
management. I think of INKE as a laboratory for measuring the 
effectiveness of mechanisms like project charters in large and 
heterogenous groups. Our Praxis Program in the Scholars' Lab has 
taken a page from INKE in teaching the drafting of charters for 
collaborative work.

The basic idea of the INKE charter was to negotiate thorny issues of 
credit, authorship, and intellectual property in advance—and to have a 
way to bring new partners into an ongoing project in a way that gave 
them a sense of the group’s culture and ethos. The decisions about 
authorship and collective credit that INKE lighted on clearly have 
much in common with the lab model of the sciences.

According to the charter, collaborators

receive named co-authorship credit on presentations and publications 
that make direct use of research in which they took an active, as opposed 
to passive, role (i.e. research to which the individual made a unique and 
discernible contribution with a substantial effect on the knowledge 
generated); otherwise, [they] receive indirect credit via the INKE 
corporate authorship convention. (15–16)

This “corporate authorship convention” is a neat thing. Beyond the 
noticeable fact that INKE papers often have more listed authors than is 
common to see in the humanities, you’ll often observe “and INKE 
Research Group” as a formal listing in the byline of articles and 
conference presentations. Basically, when the INKE project itself is the 

topic of a presentation the charter specifies that “all team members 
should be co-authors.” Here are some more specifics:

We will adopt the convention of listing the team itself, so that typically 
the third or fourth author will be listed as INKE Research Group, while 
the actual named authors will be those most responsible for the paper. 
The individual names of members of the INKE Research Group should be 
listed in a footnote, or where that isn’t possible, through a link to a web 
page. Any member can elect at any time not to be listed, but may not veto 
publication. For presentations or papers that spin off from this work, only 
those members directly involved need to be listed as co-authors. The 
others should be mentioned if possible in the acknowledgments, credits, 
or article citations. (15–16)

The INKE group is quick to assert that the symbolic dimension of its 
crediting guidelines and charter is key to the success of the project, 
that it “signals the nature of [the INKE] working relationship.” They 
call it “a visible manifestation” of agreed-upon relationships, writing 
that “any published work and data represent the collaboration of the 
whole team, past and present, not the work of any sole researcher” (6–
7). Clearly, they haven’t solved the problem of shared credit in digital 
humanities, but what’s important is that they have offered a 
documented and specific model which, over time, could be assessed for 
its effectiveness and for its impact both on the work that’s being done 
and on the careers of the people working—many of whom include 
postdoctoral researchers.

Of course, you don’t write a project charter or a statement of 
professional ethics unless you’re worried about something. Strong 
tensions underlie all of these things I’ve highlighted. Many seem to 
stem not from uncertainty about digital humanists' ability to negotiate 
interpersonal relationships, but from a recognition that our 
institutional policies (listen up, attending deans and provosts!) codify 
inequities among collaborators of differing employment status. These 
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are university policies that govern position descriptions, the awarding 
of research time or sabbaticals, standards for annual review, the 
definition of intellectual labor vs. mere “work for hire,” and (crucially) 
the ability of staff to assert ownership over their own intellectual 
property, including for purposes of releasing it as open access content 
or open source code.

These were the concerns driving an NEH-funded workshop called “Off 
the Tracks: Laying New Lines for Digital Humanities Scholars,” which 
was held earlier this year. The workshop focused on administrative 
issues relating to equitable treatment and professionalization of 
“scholar-programmers” and “alternate academics”—those employees 
most likely to claim shared credit alongside faculty partners in digital 
research.

I was on a working group asked to look at issues of scholarly 
collaboration—together with Matt Kirschenbaum, Doug Reside, and 
Tom Scheinfeldt, and we drew on our experience administering MITH, 
the Scholars’ Lab, and the Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New 
Media—three centers that are sites for a great deal of collaboration 
among people who may have similar backgrounds as scholars and 
technologists, but whose formal institutional status may vary a great 
deal. We drafted something we called a “Collaborators’ Bill of Rights,” 
which was later endorsed by the full workshop assembly and posted for 
public comment.

Basically, it’s an appeal for fair, honest, legible, portable (this is 
important!), and prominently-displayed crediting mechanisms. It also 
offers a dense expression of underlying requirements for healthy 
collaboration and adequate assessment from the point of view of 
practicing digital humanists, with special attention to the 
vulnerabilities of early-career scholars and staff or non-tenure-track 
faculty. I think things like this, and the INKE charter, are good 

demonstrations that the digital humanities community is increasingly 
prepared to address fundamental matters of collaborative credit 
leading to fair and accurate assessment of digital scholarship. This is 
going to happen at the grassroots level, and in ways that make sense to 
practicing digital humanists.

But your task is otherwise. Your audience is different.

What is going to resonate in our academic departments and among our 
disciplinary professional societies? What might we think of as the chief 
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preconditions for the evaluation of collaborative digital humanities 
scholarship? I’ll give you six—maybe something to critique, or 
something to get you started:

1. Committees must consider not only the products of digital work 
but the processes by which the work was (and perhaps continues 
to be) co-created;

2. Scholars (even while they ask to have their critical agency as 
individuals taken seriously in tenure and promotion cases) are 
obligated to make the most generous and inclusive statements 
possible about the contributions of others;

3. Credit should be expressed richly and descriptively, but also in 
increasingly standardized forms, legible within a variety of 
disciplines and communities of practice;

4. We must negotiate expressions of shared credit at the outset of 
projects and continually, as projects evolve;

5. We must promote fair institutional policies and practices in 
support of shared assertion of credit, such as those which make 
collective and individual ownership over intellectual property 
meaningful and actionable;

6. And, finally, we must accept that collaborators themselves, 
regardless of rank or status, have the ultimate authority and 
responsibility for expressing their contributions and the nature 
of their roles.

So here are six possible preconditions. But really, underlying them all 
and maybe the most important thing you could clarify coming out of 
the NINES Institute, is that faculty under evaluation for promotion or 
tenure on the basis of collaborative digital projects must never be 

penalized for offering a full and fair catalog of contributions made by 
others—that it’s not a zero-sum game.

If the recommendations of this Institute can promote that 
understanding, and get picked up in the drafting of local, institutional 
policies, you’ll not only be enabling acts of intellectual generosity. I 
think you’re going to do something truly strategically productive for 
our disciplines. Formal and regular acknowledgment of collaboration 
as part of the ritual of assessment and faculty self-governance will have 
an educative function in the humanities, and it’ll be deeply 
consequential for policy and praxis within allied information and 
knowledge professions, like cultural heritage, IT, and libraries. I think 
we could expect it to lead to strengthened research-and-development 
partnerships in the digital humanities—and you’ve already heard me 
say that I think (back to our 3 P’s) that promoting a sense of shared 
ownership of knowledge production will result in better design 
decisions and more enthusiastic preservation of our cultural and 
scholarly record.

We’ve also got to keep fluid production, publication, and reception 
venues in the digital humanities in mind, and understand that new 
media offer important opportunities for scholars to engage not only 
new audiences but new peers, who will help to make and remake our 
digital scholarship in the years to come. By accepting any set of 
“preconditions,” we’re acknowledging that a great deal of work remains 
to be done, both by our professional societies in making 
recommendations and setting standards, and on the local scene in 
which individual scholars and committees of faculty peers continually 
enact our shared values.

There’s no reason to be afraid of a bit of work. And I think the loveliest 
thing about this Institute, in terms of the problem of evaluating 
collaborative digital scholarship, is that you’ve signed on to address the 
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issue not just intensively, over the next few days, but collaboratively. 
I’ll be watching to see how you’re all credited on the final report!

Originally published by Bethany Nowviskie on!May 31, 2011.
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