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DIGITAL HISTORY 
 
New technologies are transforming the work of historians, and the ways in which we 

interpret the past and communicate our ideas with others.  This seminar will 

critically examine the digital tools and resources that are becoming central to 

historical research, from databases to archives, and their implications for how 

topics, questions and standards for evidence are framed.  We will also explore how 

digital tools, including visualizations, animations, and mapping, have been used to 

interpret the past, and the new forms of historical writing that have emerged, such 

as blogs and wikis, and the questions they raise about the creators of historical 

work, the nature of historical arguments and the processes by which digital history 

is distributed and evaluated.  
 

LEARNING OBJECTIVES GRADUATE ATTRIBUTES ASSESSMENT 

Develop an understanding of the 
digital methods and tools available 
to historians and their implications 
for how history is researched and 
communicated 
 

Research & Inquiry: possess a body of knowledge 
relevant to their fields of study, and a firm grasp of 
the principles, practices, and boundaries of their 
discipline 
 
Information Literacy:  
� use appropriate media, tools and 
methodologies to locate, access and use 
information;  
� critically evaluate the sources, values, validity 
and currency of information  
 
Personal & Intellectual Autonomy 
� be intellectually curious, open to new ideas, 
methods and ways of thinking, and able to sustain 
intellectual interest;  
 
Ethical, Social & Professional Understanding:  
appreciate their ethical responsibilities towards 
colleagues, research subjects, the wider community, 
and the environment 
 

Seminar 
Participation 
 
Blog 
 
Essay 
 

Examine a historical issue by 
undertaking research that begins 
with a problem, and uses 
methodologies chosen from a range 
of disciplines to solve that problem 

Research & Inquiry: 
 � be able to identify, define, investigate, and 
solve problems;  
� think independently, analytically and creatively;  
� exercise critical judgment and critical thinking 
to create new modes of understanding  
 
Information Literacy:  
� use appropriate media, tools and 
methodologies to locate, access and use 
information;  
� critically evaluate the sources, values, validity 
and currency of information; and  
� use information in critical and creative thinking  
 
Personal & Intellectual Autonomy:	  be independent 
learners who take responsibility for their own 
learning 
 

Seminar 
Participation 
 
Essay 
 
 

Construct an evidence-based 
argument or narrative in audio, 
digital, oral, visual or written form  

Communication:  
� possess a high standard of oral, visual and 
written communication skills;   
� be able to use appropriate communication 
technologies.  
 

Essay 
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Learning Structure 
 
This unit involves a two-hour seminar each week. Before each seminar you will 
do a series of readings, and in some cases, also explore one or two examples 
of a form of digital history, as well as complete a blog post exploring you’re 
the week’s topic in terms of your thesis research and topic. 

• Attendance below 80% of seminars without written evidence of illness or 
misadventure may be penalised with loss of marks.  

• Attendance at less than 50% of regardless, regardless of the reasons for the 
absences, will automatically result in the student’s case being referred to the 
Department examiners’ meeting, which will result in an AF grade. 

 
 
Online Components 
 
This unit requires use of Blackboard Learn, the University’s e-learning 
platform, so you will need reliable access to a computer and the Internet.  

• To access the Blackboard Learnsite: go to the University homepage 
(www.sydney.edu.au) > choose MyUni > choose USYD eLearning > enter 
Unikey to access your eLearning sites. 

• Alternatively, you can bookmark the login page directly at 
http://elearning.sydney.edu.au/. 

• If you have any difficulties logging in or using the system, visit the Student 
Help area of the Sydney eLearning site, 
http://sydney.edu.au/elearning/student/. 

On the unit site you will find  
• all the seminar readings  
• the unit blog 

The weekly blog posts and the final essay must also be submitted on this site. 
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Seminar Schedule 
 
 
Week 1 
 

 
March 4 

 
Setting up the Seminar 
 

 
Week 2 
 

 
March 11 

 
What is Digital? Digital Humanities? 
 

 
Week 3 
 

 
March 18 

 
The Promise of Digital History 
 

 
Week 4 
 

 
March 25 

 
Digital Research: The Issues 
 

 April 1 Semester Break 
 
Week 5 
 

 
April 8 

 
Digital Research: The Tools 
 

 
Week 6 
 

 
April 15 

 
Digital Archives 
 

 
Week 7 
 

 
April 22 

 
Born Digital Archives 
 

 
Week 8 

 
April 29 

 
Digital Writing: Article 
 

 
Week 9 
 

 
May 6 

 
Digital Writing: History Blogs 
 

 
Week 10 

 
May 13 

 
Digital Writing: Wikipedia 
 

 
Week 11 

 
May 20 

 
Digital History: Exhibits 
 

 
Week 12 

 
May 27 
 

 
Digital History: Text Mining 
 

 
Week 13 

 
June 2 
 

 
Digital History: Mapping and the Geospatial 
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Week 2: What is Digital? Digital Humanities? 
BLOG  
What characteristics of the digital have the most implications for the topic and approach of 
your research? 
 
Kathleen Fitzpatrick, "The Humanities, Done Digitally," Debates in the Digital 
Humanities, ed Matthew Gold (2012) 
  
Peter Lunenfeld, Anne Burdick, Johanna Drucker, Todd Presner and Jeffrey Schnapp, 
Digital_Humanities (MIT Press, 2012)  
The link downloads the open access edition of the book -- begin with "A Short Guide to 
Digital_Humanities," pp. 122-127, then "Emerging Methods & Genres," pages 29-60 
 
Daniel Cohen & Roy Rosenzweig, Digital History (2006), Introduction  
 
 
Week 3: The Promise of Digital History 
BLOG 
What digital history related to your research exists? What forms does that digital history take? 
(Begin by doing a simple Google search on your topic) 
 
Caleb McDaniel, "Why Study Digital History?" (2012) 
 
Daniel Cohen & Roy Rosenzweig, Digital History (2006), Chapter One 
 
"Interchange: The Promise of Digital History," Journal of American History 95, 2 (Sept. 
2008) 
 
Stefan Tanaka, "Pasts in a Digital Age," Writing History in the Digital Age (2012) 
 
 
Week 4: Digital Research: The Issues  
BLOG  
How do you research? What is digital about your research? Has the digital changed your 
research (i.e. to what extent does your research depend up on the digital)?  
 
David Bell, "The Bookless Future" (2005)  
 
Andrew Prescott, "Consumers, Creators or Commentators? Problems of audience and 
mission in the digital humanities," Arts and Humanities in Higher Education 11, 1-2 
(2011): 61-75  
 
Tim Hitchcock, “Academic Writing and Its Discontents,” Journal of Digital Humanities 
1, 1 (Winter 2011)  
Also take a look at the original version of this post: 
http://historyonics.blogspot.co.uk/2011/10/academic-history-writing-and-its.html  
 
Mike O’Malley, “Evidence and Scarcity” (2010)  
 
Sean Takats, Response to Mike O'Malley  
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Matthew Pinsker, "Lincoln Theme 2.0," Journal of American History, 96 (Sept. 2009), 
417–40  
Read only the final section, "Toward a Digital Lincoln" 
 
 
Week 5: Digital Research: The Tools  
BLOG  
Search for a topic related to your research in a historical database (see the Databases and 
Electronic Resources page of the Fisher Library sites for databases to which the university 
subscribes). Establish what exactly is in the database and consider how that might impact 
the results of your search.  
 
Laurel Brake, "Half Full and Half Empty," Journal of Victorian Culture, 17, 2 (2012): 
222-229  
 
Charles Upchurch, "Full-Text Databases and Historical Research: Cautionary Results 
from a Ten-Year Study," Journal of Social History 46, 1 (2012): 89-105  
 
Andrew Torget and Jon Christensen, “Building New Windows into Digitized 
Newspapers,” Journal of Digital Humanities 1, 3 (2012)  
 
Patrick Spedding, ""The New Machine": Discovering the Limits of ECCO," Eighteenth-
Century Studies 44, 4 ( Summer 2011): 437-453  
 
Roger Schonfeld and Jennifer Rutner, Supporting the Changing Research Practices of 
Historians (Ithaka S+R, 2012)  
 
 
Week 6: Digital Archives  
BLOG  
 
Valley of the Shadow: Two Communities in the American Civil War  
 

Gary J. Kornblith, Venturing into the Civil War, Virtually: A Review, Journal of 
American History 2001 88(1): 145-151  
 
Joshua Sternfeld, "Archival Theory and Digital Historiography," The American 
Archivist 74 (Winter/Fall 2011): 544-75   
For the discussion of the Valley of the Shadows, see pages 552-556 

 
The Proceedings of the Old Bailey, 1674-1913  
 

Tim Hitchcock and Robert Shoemaker, "Digitising History From Below: The Old 
Bailey Proceedings Online, 1674–1834," History Compass Volume 4, Issue 2, 
March 2006, pages 193–202  

 
 
Week 7: Born Digital Archives 
BLOG  
 
Roy Rosenzweig, "Scarcity or Abundance? Preserving the Past in a Digital Era," 
American Historical Review (2003)  
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The September 11 Digital Archive  
 

Daniel Cohen & Roy Rosenzweig, Digital History (2006), Chapter Six: Collecting 
History Online  
Includes discussion of the September 11 Digital Archive  

 
Hurricane Digital Memory Bank 
 

Sheila A. Brennan and T. Mills Kelly, "Why Collecting History Online is Web 1.5," 
Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New Media (2009)  
Includes discussion of the Hurricane Digital Memory Bank 

 
 
Week 8: Digital Writing: Articles  
BLOG  
 
William Thomas and Edward Ayers, "The Differences Slavery Made: A Close Analysis of 
Two American Communities," American Historical Review (2003)  
 
William Thomas, "Writing A Digital History Journal Article from Scratch: An Account" 
(2007)  
 
Philip J. Ethington, "Los Angeles and the Problem of Urban Historical Knowledge," 
American Historical Review (2000)  
 
Jack Dougherty, Kristen Nawrotzki, Charlotte Rochez, and Timothy Burke, 
"Conclusions: What We Learned from Writing History in the Digital Age," Writing 
History in the Digital Age (Spring 2012)  
Paragraphs 1-14 only 
 
 
Week 9: Digital Writing: History Blogs  
BLOG  
Identify several blogs in related to your research (you can use the Cliopatria Blogroll as a 
starting point). Who is writing those blogs? What issues are they writing about? How are they 
writing? 
 
Alex Sayf Cummings and Jonathan Jarrett, "Only Typing? Informal Writing, Blogging 
and the Academy," Writing History in the Digital Age (2012)  
 
Martin Weller, “The Virtues of Blogging as Scholarly Activity” (2012)  
 
Kathleen Fitzpatrick, “Blogs as Serialized Scholarship” (2012)  
 
Tim Hitchcock, “Academic Writing and Its Discontents,” Journal of Digital Humanities 
1, 1 (Winter 2011)  
Focus on the final section, "A post-endum" (the post itself is in the reading for an earlier 
week) 
 
The Cliopatria Awards for History Blogging 2011  
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Cliopatria's History Blogroll  
 
 
Week 10: Digital Writing: Wikipedia  
BLOG  
Identify and analyze the Wikipedia entries related to your research -- focus as narrowly (a 
specific topic within your research) or as broadly (the subject area of which your research is 
part) as you need to in order to identify at least half a dozen entries 
 
Roy Rosenzweig, "Can History be Open Source? Wikipedia and the Future of the Past," 
The Journal of American History Volume 93, Number 1 (June, 2006): 117-46  
 
Martha Saxton, “Wikipedia and Women’s History,” Writing History in the Digital Age 
(2012)  
 
Robert S. Wolff, "The Historian's Craft, Popular Memory, and Wikipedia," Writing 
History in the Digital Age (2012)  
 
 
Week 11: Digital History: Exhibits  
BLOG  
Identify what online exhibits exist for your research 
 
The Lost Museum 
 

Joshua Brown, "From the Illustrated Newspaper to Cyberspace: Visual 
Technologies and Interaction in the Nineteenth and Twenty-first Centuries," 
Rethinking History 8, 2 (2010): 253-75  
Includes a discussion of The Lost Museum 

 
The Great Chicago Fire (2011)  
 
The Great Chicago Fire (1996)  
 

Carl Smith, "Can You Do Serious History on the Web?" Perspectives (February 
1998)  
Includes a discussion of The Great Chicago Fire 

 
Library and Archival Exhibitions on the Web (Smithsonian Libraries)  
 
 
Week 12: Digital History: Text Mining  
BLOG  
Search for words or phrases related to your research in QueryPic and Google Ngram  
 
Ted Underwood, “Tumblr Sphinx,” Open Letters Monthly (2012)  
 
Bob Nicholson, "Counting Culture; or, How to Read Victorian Newspapers from a 
Distance," Journal of Victorian Studies 17, 2, (2012): 238–246  

 
Frederick Gibbs and Daniel Cohen, "A Conversation with Data: Prospecting Victorian 
Words and Ideas," Victorian Studies 54, 1 (Autumn 2011): 69-77  
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Old Bailey API  
 

Patricia Cohen, "As the Gavels Fell: 240 Years at Old Bailey," NYT (August 17, 
2011)  
 
Tim Hitchcock, "Academic History Writing and the Headache of Big Data" 
(2012)  
Focus on the section toward the end of the blog post on the Datamining with Criminal 
Intent project 

 
QueryPic Exploring digitised newspapers from Australia & New Zealand  
 
Google Books Ngram viewer  
 
 
Week 13: Digital History: Mapping & the Geospatial  
BLOG  
Map a topic of your research on one of the sites on this page or another visual/spatial history 
site in the More... folder 
 
Digital Harlem: Everyday Life, 1915-1930  
 

Stephen Roberson, "Putting Harlem on the Map," in Writing History for the 
Digital Age (2012)  

 
Locating London's Past  
 

Tim Hitchcock, “Place and the Politics of the Past” (2012)  
 
Mapping Texts  
 

Andrew Torget and Jon Christensen, “Mapping Texts: Visualizing American 
Historical Newspapers,” Journal of Digital Humanities 1, 3 (2012)  
 
Robert Nelson, "Review of Mapping Texts," Journal of Digital Humanities 1, 3 
(2012)  
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ASSESSMENT 
 
Assignment Due Date % of Final Mark 

Seminar Participation Throughout semester 10% 

Blog Posts (2400 words in total) 
One a week, by noon on 
the day of the seminar  
submit online  

20%  

Essay (5000 words) 
 

 
June 24,  
submit online by 4pm 
 

70% 

 
Note: You can only pass a unit of  study i f  you complete all  the assessment 
tasks.  I f  you do not, regardless of your mark, you receive an AF grade. 
 
EXPLANATION OF ASSESSMENT 
 
SEMINAR PARTICIPATION: Seminar participation begins, obviously, with 
attendance, but it requires more than attendance.  You need to come to class 
prepared to exchange ideas about the documents or texts assigned for that 
meeting and the topics they raise, to raise questions and to speculate. You 
grade for this part of the unit of study does not depend on providing the ‘right 
answers’ in seminars; it will reflect what you contribute to our discussions.  
That does not mean that you can get a good grade solely by having something 
to say in class, regardless of what you say. You will earn a good grade for this 
part of the unit of study by making thoughtful contributions that reflect 
careful reading and consideration of the questions raised by what you have 
read. 
 
 
BLOG POSTS: The aim of this assignment is for you to develop your own 
perspective on the issues raised by each week’s readings by exploring them in 
relation to your thesis research and topic. (If your topic is in an area no 
sufficiently represented online to make this possible, you can choose a topic, 
in consultation with me, that you can use for this assignment – for example, a 
topic that you have written about in a previous history unit of study). Each 
week’s reading is accompanied by a question or hands-on activity related to 
how your topic has been dealt with by that aspect of digital history.  
 
Your blog post is a report on what you found, and what that suggests about 
that form of digital history. 
 
The blog posts are also preliminary work for your essay, either identifying a 
particular form or aspect of digital history on which you might focus or 
offering an outline of a map of the digital history of your topic. 
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ESSAY: The essay is an analysis of how your thesis topic (or the topic you 
have chosen for this unit) has been approached in digital history.  You can 
choose to survey the overall online treatment of the topic, or focus on its 
treatment in a particular form of digital history. 
 
For example, you could analyze search results in one or more major 
databases or digital archives, or you could analyze (and perhaps contribute to 
or comment on) Wikipedia entries or blogs on your topic, or you could analyze 
digital exhibits, articles, text mining or visual or geospatial sites related to 
your topic, or you could draw on examples of one of those forms of digital 
history to mock-up how you could use it to present a chapter of your thesis. 
 
I will meet with each student individually to help them frame an essay topic. 
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ASSESSMENT CRITERIA 
 
This unit uses standards referenced assessment for award of assessment marks. 
Students’ assessment will be evaluated solely on the basis of students’ achievement 
against criteria and standards specified to align with learning outcomes.  
For reference to criteria and standards, please consult History grade descriptors at 
http://sydney.edu.au/arts/history/undergrad/need_to_know/interpret_grades.shtml  
 
ACADEMIC DISHONESTY AND PLAGIARISM 
 
Academic honesty is a core value of the University. The University requires students to 
act honestly, ethically and with integrity in their dealings with the University, its 
members, members of the public and others. The University is opposed to and will not 
tolerate academic dishonesty or plagiarism, and will treat all allegations of academic 
dishonesty or plagiarism seriously.  
 
The University’s Academic Dishonesty and Plagiarism Policy 2012 and associated 
Procedures are available for reference on the University Policy Register at 
http://sydney.edu.au/policies/ (enter “Academic Dishonesty” in the search field).  The 
Policy applies to the academic conduct of all students enrolled in a coursework award 
course at the University. 
 
Under the terms and definitions of the Policy,  

• “academic dishonesty” means “seeking to obtain or obtaining academic 
advantage (including in the assessment or publication of work) by dishonest or 
unfair means or knowingly assisting another student to do so. 

• “plagiarism” means “presenting another person’s work as one’s own work by 
presenting, copying or reproducing it without appropriate acknowledgement of 
the source.”  

 
The presentation of another person's work as one's own without appropriate 
acknowledgement is regarded as plagiarism, regardless of the author’s intentions. 
Plagiarism can be classified as negligent (negligent plagiarism) or dishonest 
(dishonest plagiarism). 
 
An examiner who suspects academic dishonesty or plagiarism by a student must 
report the suspicion to a nominated academic in the relevant faculty. If the nominated 
academic concludes that the student has engaged in dishonest plagiarism or some 
other sufficiently serious form of academic dishonesty, the matter may be referred to 
the Registrar for further disciplinary action under the terms of the Academic 
Dishonesty and Plagiarism Policy 2012 and Chapter 8 of the University of Sydney By-Law 
1999 (as amended). 
 
SUBMISSION OF WRITTEN WORK 
 
Compliance Statements 
All students are required to submit an authorised statement of compliance with all 
work submitted to the University for assessment, presentation or publication.  
A statement of compliance certifies that no part of the Work constitutes a breach of 
Academic Dishonesty and Plagiarism Policy, and in this unit must be in the form of: a 
University electronic form 
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Assessment Submission 
Written work must be submitted online via the Blackboard site for this Unit of Study 
by 4pm on the due date. 

 
Essays and assignments not submitted on or before the due date are subject to 
penalty, at the rate of two marks (out of 100) per working day (ie week day). In this 
instance, ‘two marks’ means two full points off the awarded mark, not two percent of 
the awarded mark. 
 
Late essays or assignments will not be accepted (except where applications for 
special consideration are lodged) beyond the designated return date for the relevant 
written work. In cases where documented misadventure or serious illness prevents 
students from submitting work before the designated return date an alternative 
assessment task will be set. 
 
For further details see http://sydney.edu.au/arts/current_students/late_work.shtml 
for the Faculty Policy on Late Work. 

 
SPECIAL CONSIDERATION  

All applications for Special Consideration must be made online, at 
http://sydney.edu.au/arts/current_students/online_application.shtml. 

The Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences assesses student requests for assistance 
relating to completion of assessment in accordance with the regulations set out in the 
University Assessment Policy 2011 and Assessment Procedures 2011. Students are 
expected to become familiar with the University’s policies and Faculty procedures 
relating to Special Consideration and Special Arrangements.  

Students can apply for: 

• Special Consideration - for serious illness or misadventure 
• Special Arrangements - for essential community commitments 
• Simple Extension – an extension of less than 5 working days for non-

examination based assessment tasks on the grounds of illness or misadventure. 

Further information on special consideration policy and procedures is available on the 
Faculty website at 
http://sydney.edu.au/arts/current_students/special_consideration.shtml 

 

OTHER POLICIES AND PROCEDURES RELEVANT TO THIS UNIT OF STUDY 

The Faculty’s Student Administration Manual is available for reference at the “Current 
Students” section of the Faculty Website 
(http://sydney.edu.au/arts/current_students/).  

Most day-to-day issues you encounter in the course of completing this Unit of Study 
can be addressed with the information provided in the Manual. It contains detailed 
instructions on processes, links to forms and guidance on where to get further 
assistance. 
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STAYING ON TOP OF YOUR STUDY 

For full information visit http://sydney.edu.au/arts/current_students/staying_on_top.shtml 

The Learning Centre assists students to develop the generic skills, which are 
necessary for learning and communicating knowledge and ideas at university. 
Programs available at The Learning Centre include workshops in Academic Reading 
and Writing, Oral communications Skills, Postgraduate Research Skills, Honours, 
masters Coursework Program, Studying at University, and Workshops for English 
Language and Learning. Further information about The Learning Centre can be found 
at http://sydney.edu.au/stuserv/learning_centre/ 
 
The Write Site provides online support to help you develop your academic and 
professional writing skills. All University of Sydney staff and students who have a 
Unikey can access the WriteSite at http://writesite.elearn.usyd.edu.au/. 
 
The Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences has units at both an Undergraduate and 
Postgraduate level that focus on writing across the curriculum or, more specifically, 
writing in the disciplines, making them relevant for all university students. To find out 
more visit http://sydney.edu.au/arts/teaching_learning/writing_hub/index.shtml and 
http://sydney.edu.au/arts/teaching_learning/pg_writing_support/index.shtml  
 
In addition to units of study on writing, The FASS Writing Hub offers drop-in sessions 
to assist students with their writing in a one-to-one setting. No appointment is 
necessary, and this service is free of charge to all FASS students and/or all students 
enrolled in WRIT units. For more information on what topics are covered in a drop-in 
session and for the current schedule, please visit 
http://sydney.edu.au/arts/teaching_learning/writing_hub/drop_in_sessions.shtml. 
 
Pastoral and academic support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students is 
provided by the STAR Team in Student Support services, a dedicated team of 
professional Aboriginal people able to respond to the needs of students across 
disciplines. The STAR team can assist with tutorial support, mentoring support, 
cultural and pastoral care along with a range of other services. More information 
about support for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students can be found at 
http://sydney.edu.au/current_students/student_services/indigenous_support.shtml.  
 
The Koori Centre also provides a culturally safe space for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students and staff.  It is a facility where students can enjoy culture identity 
and in which they can engage their fellow students and colleagues in a respectful and 
honest conversation about the issues, values and pride and place of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander culture in contemporary Australian identity and life. The Centre 
provides access to computers, common room, study space, an Indigenous Research 
Library, and an orientation program at the beginning of the year. 
  
The Library offers students free, online tutorials in library skills 
at sydney.edu.au/library/skills. There's one designed especially for students studying 
in the Humanities and Social Sciences at 
sydney.edu.au/library/subjects/subject.html. And don't forget to find out who your 
Faculty Liaison Librarians are. 
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OTHER SUPPORT SERVICES 

Disability Services is located on Level 5, Jane Foss Russell Building G20; contact 8627 
8422 or email disability.services@sydney.edu.au . For further information, visit their 
website at http://sydney.edu.au/stuserv/disability/ . 
 
Counselling and Psychological Services (CAPS) are located on Level 5, Jane Foss 
Russell Building G20; contact 8627 8433 or email caps.admin@sydney.edu.au.  For 
further information, visit their website at 
http://sydney.edu.au/current_students/counselling/  
 


