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Online Global Learning Communities in the Humanities: A Course Model
Goals
The goals of this project were to create a template for converting a traditional course in the humanities into a course that would take advantage of digital pedagogy, including online learning, global communication, and digital text annotation.

Approach
To construct the template, I revised a course I have been teaching with a traditional syllabus for nearly two decades: Major Authors Jane Austen (MAJA).

Traditional humanities courses are constructed with a linear narrative.  They may be chronologically constructed (read Jane Austen’s novels in the order in which they are written) or thematically ordered (in a survey of English literature, group readings by genre, geography, topic, etc.).  The syllabus runs in a line from start to finish.

The digital humanities enable pedagogy to expand outside of linear boundaries.  This has been clear since the initial work on hypertext annotation in the 1980s, but the tools have become more refined.  In the early 1980s, Walter Ong’s theories of literacy and rhetoric projected that just as writing changed the way humans think—once people could write and did not solely need to depend on memory, inductive and deductive argument took hold—the additional dimensions of digital connectivity would again transform the ways we think and create.

Thus the “translated” syllabus depends less on technology itself than on the kind of multi-dimensional thinking made possible by technology.  In essence, this work takes a diachronic syllabus and considers it synchronically.  Granted, the nature of a semester demands some correspondence with discrete points in time.  Spring classes begin in January and end in May.  Students ought to complete the work of the class prior to taking a final exam.  But the practice of building knowledge by a singular sequence can be challenged by a multi-faceted synchronic approach.  

Significance for Literary Studies—and beyond
One of the greatest pedagogical challenges in higher education is getting college students to change their reading habits.  More often than not, students open a textbook (in any subject—natural science, social science, math, history, etc.) and read it as though it were a novel.  Not just a “novel”—a mystery novel: start at the beginning and read every page until you get to the end, as though it were cheating to look ahead or read pages “out of order.”  While this method of reading remains valid for many linear “who-done-its,” where the pleasure of the text includes the pleasure of surprise, it is antithetical to most reading for knowledge and skill acquisition.  Conventional textbook writers know that they have included tools for students to get the most out of their books—indices, headers, summaries, reviews, practice sets, practice tests, discussion questions, etc.  But it is the rare high school student who takes advantage of all textbook tools.  Even literary students, unless directly instructed to read it, will skip the introductory essay in a novel, carefully and thoughtfully composed by an editor, and often the reason for choosing that particular edition.  Ironically, Professor Paul Schacht, a leader in the field of digital humanities, felt compelled years before “digital humanities” was a concept to give a lecture at SUNY Geneseo entitled, “Not a Novel,” addressing students’ tendency not only to read but to apply the label “novel” to works of history, satire, philosophy, memoir, essay, etc.  

Because they press for non-linear readings, multi-dimensional syllabi break students “read in order” habits, leading to greater integration of knowledge and learning.

Process
Community reading
Following Paul Schacht’s work on Digital Thoreau, this project originally hoped to use similar online tools (e.g., Commentpress) to create an online community of readers creating a Jane Austen commons.  Several circumstances prevented this section of the project from coming to fruition.  My research assistant was unable to meet assigned tasks (and eventually left Geneseo), and the pre-class experiment with student commentary did not happen.  Consequently, when I was finally able to teach the course (a spring 2015 assignment), the application seemed overwhelming to me.  I realized that my need to teach 6 novels plus juvenilia was very different from the more leisurely pace of reading and annotating far few texts.  I will return to this strategy in the future.  Those considering incorporating this tool need to strike a balance between breadth and depth.

Digital expansion
In conceiving this project, my intent was to create learning opportunities that were not location bound (e.g., outside the classroom, not bound to the campus).  In the spring 2015 offering of the Major Authors Jane Austen course, we did not have any students off location, so we did not use the pieces developed for this project.  But they will be used in future offerings.

Example 1, preliminary student research
My intent is to get students thinking about the whole course from the start of the semester, not waiting until they have read “enough” to begin thinking about research topics.  The subject matter of my particular course lends itself to preliminary work like this, because Jane Austen is not only an author but a figure of cultural mythology.  

Thus the initial assignment for students was to do Internet searches for images of editions of Jane Austen’s novels.  On the community blog, students then post readings of the images—beginning with novels with which they are familiar, and working toward those they have not yet read.  Thus, for example, the 1950’s “James Dean” style cover of Pride and Prejudice, with the book blurb warning, “Lock up your daughters—Darcy’s in town!” spurs readers to consider how meanings change within cultural contexts.   

Example 2, digital lectures
Although these are still in process, it was helpful to begin thinking about background information in terms of “script” rather than “lecture.”  Digital videos remind us that most audience’s attention spans are fairly short.  As a lecturer, I can stay fully engaged with my subject for an hour or more—as a listener, maybe not.  Thus, the under-seven-minutes PechaKucha is an ideal form for quick information for reflection and launching of research ideas.  This should go both ways—informational videos from the instructor become models of the same type of presentation created within the learning community.

Example 3, multi-dimensional breadcrumbs
One area from the project that I was able to use immediately even in the non-digital offering of MAJA was the translation of “topics” into connectable breadcrumbs.  While Hansel and Gretel’s breadcrumbs were necessarily linear—their goal was to find their way home, although their medium proved problematic—course breadcrumbs model the interconnectedness of subject matter.  For this course, the breadcrumbs are essentially sub-topic flags, historical markers, or thematic concerns that intersect Austen’s novels.  Thus students exposed to the Royal Navy in Mansfield Park won’t be thrown off in their research to references to Persuasion, though they may not have yet read that novel, because the syllabus calls attention ahead to that sub-topic.  Through digital community reading, students add to the breadcrumb accumulation and expand on it through further annotation.
