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Evaluating Digital 
Scholarship

Introduction
\ /

SUSAN SCHREIBMAN, LAURA MANDELL,  
and STEPHEN OLSEN

This special section of Profession addresses the evaluation of digital schol-
arship in the humanities, an issue that has been discussed both within the 
digital humanities community and at symposia on the future of scholarly 
publishing, in university departments’ and deans’ offices, at professional 
conferences, and in scholarly journals as well as mainstream media.1 There 
is a growing consensus that humanities disciplines must find ways not sim-
ply of evaluating but also of valuing digital scholarship as part of hiring, 
promotion, and tenure decisions. National scholarly organizations such as 
the Modern Language Association and the American Council of Learned 
Societies have called for departments and institutions to “recognize the 
legitimacy of scholarship produced in new media, whether by individuals 
or in collaboration, and create procedures for evaluating these forms of 
scholarship” (Report of the MLA Task Force). We have solicited the following 
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articles to contribute to this continuing dialogue about recognizing and 
appropriately rewarding new types of scholarly investigation and commu-
nication made possible by digital media.

As scholars working in digital media bring new forms of scholarship to 
their departments and institutions, they face a unique set of  circumstances 
complicating the evaluation of such scholarship for tenure and promo-
tion. The increasing interest in digital media in the academic world has 
coincided with the growing “crisis in scholarly publishing,” in which the 
infrastructure has been stressed by economic forces to the point of break-
ing. “Faculty members find themselves in a maddening double bind. They 
face a challenge—under inflexible time constraints and with very high 
stakes—that many of them may be unable to meet successfully, no mat-
ter how strong or serious their scholarly achievement, because academic 
presses simply cannot afford to publish their books” (Greenblatt). Those 
working in digital media face the added complication that much of their 
scholarly work is expressed in new forms—metadata, text encoding, pro-
gramming, software tools, databases, interface design, and others—that 
are not amenable to traditional print publication. The irony here is that 
many working in new media / digital humanities have opportunities for 
print publication when they describe and theorize their digital work. But 
for the digital scholarship itself—the digital archives, the databases, the 
visualizations, the scholarly tools—the traditional peer-review process and 
approbation of publication by university presses and scholarly journals are 
not available. In the absence of the imprimatur of university presses and 
scholarly journals, departments are forced to undertake more of the evalu-
ative process themselves. But digital scholarship requires review by experts 
who can bring to bear not only field knowledge to evaluate the intellectual 
content of a project but also the technical experience to understand the 
intertwined theoretical and technical choices in a project’s design. Our 
colleagues are often ill equipped to evaluate or even recognize the schol-
arly ambitions and achievements that are embodied in the technical infra-
structures of digital scholarship.

Individuals active in the digital humanities–new media community have 
begun to develop alternative systems for peer review to serve the needs of 
digital scholarship, albeit on a small scale. Jerome McGann, a contribu-
tor to this special section, founded NINES (Networked Infrastructure for 
Nineteenth-Century Electronic Scholarship), a scholarly organization de-
voted to forging links between the material archive of the nineteenth cen-
tury and the digital research environment of the twenty-first. Of the orga-
nization’s three primary goals, the first is “to serve as a peer-reviewing body 
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for digital work in the long 19th century (1770–1920), British and Ameri-
can,” in which the peer reviewers evaluate both the intellectual content 
and the technical infrastructure. The idea of area-specific peer-reviewing 
organizations is catching on: a peer-reviewing body for digital scholarship, 
a version of NINES, has been launched in the field of eighteenth-century 
studies (www.18thConnect.org), and more are coming in modernist, me-
dieval, and early modern studies. Additionally, the online journal Vectors: 
Journal of Culture and Technology in a Dynamic Vernacular, edited by Steve 
Anderson and Tara McPherson (other contributors to this section), offers 
a venue for the publication of multimedia articles, articles that fuse text 
and image, sound and interactive structures, social software and design to 
create a platform for an argument that could not exist in print. Vectors also 
provides peer review of the closely intertwined theoretical and technical 
choices made by the authors in realizing each of the articles. These are two 
examples of a growing number of projects that provide us ways to foster 
the best research and research models for the future.

While all scholarship is in a real sense collaborative, digital scholar-
ship is particularly so, often requiring the work of a team of specialists, 
including primary investigators, designers, database managers, modelers, 
TEI encoders, programmers, and Web developers. Humanities disciplines 
have little tradition in recognizing and rewarding collaborative efforts in 
an institutional context, as Bethany Nowviskie describes in her contribu-
tion.2 Moreover, much of the digital scholarship undertaken in the fields 
of language and literature has necessarily focused on the creation of digi-
tal infrastructure for scholarly inquiry—in particular, digital archives and 
scholarly editions and the tools to use them. Such work relies on the tradi-
tions of scholarly editing, bibliography, and philology long relegated to 
second-class status in our profession. That the digital is conducive to the 
kinds of projects that have been denigrated by the academy (certainly since 
new criticism), including pedagogy, public humanities, and the creation of 
scholarly editions, has made the argument for including this work in ten-
ure and promotion cases all the more difficult. Yet this work is essential to 
literary study in the digital age. The default position has thus been to rel-
egate the unfamiliar to the category of “service” on a CV. Being less valued 
by the profession in terms of tenure and promotion, it is hence less exam-
ined, obviating the need for rigorous evaluation by review committees.

But digital scholarship needs to be recognized not only as scholarship 
but also as literary scholarship. Too frequently the development of a digi-
tal archive or a thematic research collection such as the Rossetti Archive, 
the Willa Cather Archive, the William Blake Archive, or the Walt Whitman 
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Archive is dismissed because it is thought, that is what librarians do; the 
conception and development of a tool, such as the Versioning Machine or 
TILE, is what programmers do; and the creation of a Web 2.0 resource 
such as Digital Humanities Now or Digital Humanities Questions and 
Answers is what pedagogues do. As one can see from reading about the 
origin of the term “thematic research collection” (Palmer) and suggestions 
for its revision (Price), these sites present works not only by the author but 
also by others whose writings and activities affected the creation, produc-
tion, reception, or history of the author’s oeuvre.

All these projects were developed by research-oriented scholars in the 
humanities—indeed, most are tenured in departments of English. There is 
a growing realization on the part of deans, promotion candidates, depart-
ment chairs, and leaders of professional organizations that our discipline 
needs to draw more subtle distinctions between what counts as research 
and what counts as service. Indeed, if we do not come to terms with these 
new forms of scholarship we risk discouraging junior scholars from digital 
pursuits and ghettoizing or even losing new talent and knowledge that the 
profession needs for the future. There is clearly a growing interest among 
departments in hiring faculty members who can work in digital media. Ac-
cording to the Report on the MLA Job Information List, 2009–10, 11% of the 
advertisements published in the English section of the job list were tagged 
with the search category “technology and digital media” by departments 
submitting ads (14). Our profession must be prepared to effectively evalu-
ate and reward the scholars we are asking to undertake literary scholarship 
in the digital domain. Current debates in the field of the digital humanities 
about the divergent practices of “close” and “distant” reading are really a 
screen for deeper changes called for by the advent of new media. Digital 
technologies do more than propose new ways of thinking, as did theory; 
they require new modes of being. To put this in less dramatic terms, the 
digital revolution requires us as a profession to make conscious the motiva-
tions and values inhering in material practices, from putting a manuscript 
in the mail to a publisher to requiring for tenure “a book between covers.” 
We must transfer the values informing these activities and practices onto 
new modes of activity, so that we understand, value, and evaluate theoreti-
cal decisions about database modeling, algorithms, and information flows 
to best support new research and reading practices.

Over the past few years the Modern Language Association has taken 
the lead in encouraging the recognition of digital scholarship in promo-
tion and tenure cases. Its 2006 Report of the MLA Task Force on Evaluating 
Scholarship for Tenure and Promotion offered unequivocal support for digital 
scholarship.
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This report and others published around the same time, such as Our Cul-
tural Commonwealth: The Report of the American Council of Learned  Societies 
Commission on Cyberinfrastructure and University Publishing in a Digital Age, 
published by Ithaka (Brown, Griffiths, and Rascoff), make it clear that the 
humanities must broaden traditional definitions of scholarship.

To begin to address these practices and procedures, in 2008 the MLA’s 
Committee on Information Technology (CIT) released a wiki, “The 
 Evaluation of Digital Work” (based on the work of Geoffrey Rockwell, 
who served as a member of the committee from 2005 to 2008 and who 
is also a contributor to this special section), that provides a framework 
for departments to evaluate digital scholarship. On behalf of the CIT, the 
authors of this article led a preconvention workshop in evaluating digital 
scholarship for tenure and promotion at the 2009 MLA convention in 
Philadelphia. The workshop was designed to provide both a framework 
within which digital scholarship could be evaluated and a forum to obtain 
feedback on the difficulties nonspecialists encountered in the evaluation 
process. Several themes were addressed in the workshop design:

1. The impediments involved in evaluating digital scholarship, particularly in 
terms of interdisciplinarity, authority, and use of standards

2. Issues of disciplinarity: digital scholarship does not fit comfortably into what is 
currently valued in the profession

3. The absence of expertise at the department level in evaluating digital scholar-
ship handicaps both evaluators and candidates

4. The intellectual stakes of such work
5. The value and credit accorded to interdisciplinary, multi-institutional, collab-

orative work

The workshop covered eight case studies, which were written to a tem-
plate by the creators of digital scholarly research (about half used their 
real names and the other half wrote under pseudonyms). This template 
went through several rounds of editing to tease out some of the more 
opaque areas of digital scholarship unique to each project. The discussion 
of the case studies by the participating department chairs, senior faculty 
members, and junior faculty members revealed to us some of the specific 
factors that make it difficult for departments and institutions to recognize 
scholarly activity in new digital forms:

1. The evolving definitions of scholarship in language and literature over the 
past fifty years, in particular the rise of criticism as the dominant mode of 
scholarship

2. The discounting of scholarly activities like textual editing, bibliography, and 
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translation and the mislabeling of much digital scholarship as service (Sehat  
and Farr; McGann, “Note” and Online Humanities Scholarship; Gabler)

3. The ongoing crisis in scholarly book publishing
4. The low status of collaborative scholarship

It was especially difficult for those not active in the field of the digital 
humanities to see how the creation of digital surrogates of analog materi-
als, the development of tools to support visualization and analysis, and 
the contribution of high-end computing skills (such as writing XSLT rou-
tines and modeling databases) constitute research. They are not merely 
platforms for research and thus should not count solely as service to the 
project and the profession. At this workshop, evaluators who were not 
themselves creators of digital scholarship found it extremely challenging 
to see how technical decisions are theoretically informed and constitute 
research-supported argumentation.

In running the workshop, Susan Schreibman made certain that each 
case study came with descriptions explaining how the resource constitutes 
research. However, some of the reviewers found it almost impossible to 
see or hear anything in those accompanying documents other than jar-
gon. Our field has long been accused of being jargon-intensive. But digital 
scholarship brings with it a new set of terms more normative to fields 
such as computer science and information studies. Are we witnessing a 
new wave of technical vocabulary coming into our discipline, as did the 
jargon of high theory? Can creators of digital materials explain how their 
work constitutes research without resorting to the very vocabulary that 
underpins and supports its creation and theoretical perspective?

Technical vocabulary alone may not be the issue. Experience creating 
digital artifacts might be necessary. For instance, at the meeting Online 
Humanities Scholarship: The Shape of Things to Come (for the published 
proceedings, see McGann), Robert Darnton (“Grub Street Project”) re-
sponded to Allison Muri’s Grub Street Project by insisting that Pat Rogers 
had, in a book published in 1972, already made the argument proposed 
by her database. Darnton thus articulated a skepticism that we all feel as 
to whether any database, granted the “richness of detail and technologi-
cal originality, [could] carry the argument further” (63). Are database and 
archive building simply a refusal to select, come to the point, and make an 
argument?

Darnton’s question, an honest iteration of what many evaluators of 
digital materials certainly feel, comes from someone who is not only a 
champion of open access at Harvard and a tireless proponent of digital 
libraries but also a critic of book culture, one who argued very early on—



SUSAN SCHREIBMAN, LAURA MANDELL, and STEPHEN OLSEN ||| 129

S
N

129

over ten years ago—that the monograph could not be the criterion for 
tenure in history departments and that digital monographs would be valu-
able because they would allow for layering conclusions on top of raw data 
that could itself be exposed (“New Age”). Does someone need to write 
and publish arguments in peer-reviewed journals about their databases 
or archives for promotion and tenure, or do those databases and archives 
themselves, with accompanying descriptions, count as research? It is easi-
est and most familiar to require accompanying print publication or the 
e-book model that Darnton imagines, thus fitting this new research back 
into the paradigm of book culture: in this way of seeing digital projects, 
databases and archives simply make available to others what had until now 
been our private three-by-five-inch cards. And yet as anyone knows who 
has converted personal notes into digital-archive or database form or who 
has implemented a scholarly project in Vectors, something more than a col-
lection of private research materials is created when one begins confront-
ing the requirements of making one’s own work available and usable and 
addressing the resulting issues, from database integrity to user interface.

Standing in the way of collectively thinking about how these scholarly 
projects could count is our adherence to a print-based peer-review system. 
Papers commissioned by the Mellon Scholarly Communications and In-
formation Technology Program (Harley and Acord; Harley et al.) and a 
report issued by the Association of American University Presses (AAUP) 
(Sustaining) have been devoted first and foremost to investigating our cur-
rent methods for evaluating scholarly work and, unfortunately, in the case 
of the AAUP, to defending them against new digital modes.

The March 2011 paper commissioned by the Mellon Foundation, Peer 
Review in Academic Promotion and Publishing, reports that “overreliance on 
publisher imprimatur has led to the ‘outsourcing’ of peer review by linking 
the quality, relevance, and likely impact of a piece of work to the symbolic 
brand of its publisher . . .” (Harley and Acord 3). The authors of the paper 
for Mellon (as well as the participants in the meeting that they describe) 
agree that the current peer-review system based on print could too easily 
be “gamed” (4). Harley and Acord do list a number of possible alternatives 
to traditional forms of peer review (50–57).

In contrast, the AAUP’s Sustaining Scholarly Publishing attributes the 
possibility of gaming the peer-review system primarily to digital publish-
ing. In the section “Ensuring a Robust Scholarly Ecosystem,” the report 
asserts,

For unfiltered, direct dissemination, the web is without peer. . . . Raw 
dissemination is now so easy that anything, and everything, can be 
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“ published” online—made available to Google, and Bing, and that mo-
ment’s Twitter feed.

In contrast, in the case of print publication

one of the drivers that ensures quality publishing—and part of what en-
ables publishers to maintain their expertise—is having a financial inter-
est in the success of a publication. Perhaps paradoxically, these finan-
cial constraints help ensure quality by raising the stakes for publication. 
In the print-only environment, virtue and necessity combined to make 
 independent vetting, robust distribution, and financial motivation work 
together to form an essential part of the scholarly ecosystem.

While the AAUP report was no doubt written as part of an attempt to ensure 
“that the best characteristics of selectivity, enrichment, authority, and im-
primatur can be retained in the hyperabundant landscape”—that is, trans-
ferred to the Web—in effect it does not detail any forms or means of peer 
review that are newly possible in digital media. The AAUP’s reduction of 
peer reviewing of materials available on the Internet to “social networking” 
and “popularity” contests that can too easily “be gamed” elicited a strong 
response from the digital humanities community: the report was mounted 
in MediaCommons Press, and eighty-two comments on the first page of the 
report were posted (http://mediacommons. futureofthebook.org).

Everyone values the “gauntlet of selectivity” through which manuscripts 
designed for print must run, which means yielding an affirmative answer 
to the question, “Is this book sufficiently valuable to scholarship to invest 
tens of thousands of dollars of effort into, as well as risking the prestige of 
the Press, to publish it?” (Sustaining). But the AAUP report touting such 
selectivity lacks precisely the faith underlying the essays presented here: 
a belief that the most valuable features of traditional peer-review systems 
can be transferred to peer review of digital resources and that new facets of 
peer review typical of the digital, such as awards by granting agencies, can 
be as rigorous. Just because there is a deluge of data readily available on the 
Web does not mean that all or even most of it is bad—as if the information 
deluge were not print-based as well.

No medium, whether print or digital, exempts readers from assessing 
quality and value. The way to evaluate digital scholarship is to understand 
the intellectual, technical, and theoretical motivations behind creating and 
executing the work, the very thing, we found in our 2009 workshop, with 
which participants had trouble coming to terms. Instead of embracing the 
so-called jargon, the AAUP report ditches the digital baby (new technical 
possibilities for scholarship) with the Web bathwater (possibilities for self-
publication without peer input). It immediately rejects in its introductory 
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paragraphs the premise that scholars can come to terms with these new 
publication modes and venues and that they can distinguish among Web 
venues as a precursor for evaluating scholarship, as is laid out in Rockwell’s 
article in this issue.

The AAUP report seems to foreclose the dialogue that we wish to open 
here. Articles were commissioned for this issue of Profession from some of 
the most prominent scholars in the digital humanities, who offer a variety 
of perspectives on how to bridge the current divide between traditional 
and new modes of scholarship.

Anderson and McPherson, in “Engaging Digital Scholarship: Thoughts 
on Evaluating Multimedia Scholarship,” argue that as more of the objects 
of our contemplation are born digital (that is, they do not have a preex-
istence in print and are created by digital means to be engaged through 
computer mediation), it is incumbent on the profession to review digital 
scholarship in the form in which it was meant to be read rather than in a 
print surrogate. Multimedia scholarship frequently takes full advantage of 
the affordances of digital publication—integrating text, moving and still 
images, and sound into a real-time interactive database. Because multime-
dia scholarship is even more nascent and experimental than digital textual 
scholarship, they argue that there is an even greater onus to evaluate it 
within the infrastructure and systems in which it was created and within 
which it is presented. They also make a persuasive case for tenure and pro-
motion committees to adopt a flexible approach to the evaluation process, 
arguing against (at least for now) rigid or highly quantified standards.

Rockwell’s “On the Evaluation of Digital Media as Scholarship” begins 
to set out a framework for this flexible approach. His essay poses three 
central questions:

Why is it important that colleagues evaluate digital work?
What are the types of digital work, and how can they be evaluated?
How can we develop a dialogue around digital work?

Rockwell, like Anderson and McPherson, urges evaluation of digital schol-
arship in the form in which it is meant to be read. Rockwell does advo-
cate that candidates whose work is experimental or technically difficult  
aid evaluators by providing “cribs”: narratives on digital work with screen 
shots, descriptions, and discussions about the nature of the scholarship. 
This is particularly effective in the case of collaborative work in which it is 
virtually impossible to ascertain the candidate’s contribution. As useful as 
these cribs might be, he cautions, they should never be a substitute for the 
evaluators engaging with the original work.
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Rockwell goes on to describe several of the most common genres 
of current digital scholarship. Each of these genres (from online peer-
reviewed publication to scholarly electronic editions, specifications, re-
search tools, research blogs, Web 2.0 activity, hypermedia, and new me-
dia works) is examined in detail in terms of the unique opportunities and 
challenges that assessing them in their normative form presents. Rockwell 
concludes by enjoining us to develop a dialogue, a process, for evaluating 
this new scholarship that takes into account both departmental and can-
didate needs.

As if the technology, the multimedia, the algorithms, the databases, and 
the interactivity were not challenging enough, possibly one of the thorni-
est issues in assessing digital scholarship is its highly collaborative nature. 
While it is not unheard of for digital scholarship to be carried out along 
the lines of the lone-scholar model, it is increasingly rare. In this regard, 
the digital humanities share more with the sciences than the humanities. 
As Nowviskie notes in “Where Credit Is Due: Preconditions for the Eval-
uation of Collaborative Digital Scholarship”:

[S]ystems of production . . . require closer partnership than ever before 
among individual scholars and the technologists, student and postdoc-
toral researchers, content creators, designers, faculty colleagues, ar-
chivists, and cultural heritage professionals who work collectively to 
generate, assemble, disseminate, and preserve new knowledge and new 
scholarly interpretations.

She argues that formal recognition is needed for collective modes of 
 authorship—recognition that encourages an ecosystem in which generous 
and full acknowledgment of the contributors will result in healthier schol-
arship. This ecosystem benefits those at the top (the professors, principal 
investigators, and project leads) as well as those nearer the bottom (the 
junior faculty members, the librarians, the postdocs), who, by receiving 
credit for their work, are more apt not only to participate in but also to 
take ownership of collective work in the future, resulting in stronger re-
search and scholarship. Nowviskie calls this ecosystem “a complex network 
of responsibilities.” It is this network, along with its technical and political 
ramifications, that forms the central argument of her essay.

McGann’s article, “On Creating a Usable Future,” argues that it is im-
perative for the profession to be engaged with the creation of digital schol-
arship in all its manifestations—from tool and policy development to con-
tent creation. His article takes a historical perspective (indeed, McGann 
was one of the earliest adopters of digital technologies in the humanities) 
in noting that humanists were largely absent from the development of 
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the tools and practices that informed first-generation digital scholarship 
(a notable exception to this was the international community that created 
the Text Encoding Initiative, which was made up of linguists, librarians 
and information specialists, technologists, and humanities scholars from a 
wide range of disciplines). The stakes for our profession are too high, he 
argues, for us not to be involved:

In the near future, digital technology will supplant print-based tech-
nology as the medium of scholarly publication. This is not only a fact, it 
is a very good thing for scholarship and education, however awkward and 
painful the transition we are experiencing. . . . As the crossing happens, 
it’s important to remember that IT has not altered the fundamental mis-
sion of the humanities: to preserve, monitor, investigate, and rethink our 
cultural inheritance, including the various material means by which it has 
been embodied and transmitted.

Indeed, as McGann argues, without the institutional will to embrace and 
encourage digital scholarship, we are in danger of losing the very thing 
held most dear by those who are promoting the supremacy of the book: 
our shared cultural memory.

Finally, Kathleen Fitzpatrick, in “Peer Review, Judgment, and Read-
ing,” argues that in the absence of the imprimatur of traditional print 
publication, “there remain available to us many other means for assess-
ing the scholarly contribution of digital work, many other forms of the 
independent expert assessment that we expect peer review to provide.” In 
fact, digital publication “can provide a superabundance of critical response 
rather than an absence of assessment” from a scholarly community in the 
form of online discussion, peer-to-peer review, and external linking. It is 
incumbent on us to understand and engage these new forms of expert 
assessment.

Taken together, these five articles participate in the debate about how 
to—and why we should—evaluate digital scholarly productions. Given 
what Phil Pochoda calls “the shattered publishing ecosystem,” as well as, 
more positively, the need to get young scholars involved in producing the 
new genres of scholarship made possible by digital media (Rumsey), we 
must now reassess our protocols for evaluating scholarly endeavors, and 
these articles collectively point out various ways forward.

NOTES   | /

1. For just a sampling of recent postings and articles, see Jaschik; “Evaluating”; 
Guidelines; Flanders; Cross; Cheverie et al.; Harley et al.; Rumsey.
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2. See, for instance, the Collaborators’ Bill of Rights, formulated at an NEH-
 sponsored symposium on alternative careers for those who have PhDs in the humani-
ties but wish to work in new modes (“Recommendations”).
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