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1. Executive Summary 
 

 The aim of IJDDiP (Intute / JISC Digitisation Dissemination Project) was to disseminate 
information about the second wave of JISC-funded digitisation projects to the academic 
research community. 

 One of the key objectives of the project was to utilize the communication channels that 
academics use themselves, in order to reach those researchers that other forms of publicity 
are thought to miss. 

 IJDDiP involved the organisation of two half-day workshops, three panels at historical 
conferences, and the development of five themed websites. It also attempted to bring the 
digitisation projects to the attention of scholarly journals to encourage critical review. 

 Although the success of the project is difficult to quantify, feedback from the conferences 
suggests that the project achieved its aim of disseminating useful information about the 
digitisation projects to researchers who otherwise would not have heard of them or 
appreciated their relevance to their research. 

 The project also gathered feedback from the research community in order to inform future 
digitisation work. 

 The response to the JISC-funded digitisation projects was very positive, with many of them 
demonstrating precisely the qualities that researchers felt to be important. 

 Many academics highlighted the usefulness of the digitisation projects to their undergraduate 
teaching, rather than specifically to their own research. 

 It was felt that greater investment should be made into digital literacy, to enable people to use 
digitised materials more effectively. 

 There was no clear consensus amongst members of the research community regarding the 
best way to inform them of future digitisation projects, although web portals, the use of 
academic mailing lists, and workshops were all suggested by several of the workshop 
participants. 

 Researchers would like to be able to search across many different digitised collections from 
one place. 

 Many suggestions for future digitisation projects revolved around the narrow research 
interests of the academics asked, although three general areas were mentioned repeatedly: 

o Additional newspaper sources, particularly local newspapers 

o Government records and papers 

o Early primary materials, from the medieval and early-modern periods, which were 
thought to be under-represented at present 

 Researchers were concerned about preserving free access to digital content. 
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2. Background 

To ensure that the investment made by the JISC in the second wave of digitisation projects leads to 
the anticipated returns in terms of scholarly usage and impact on research, it is imperative that the 
research community knows about the projects, what they offer, and how relevant information may be 
accessed. The JISC therefore funded the Intute / JISC Digitisation Dissemination Project (IJDDiP) in 
order to raise awareness of the outputs of the Digitisation Programme amongst relevant sections of 
the UK academic research community.  

Anecdotal evidence suggests that academic researchers can be a difficult group to alert to new 
digitised content, as the usual dissemination channels for such content (leaflets, blogs, presentations, 
etc.) do not always penetrate the forums of academic discussion that the researchers themselves 
inhabit and use to exchange information.  

Furthermore, publicity for digitisation projects has typically focused on the project as a whole, rather 
than the particular aspects of it that might appeal to more specialised research audiences. Most 
researchers focus above all else on their own particular lines of research, rather than looking out for 
large electronic resources covering a broad range of content, much of which might seem at first 
glance to be irrelevant. An attendee at one of the IJDDiP workshops commented after trying out some 
of the new JISC-funded digitisation projects, ñI am impressed by the scale and interlinking of the 
projects, finding things in unexpected places. I have been looking for Spanish Influenza and found 
material in both the cartoons project and the cabinet filesò. The key point is that the useful content was 
óunexpectedô ï simply hearing about the projects would not have alerted the researcher to the fact 
they might contain material actually relevant to her. 

IJDDiP therefore sought to engage researchers on their own turf, by using the traditional forums of 
academic exchange. It promoted the digitisation projects according to research themes ï attracting 
the attention of specialised audiences by highlighting the relevance of the projects to their research, 
rather than hoping that the project name alone might reach out to interested parties. 

It is difficult to quantify the success of IJDDiP in terms of the number of researchers that have been 
alerted to relevant JISC-funded digitisation projects, or the rapidity with which it has helped spread the 
word, although it has undoubtedly had some impact in this regard. Instead, attention has been paid to 
the thoughts and opinions of the researchers that the project has affected, in order to better 
understand their attitudes to digitisation projects, digitised content, and indeed how best to 
communicate the good news about such projects in future. 

 

3. Aims and Objectives 

The principal aim of IJDDiP was to generate awareness amongst relevant sections of the UK 
academic research community of the new JISC-funded digitisation projects and indicate what they 
can contribute to research. A secondary aim of the project was to gather feedback from the academic 
community regarding the shape that future digitisation projects should take, and how information 
about such projects should be disseminated. 

The stated aims of the project at its outset were as follows: 

By the end of July 2009 to have: 

 Identified research themes that are common across several of the digitisation projects, which 
may then be used to engage the interest of researchers in related fields 

 Created re-usable online materials that contextualise and expand knowledge of the digital 
collections. 

 Arranged and attended suitable events where the collections may be introduced and 
demonstrated to large numbers of researchers interested in the identified themes 

 Utilised respected academic information channels, such as peer-reviewed journals, for 
disseminating information about the content and use of the new online collections 

 Initiated scholarly discussion of the new collections and their impact on research and 
methodology 
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All of these aims have, broadly, been met, although it has not proved as easy as hoped to get 
information into peer-reviewed journals (this is discussed in more detail under the section on 
implementation). 

There were no significant changes to these aims during the lifespan of the project, although the 
óreusableô aspect of the online materials took something of a backseat to their general usefulness, 
and, if anything, we ended up with richer feedback from the community than we had initially hoped for. 

 

4. Methodology & Implementation 

The first stage of the project involved determining óresearch themesô that would be attractive to a 
significant number of scholars whilst also involving as many of the JISC-funded digitisation projects as 
possible. These research themes could then be used to contextualise the projects according to the 
interests of the research community. Given that the bulk of the digitised collections concerned British 
history, it made sense to choose research themes that were essentially historical in nature. We looked 
at conferences, societies, journals, and more general Internet sites to define themes that would match 
the distinctions and divisions that historians themselves tend to apply to their discipline. From this we 
settled on two broad themes: British Political History and British Social History, and five more narrow 
themes: British Electoral History; The History of Ireland and its Relations with Britain; The History of 
Crime and Punishment in Nineteenth-Century Britain; The History of Healthcare in Britain; and the 
History of British News Media. The two broad categories were intended to fit the way in which history 
conferences are often categorized, whilst the five more narrow themes were felt to be more 
appropriate to actual scholarly research, being more at the level that scholars might define their own 
fields of interest. 

One of the limitations of the óresearch themeô approach was that it was impossible to give each JISC-
funded digitisation project equal prominence. The FreezeFrame and Pre-Raphaelite Resource Site 
projects, for instance, could not realistically be accommodated in the selected themes. This concern 
was brought to the attention of JISC, who accepted that equal exposure of the collections was not 
feasible given the terms of the project. 

Part of the theory behind IJDDiP was to employ the dissemination channels used by academics 
themselves to publicize the digitisation projects to their target audiences. However, due to the 
relatively short time frame of the project, plus the necessity of holding off the major dissemination 
activities until April 2009, when the second wave of digitisation projects had actually been released, 
we were limited regarding the activities in which we could engage. The long lead-times involved in 
conference organisation, and the even longer lead-times associated with many journal publication 
schedules, meant that some avenues were closed to us before we began. Some of the larger 
conferences between April and July, for instance, had already closed submissions before we had 
determined the research themes (at the end of October 2008). Both the annual Economic History 
Society conference and the Social History Society conference, although ideally scheduled for April, 
had already closed to submissions. Were this kind of work to be undertaken again, it would be 
sensible to allow an extra three months before the launch of the digitisation projects to allow for these 
academic lead-times. 

Nevertheless, we identified and successfully applied to three relevant history conferences, staged two 
in-depth workshops, and commissioned original research guides from five academic experts. 

For the conferences, we recruited panels of academics who had each made substantial and 
innovative use of digital resources in their own research. Appropriate speakers were identified via a 
mixture of Internet research and recommendations from senior academic staff. The idea was that 
such speakers could both draw in their audiences as peers and stimulate interest in digitised 
collections and new ways to use them. Each panel was introduced by the IJDDiP project manager 
giving a short presentation about the various JISC digitisation projects (including those not obviously 
germane to the panel), their content, and any significant or unusual features. In addition to this, 
handouts summarizing all of the digitisations with URLs and access details were circulated amongst 
the audience. The project manager chaired each of the panels and initiated discussion afterwards, 
noting significant comments. 

IJDDiP also ran two free half-day workshops to introduce researchers to the new digitisation projects. 
These were held in Oxford on the 16

th
 April and the 2

nd
 July 2009, with researchers being invited via 

mailing lists and via hand-outs at the conferences we attended. For each workshop we gave an 
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overview presentation of the Digitisation Programme, running through each of the individual project in 
brief. We also invited members of the digitisation project teams to attend and present a more in-depth 
view of their work. Plenty of time was provided for attendees to try out the digitisations for themselves, 
and time was set aside at the end of the afternoon to discuss responses to them as a group. We also 
collected written feedback from the attendees before they left. 

IJDDiP also created of a set of ómicrositesô, self-contained research-themed websites hosted by the 
national online resource discovery service, Intute. The microsites each consist of several components: 
links to relevant JISC Digitisation projects; links to other useful resources from the Intute catalogue; 
and a short essay on conducting online research into the research theme in question, written by an 
experienced academic. These contributors were each paid £250 for an article of at least 1,200 words. 
Most of the essays have been lightly edited. It is intended that the microsite content will be re-usable, 
potentially in printed form for JISC booklets. The copyright is owned by the Intute consortium. 

The original intention of getting two review articles about JISC digitisation projects published in 
scholarly peer-reviewed journal proved more difficult to achieve. In part, this was because of the need 
for scholarly independence ï IJDDiP could not straightforwardly commission reviews from people on 
behalf of journals. Even if an author were not to be offered any monetary incentive for a review, the 
suspicion might still persist that he had been cherry-picked to write a positive review. We were 
therefore limited to contacting relevant journals and encouraging them to commission reviews of the 
digitisation projects themselves. 

Several of the journal editors whom we did approach were unsure exactly how to go about the peer 
review of online content. Although all were positive and encouraging about the idea of such reviews, 
the absence of an established model for commissioning such work presented a barrier. We undertook 
some research to try to find models for reviews, but apart from some journals that published irregular 
óround-upsô of electronic resources, or the occasional special notification, the only journal in the 
discipline of history that we could find that had regularly published proper scholarly reviews of online 
resources was the Journal of American History, which was outside the scope of the IJDDiP themes 
and digitisation coverage. Although we contacted the Journal of American History to ask them their 
processes regarding reviewing online resources, they did not follow up our emails. 

Despite not being able to claim that IJDDiP has led directly to any review publication, it seems that the 
exploratory emails that we sent may have had some impact on future editorial policy ï History 
Workshop Journal, for instance wrote to us to say that the editors has agreed to proactively 
commission reviews of digital resources. Reviews in History announced in March 2009 (independent 
of any contact by IJDDiP) that they were increasing their coverage of digital resources. They have 
published reviews of both the First World War Digital Archive and the 19

th
-century British Library 

Newspapers website. 

 

5. Outputs and Results 

IJDDiP organised three conference panels: 

Languages of Politics : Mapping Britainôs 19
th

 Century 

Durham University, 2
nd

-4
th

 April, 2009 

Speakers: 

James A J Wilson (University of Oxford), óA Brief Introduction to JISC Digitisation Projectsô 

James Gregory (University of Bradford), speaking about his use of various digital resources for 
researching his biography of William Cowper-Temple 

Philip Salmon (History of Parliament Project), speaking on how digital collections have affected the 
discipline of political history over the last ten years, with particular reference to the various online 
Parliamentary Papers collections. 

Kathryn Eccles (Oxford Internet Institute), speaking on how historians of nineteenth-century politics 
make innovative use of digital collections. 

(plus Chris Burgess (Peopleôs History Museum), whom the organisers added to our panel) 
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Power and History : 29
th

 Irish Conference of Historians 

University of Ireland, Limerick, 12
th
 -14

th
 June, 2009 

Speakers: 

James A J Wilson (University of Oxford), óA Brief Introduction to JISC Digitisation Projectsô 

John Garrard (University of Salford), óNineteenth-century urban power and the opportunities and 
problems presented by a digitised local pressô 

Toni Weller (DeMontfort University), óHistory in the Information Age : A Mutable Past and Present?ô 

Sarah Richardson (University of Warwick), óñThe Power of the Petticoatò: Researching nineteenth-
century women and politics via digital collectionsô 

 

International Association for Media and History (IAMHIST) Conference 2009 

University of Wales, Aberystwyth, 8
th
 ï 11

th
 July, 2009 

Speakers: 

James A J Wilson (University of Oxford), óA Brief Introduction to JISC Digitisation Projectsô 

Adrian Bingham (University of Sheffield), óUsing Digital Newspaper Archives: Opportunities and 
Challenges' 

Nick Hayes (Nottingham Trent University), óMaking Urban Identity: Digitial Resources and the 
Historianô 

Suzanne Franks (University of Kent), óResearching the BBC in a Digital Ageô 

 

The speakers at the two IJDDiP half-day workshops were as follows: 

First IJDDiP Workshop, 16
th

 April 2009 

Introductory Presentation and Overview of Digitisation Projects (James A J Wilson, IJDDiP) 

First World War Poetry Digital Archive (Kate Lindsay) 

The John Johnson Collection (David Tomkins) 

Welsh Journals Online (Martin Locock) 

The Use and Impact of Digital Resources in the Humanities (Katherine Eccles, Oxford Internet 
Institute) 

 

Second IJDDiP Workshop, 2
nd

 July 2009 

Introductory Presentation (James A J Wilson, IJDDiP) 

The Murder of Jean Alexander, or 19
th
 Century Resources from the JISC Digitisation Programme 

(Paola Marchionni, JISC) 

First World War Poetry Digital Archive (Kate Lindsay) 

19
th
 Century British Pamphlets Online (Christine Fowler) 

The Use and Impact of Digital Resources in the Humanities (Katherine Eccles, Oxford Internet 
Institute) 

The John Johnson Collection (David Tomkins) 

 

Significant feedback was generated from both the workshops and the conference discussions. The 
most significant points are summarised in Appendix A of this report. 



Project Acronym:  IJDDiP 
Version: 1.1 
Date: 28/9/2009 

 

Page 8 of 45 

The authors commissioned by IJDDiP to write the research guides for the microsites are as follows: 

Microsite contributors 

British Electoral History ï Dr. Philip Salmon (History of Parliament Project) 

History of Ireland and its Relations with Britain ï Jonathan Wright (Queenôs University, Belfast) 

History of Crime and Punishment in Nineteenth-Century Britain ï Prof. Barry Godfrey (Keele 
University) 

History of Healthcare in Britain ï Prof. John Stewart (Glasgow Caledonian University) 

History of British News Media ï Dr. Emma Hanna (University of Greenwich) 

 

The index to the microsites, or óThemes in Historical Researchô as we have called them on the public 
website, is located at http://www.intute.ac.uk/themes/historical/. 

An index of JISC-funded digitisation projects is hosted on the Intute website at: 
http://www.intute.ac.uk/jiscdigitisations/, although the British Libraries Newspapers 1600-1900 project 
is at present excluded from the list as it has no effective single project URL. 

 

6. Outcomes 

It is not easy to accurately measure the impact the IJDDiP has had upon the historical research 
community, although such feedback as we have received from the conferences and workshops has 
been universally positive. It is certainly true that more people have already discovered and used the 
JISC-funded digitisation project outputs as a result of IJDDiP than would otherwise have been the 
case, especially in instances where we have highlighted relevant materials in collections that would 
not have been obviously relevant to particular research fields from titles alone. The project has also 
undoubtedly got researchers thinking about the some of the issues raised by digitisation ï not just the 
academic ones such as the effects of mass digitisation on the way research is conducted, but also 
problems of sustainability and access. 

In terms of meeting its initial aims and objective, IJDDiP has been largely successful, although some 
of the measures of success proved rather ambitious given the scope and timescale of the project. 

The decision to structure dissemination around research themes was a sound one, and the precise 
themes chosen have (so far as can yet be determined) proven reasonable. The notion that most 
researchers are primarily concerned with their own, often quite narrow, fields of research has been 
borne out by the feedback we have received and in conversation. By emphasizing how the content of 
the digitisation projects (or at least certain collections) is applicable to research themes, we have been 
able to engage members of the research community in a way that would have been difficult if 
marketing the projects as individual ówholeô resources. The focus on research themes has arguably 
helped IJDDiP get the JISC projects, as well as digitisation more broadly, embedded in the actual 
academic substance of relevant conferences, and helped to attract researchers to the workshops. As 
one of the workshop delegates said, unprompted, ñItôs a good idea to package things together for 
researchers into specific packagesò. 

The five research-themed microsites have not yet been publicly accessible for long enough for their 
success to be meaningfully measured, but the chosen themes matched real research interests well 
enough for there to be no problems commissioning outside experts to write the research guides. 

We have met the objective of presenting panels of speakers at three academic conferences. Each 
panel presented a wide range of interesting research that highlighted the ways in which digital 
collections had helped achieve a research goal that would not have been achievable without. The 
precise collections referenced already included several of the new JISC-funded resources, despite 
them having only very recently been published. Highlights included James Gregoryôs paper on how 
digital collections are changing the way in which biographies are researched, Adrian Binghamôs 
excellent and very balanced consideration of the way in which digitising newspapers affects research 
for good or ill, and Nick Hayeôs captivating presentation on media constructions of urban identity, 
which made extensive use of early film footage of Nottingham, taken from the InView collection.  

http://www.intute.ac.uk/themes/historical/
http://www.intute.ac.uk/jiscdigitisations/


Project Acronym:  IJDDiP 
Version: 1.1 
Date: 28/9/2009 

 

Page 9 of 45 

I was particularly encouraged by the lively discussions that followed all three of the IJDDiP panels, 
which drew comments, questions, and feedback from a large portion of delegates. Some of the more 
pertinent responses are highlighted in this report. 

The initial aim of reaching 200 conference delegates with the three panels proved to be over-
ambitious, with the actual number of people at our sessions totalling closer to 110. We managed to 
get a plenary session at the relatively small óLanguages of Politicsô conference, but had to make do 
with parallel sessions at the other two conferences. That said, our panels drew more delegates than 
any of the competing sessions, illustrating the interest that many historians have in digitised content 
and its use, as well as the popularity of the speakers. Even if we had managed to get panels accepted 
at the really large annual conferences I am doubtful whether we would have achieved a significantly 
larger audience, as such conferences ordinarily run a greater number of parallel sessions, and 
unfortunately the IJDDiP project manager is not such a distinguished historian as to be offered 
keynote presentations. 

The two IJDDiP workshops were demonstrably successful, both meeting the objective of attracting at 
least 15 applicants, although unfortunately some foul weather put a few people off from attending the 
first session on the day. Every single attendee who filled in the feedback form said that the 
organisation and practical arrangements were very good, and the feedback relating to the JISC 
Digitisation projects themselves was also very positive. A number of attendees mentioned that it was 
very useful to have the time to óplay around withô and óexploreô the digitisation projects, besides 
hearing about them from the speakers. 

In the initial IJDDiP evaluation plan it was suggested that a measure of success of the Digitisation 
Programme would be a high proportion of workshop attendees reporting that the projects would have 
an impact on how they conducted their research. 77% of respondents said that the digitisations 
funded by the programme would have óvery muchô of an impact. Those who werenôt so enthusiastic 
were not critical of the content that was available, but rather reported that there just wasnôt anything 
that fitted their period or particular field of interest. Perhaps surprisingly, a general finding from the 
workshops and conferences was that many academics felt the digitisation projects would have a 
bigger impact on their teaching than on their research, possibly because of the very specific nature of 
the sources that they needed to use for their research. 

 

7. Conclusions 

Researchers are enthusiastic about the large-scale digitisation of primary source materials. This is not 
surprising. As one of the workshop attendees put it, these kinds of digitisation are ñcrucial. They 
reduce the cost of research and they extend its scopeò. Whilst the responses from those who 
attended the workshops suggested that the JISC Digitisation Programme was already well-known to 
them, the conference delegates were not so aware of the programme or many of the projects. 

From speaking to historians it is evident that before long, word of very large-scale digitisation projects 
spreads. Nobody that we came across was ignorant of the British Library Newspaper collections, for 
instance. Likewise, all researchers in clearly-defined fields such as medical history quickly become 
aware of PubMed, and through it hosted content such as the Medical Journal Backfiles. It is not so 
clear, however, that news of smaller-scale digitisation projects penetrates the research community 
quickly or effectively. Where it is not evident that a digitised collection would be relevant to a particular 
research interest from its title, there is little to suggest that researchers ólook up from what they are 
doingô to try it out. It is fair to say, given that most researchers have no shortage of material to look 
through in the first place, that they are not always proactive at seeking out new online resources. 

Therefore, if the JISC is to encourage researchers to rapidly adopt new digitised content, it needs to 
take on some of the burden of dissemination and do more to point to what is most relevant to them. 

The approach taken to dissemination by IJDDiP, involving traditional academic channels of 
communication such as workshops, conferences and (not entirely successfully) journals, may be 
summarised as reasonably effective, but not cheap. It takes significant time and organisation to 
arrange conference panels and workshops, and the number of people that can be reached directly is 
relatively small (although specific research communities usually are small). These dissemination 
mechanisms can of course have a secondary impact. Academics do talk to one another, and this is 
often the way that people find out about new resources. As one of the workshop delegates said, ñI will 
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be alerting colleagues to the new resources; legitimate resources are useful to know aboutò. This 
secondary level of communication is difficult to measure, however. 

One of the positive aspects of the approach taken by IJDDiP is that it does become possible to alert 
particular research communities to relevant content in digital collections that are not obviously 
intended for them. If one is seeking to maximise the academic use of digitised content, then this is a 
good thing. More traditional marketing mechanisms such as leaflets may be cheaper to produce and 
distribute, but they are not so easy to adapt to appeal to different research communities, or explain 
what aspects of a given digitisation might be of interest to them. The researcher ómarketô is a highly 
fractured one, consisting of innumerable individuals and small groups with specialised interests. 
Trying to reach a large portion of it via a single mechanism is not easy. 

Something to bear in mind for future digitisation projects is that they need to clearly articulate the 
range of research interests that they can serve. 

 

8. Implications 

It would be quite possible to repeat much of the work that IJDDiP has undertaken for future digitisation 
projects. Indeed, this would be an effective way to reach parts of the research community which might 
otherwise miss the new content, or at least not be in the first wave of users. 

The conferences that were contacted regarding hosting panels were mostly very enthusiastic about 
the idea, and there is at present a genuine appetite amongst the historical research community both 
to hear about digitised content and the way it is being used, and to consider the effect that digitisation 
is having on history as a discipline. 

Given the number of mailing lists and departments that we contacted about the workshops, we were a 
little surprised that the number of people applying to attend was not higher than it was, and many of 
the attendees were already more familiar with the digitisation landscape than was the case for the 
research community at large. These might therefore not be such cost effective mechanisms for 
dissemination, although they did generate a wealth of feedback. 

The websites created by the project were only just going live as this report was being written, so it is 
not possible as yet to judge their success, although they will of course provide a more lasting source 
of reference than the events. It would be worth returning to these websites at some point to 
supplement this report. 

Regarding the publication of scholarly peer reviews of digitisation projects in academic journals, this 
may be worthy of further study. The time is ripe for scholarly journals to start considering electronic 
resources on the same basis as published print monographs, but there is some confusion as to how 
this should best be implemented. A simple guide to how to go about reviewing digital resources, with 
examples of what best practice there currently is, might go a long way to influencing the policies of 
journal editorial boards. 

IJDDiP has also exposed a desire amongst researchers to be able to cross-search multiple 
digitisation projects. With the proliferation of such projects it becomes harder for researchers to 
remember all those that might be relevant to their needs, and more time-consuming and frustrating for 
them to visit many different web sites and use many disparate search engines to retrieve relevant 
information. The development of such an effective and reliable meta-search engine would of course 
pose technical and methodological challenges. 

 

9. Recommendations 

On the basis of the work undertaken in the IJDDiP project, we would recommend that the JISC 
considers the following: 

 Any future projects replicating the work of IJDDiP should be started at least eight months 
before the intended release of the digitised content, to accommodate the long lead-times 
required by large academic conferences. 
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 Publicity for future digitisation projects should clearly articulate the range of research interests 
that they can effectively serve 
 

 The email lists of university departments and scholarly societies are an effective and cheap 
way to reach researchers. University librarians and society secretaries are usually willing to 
forward such information to their lists. 
 

 Best practice guidelines for reviewing digital resources might help and encourage the editors 
of academic journals to commission more such reviews 
 

 Publishers of new electronic resources and digitisations should write to relevant scholarly 
journals to inform the editors of their publication. 
 

 There is demand amongst researchers for sophisticated tools that can cross-search multiple 
digital collections 
 

 Popular subjects for future digitisation work amongst historians include: 
o Additional newspaper sources, particularly local newspapers 
o Government records and papers 
o Early primary materials, from the medieval and early-modern periods 
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10. Appendix A ï Feedback Relating to the JISC Digitisation 
Programme 

During the course of the IJDDiP project we obtained feedback about the JISC-funded digitisation 
projects and ideas and concerns for the future of the JISC Digitisation Programme. Whilst some of 
this feedback was formal ï i.e. the feedback forms we asked the workshop delegates to submit, much 
was semi-formal or informal, primarily from group discussions in the workshops and after the 
conference papers. Some of the feedback clearly related to the individual interests of particular 
delegates or attendees, whilst other comments were heard again and again from various people. This 
appendix summarizes some of the more significant and useful pieces of feedback. 

 

10.1 The current JISC-funded digitisation projects 
 
The comments that we received about the digitisation projects were almost invariably positive. 
Workshop attendees were particularly (and unexpectedly) enthused as to how they could use the 
digitised content for their undergraduate teaching, although there were also several remarks relating 
to research: 
 

 ñI am currently researching aspects of óEmpireô and visual culture, and various of the JISCôs 
outputs have obvious value for thisò 

 ñFinding the Cabinet Papers online will have a significant impact as what I am interested in 
would never come up on a normal search engine.ò 

 ñThey will facilitate interdisciplinary links ï John Johnson and the Great War Archive are 
particularly useful for cultural historyò 

 ñThese kinds of resources are crucial. They reduce the cost of research and extend its 
scope.ò 

 ñThe Cabinet Papers will save me a lot of time and allow me to be more efficient when I get to 
the National Archivesò 

 ñI am impressed by the scale and interlinking of projects, finding things in unexpected places. 
I have been looking for Spanish influenza and found material in both the cartoons project and 
the cabinet filesò 

 ñI will be alerting my colleagues to these new resources; legitimate resources are useful to 
know aboutò 

 ñI will be using these resources for teaching and for additional and supporting research. They 
are also good for finding visual material for presentations. As more information becomes 
available it will become an increasingly central method of research.ò 

 ñI will use the digitisation projects extensively ï to research archives and provide a taster for 
resources ï but they are not a substitute for visiting and seeing physical objects where 
possibleò 

 ñThese resources will be great for supporting teaching and as sources for dissertationsò 
 
80% of workshop attendees stated that access to digital resources such as those in the JISC 
Digitization Programme was important or very important for their research. The less positive 
respondents all felt that whilst there was little digital content relevant to their work at present, they 
were likely to make more use of such content in future: 

  
ñIt [digitised content] is not essential for my current research. However it is useful for finding 
additional, supporting, and interesting information. It would be very useful if more of the 
information I needed was digitised.ò 

 
The John Johnson Collection, the First World War Digital Archive, and the British Library Newspaper 
Collections were the most frequently singled out for praise, but this may be because two of the three 
were introduced in depth during the workshop, whilst the Newspaper Collections are of such broad 
application. 
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One of the conference speakers did complain about the InView interface not being especially user-
friendly, although that site was still in development at the time. Frustration was also voiced by a 
couple of medievalists as there was nothing for their own period amongst the digitisation projects. 
 

10.2 Design Issues 
As far as the design of digitisation interfaces was concerned, the same general ideas and opinions 
kept arising, with relatively limited contradiction (although there is clearly a fine balancing act between 
having a clear and simple interface and yet still allowing all the advanced tools that many respondents 
asked for). Comments included: 
 

 A lack of standardisation between search engine interfaces makes it hard to know how to get 
the best out of a collection, and makes searching many different collections difficult. 

 It is essential to be able to use sophisticated advanced search interfaces to find and filter 
results. Faceted browsing is useful. 

 The user should be able to search across multiple databases; they shouldnôt have to visit 
every digitisation separately to find things. 

 Itôs good to have content ópushedô to the front page, to provide examples of the kinds of things 
in the collection. This also helps to engage students. 

 Donôt make the content seem more limited than it really is. 

 The website should never lead you to a dead end ï everything should lead to something else, 
ñlead people on in their questò. 

 The interface itself should look simple. The hard work should be done behind the scenes. 

 Stable URLs are vital. 

 Keyword searching is not always reliable, ñsometimes missing things that you know to be 
thereò. [Perhaps some kind of fuzzy search mechanism might help with this kind of problem?] 

 Itôs important when you look at material to see it in its context (on the page). [i.e. one should 
be able to see a newspaper article as it was originally printed, with the other articles and 
pictures around it. This came up a lot regarding digitised newspapers] 

 
10.3 Metadata 

 
Not all researchers are familiar with the term ómetadataô, but all of those that we spoke to during 
IJDDiP wanted more of it. ñYou can never have too much metadataò as one of the workshop 
attendees put it. Other comments we received included: 
 

 It should always be absolutely clear what the user is looking at (in terms of content ï 
provenance of material, etc.). The importance of provenance metadata was raised on a 
number of occasions. 

 Associating people with content is very useful, especially when dealing with material like 
pamphlets 

 Copyright clarification is very useful 

 Itôs important to get an idea of context ï who a publication is aimed at, the original market for 
it, etc. 

 JISC should ensure that everything has proper metadata, so that all this content can be linked 
in the future 

 
10.4 Digital Literacy 

 
Although most of the people that IJDDiP engaged with seemed comfortable when presented with 
digital collections that they had not previously encountered, many expressed concerns about the skills 
of scholars in general, and students in particular. This encompassed not just how to come up with 
good search terms, but also how to integrate ódigital researchô into scholarship. There was concern 
regarding peopleôs ignorance of the technicalities of how search engines actually work. 
 

 There is a need for people to learn better searching techniques 

 Many people still need to learn how to reference electronic resources, especially non-textual 
materials such as content from iTunes 

 People often make false assumptions of comprehensiveness when using electronic 
databases. The coverage of any given digitisation needs to be made very clear 
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 The mechanics of any given search engine should be clearly and explicitly explained on the 
website where it is used 

 
10.5 Dissemination Channels 

 
We asked workshop attendees directly about how they thought JISC could best disseminate news of 
new digitisation projects in the future. Unfortunately, there was little consensus on the matter. 
 
Suggestions made by a number of workshop attendees: 
 

 A central portal, with a comprehensive search engine 

 Workshops giving people time to explore the new resources (e.g. what we were doing in this 
project) 

 The JISC website itself 

 Using departmental and scholarly society mailing lists to inform people and link to newly 
digitised content 

 
Suggestions made by only one or two people: 
 

 Library courses 

 Promotion in subject magazines, the TES, the Guardian Education section, and so forth 

 Presence in library catalogues 

 Encouraging people to put URLs as well as conventional references in bibliographies 
 
A couple of people mentioned the role of librarians specifically in this context, explaining that whilst 
many institutions expected the librarians to introduce electronic resources to students en masse, they 
rarely had the opportunity to perform a similar service for academics, at least in part due to the fact 
that every researcher had very different needs from the rest. 
 

10.6 Future Concerns 
 
The same concerns regarding the future of the Digitisation Programme (and digitised collections more 
generally) cropped up in all of the conference discussions, and were also voiced in the workshop 
discussion groups. These basically boiled down to two major issues: 
 

 Access ï a number of people we spoke to felt passionately that digitised resources should be 
available for free, and guaranteed to stay free.  

 Sustainability ï a surprising number of scholars voiced concerns about how the digitisation 
projects would be sustained in the future, including concerns about technological 
obsolescence 

 
Beyond these concerns, a couple of ideas were expressed that JISC might wish to consider: 
 

 Three-dimensional image manipulation could be useful. There was, however, only one 
notable (and vocal) champion of this. Historians are probably not on the whole likely to be the 
biggest beneficiaries of such technology 

 Some scepticism was voiced regarding óweb-twoishô commenting systems on a siteôs content 
ï ñgiven that website maintenance is an issue for finite projects and academics tend to 
comment on things in their own spacesò [i.e. there is a risk that web pages fill up with spam 
rather than real academic content, as project staff do not have the resources to moderate 
them]. 

 
10.7 Future Content 

 
Not surprisingly, when asked what sort of materials they would like to see digitised in the future, most 
researchers immediately nominated whatever primary sources were of most use to their own 
particular focus of research. Some tentative generalisations can be made, however: 
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 Newspaper content ï such content is so widely used by many different types of historian that 
it is assured wide usage, even (perhaps especially) if the newspapers are local in scope 

 Government records and papers ï Again, such records are used by a broad base of 
historians 

 Early materials ï several people complained that the earlier back one goes in time, the fewer 
digitised materials are available, with medieval and early modern content especially thin on 
the ground. This is despite the often fragile condition of the original documents and the 
benefits to their preservation that would arise from creating good digital facsimiles. 

 
Some conference delegates made strong cases for very particular content to be digitised, including 
Wordsworthôs manuscripts housed at Dove Cottage, and the óLaityôs Directory and Catholic 
Directories. 
 
One matter upon which all the researchers we spoke to were agreed was the JISCôs Digitisation 
Programme was a thoroughly good thing and should continue doing what it has set out to do. 
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11. Appendix B ï Authorôs notes for conference 
presentations 

This section reproduces the papers and notes used by seven of the nine presenters at the three 
conferences at which IJDDiP fielded candidates. One of the presenters is currently preparing his 
paper for publication, so it has not been included in this publicly-accessible appendix. Another 
presenter felt that her notes and slides were too rough for publication, so they have been omitted. 
 
Many of the speakers gave their presentations from notes, or based their talks around small slide 
sets. Whilst these materials have been reproduced here where possible, it should be remembered 
that these were never envisaged as public documents but rather used as aide-mémoires during lively 
talks and discussions. The presentations and subsequent discussion sessions were not themselves 
recorded. 
 
I myself presented a set of slides introducing the new JISC digitisation projects at the start of each 
panel. Some of the information, such as the URLs have changed since the slides were presented. I 
have reproduced the final version of these slides below. 
 
Slide 1      Slide 2 

          
Slide 3      Slide 4 

           
Slide 5      Slide 6 
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Slide 7      Slide 8 

              
Slide 9      Slide 10 

         
Slide 11     Slide 12 

         
Slide 13     Slide 14 

         
 
 
 
 
 


