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Pedagogy is recursive. It ends (literally or figura-
tively) with a question and waits (sometimes im-
possibly, breathlessly long) for an answer. Peda-
gogy makes manifest our values. With widespread
interest across the academy in openness of var-
ious kinds—open source code, open educational
resources, and open access journals as the most
prominent examples—we examine how openness
applies to the practice of our teaching and how
it reflects both our disciplines and our priorities.
Because academic endeavors are often expressed
through the courses used to introduce students
to the ways of thinking in a particular discipline,
we believe thoughtful, critical course design must
be a primary concern for the digital humanities—
indeed, that the identity of the digital humanities is
defined by its course design.

In “What is Digital Humanities and What’s It
Doing in English Departments?” Matthew G.
Kirschenbaum (2010) suggests that “the digital hu-
manities today is about a scholarship (and a peda-
gogy) that is publicly visible in ways towhichwe are
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generally unaccustomed…a scholarship and peda-
gogy that are collaborative anddependonnetworks
of people” (p. 60). Kirschenbaum’s definition in-
cludes pedagogy and collaborative public work, but
it is worth noting that the first use of theword “ped-
agogy” is in a parenthetical. The article provides
thorough reviews of the technologies and projects
driving academic research in the field, while lit-
tle coverage is given to teaching or pedagogical
work. He is certainly aware such teaching work ex-
ists, noting that “the University of Victoria hosts
the annual Digital Humanities Summer Institute to
train new scholars” (p. 55). We—Chris, Jesse, and
Robin—facilitated several courses at that institute
in an effort to bring greater attention to the impor-
tance of pedagogical work to DH as a field. That ef-
fort will be unending, as DH continues to redefine
itself in form as well as substance, constantly train-
ing new scholars and finding new opportunities for
research.

In “The Digital Humanities is About Breaking
Stuff,” Jesse (2013) discusses the importance of di-
alogue in DH work. Specifically, he says the inter-
actions between a text and reader/researcher pro-
vide the foundational engagements for the humani-
ties. Thenature of those engagements changes over
time as new perspectives and tools develop, but the
humanities’ lifeblood comes from the way people
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interpret—and respond to—texts. This approach
extends to pedagogy, as well. Sean Michael Mor-
ris (2016) calls modern courses “an act of compo-
sition,” meaning they, too, can be read as texts. As
DH is a primarily academic endeavor, its supply of
courses may at times seem as limitless as its sup-
ply of books. Turning our attention inward toward
the courses that advocate for, propagate, and do the
work of the digital humanities allows us to see the
values and purposes of digital humanities. Morris
(2016) therefore rightly claims that “the course it-
self is one of the central texts we must consider, a
collection of stories about reading and writing that
can be actively hacked and remixed.” As such, we
argue for examining classes as texts and course de-
sign as a process of composing those texts. Weoffer
here a guide to “close reading” our courses—a re-
source for understanding and creating courses that
are sensitive to the needs of both DH as a discipline
and the students who compose those courses.

In 2014, Jesse Stommel and Sean Michael Mor-
ris presented a talk, “If Freire Made a MOOC: Open
Education as Resistance,” at the annual Open Edu-
cation Conference. The talk pulled a rich history of
liberationist and constructivist pedagogical theory
into a dialogue with current discourse around the
effects of technology on pedagogy and on the struc-
tures of higher education. Though it focused on
MOOCs (and meta-MOOCs about MOOCs), it tran-
scended both its own framing focus on MOOCs and
the larger OE-concentrated focus of OpenEd14 to
catalyze conversation about the broader project of
open education and its relationship to social jus-
tice. In this chapter, wewill revisit some of the basic
premises that surround “critical digital pedagogy”
as it was first outlined in that talk and related pub-
lications and think about how those premises re-
late to current debates about the role of pedagogy
in the open educationmovement. We offer a broad
framework for applying critical pedagogy to mod-

ern DH courses, including examples from our own
experiences facilitating a SI seminar about crit-
ical pedagogy for digital-humanities scholars.

At the heart of this piece is a series of questions:
What systems and structures in higher education
are challenged by working in open ways? What
foundational philosophies should guide open edu-
cation, and how are those philosophies enacted or
subverted by the tools and techniques that we em-
ploy in our teaching practices? What tensions ex-
ist in the open education movement, how are they
related to power dynamics that pervade all of ed-
ucation, and how can making these tensions visi-
ble serve to empower more learners? And finally,
how can we leverage the connections around these
issues to design courses that are more accessible,
engaging, empowering, and impactful?

1 Critical Digital Pedagogy

We might start exploring these questions by try-
ing to trace a brief outline of critical pedagogy as
it informed our starting point years ago. But of
course, that starting place was always already in-
flected by much earlier theories and philosophies
that have informed progressive pedagogical prac-
tices (and progressive digital pedagogical practice)
in the twentieth century. As machination grew
commonplace and factory work became the ex-
pected employment for students leaving the pub-
lic education system, that system grew to treat stu-
dents as standardized as well. In his 1915 text
Schools of To-morrow, John Dewey argues for the
importance of the context surrounding tools and
content, saying that students “must have some un-
derstanding of the physical and social facts be-
hind and ahead of the material and appliances with
which they are dealing” (p. 246). Though Dewey
feared students were being trained to become very
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literal cogs in the machinations of then-modern
factories, his century-old worry still applies today.
For how often do we speak of skills as “marketable,”
degrees as “career-focused,” and students as “em-
ployable”? The idea of school as a commodifier that
adds value to the students passing through its halls
evokes the “banking model” of education (Freire,
2000, pp. 71–75). As John Seely Brown and Paul
DuGuid (2002) put it, “Teaching, in this view, is a
delivery service, and schools a loading site” (p. 206).
Despite the urge to “on-board” students into exist-
ing practices or skills used within the digital hu-
manities, we must view education as an opportu-
nity for personal growth, even liberation.

To counteract the widespread—and growing—
use of banking-model education, theorist-educator
Paolo Freire (2000) argues that “knowledge
emerges only through invention and re-invention,
through the restless, impatient, continuing, hope-
ful inquiry human beings pursue in the world,
with the world, and with each other” (p. 72).
That drive toward inquiry exists in even the
smallest of children but too often gets eliminated
by the very education systems built to support
their development. According to Freire, dia-
logue between learners is the heart and soul of
education. His views are echoed by bell hooks
(1994): “As a classroom community, our capacity
to generate excitement is deeply affected by our
interest in one another, in hearing one another’s
voices, in recognizing one another’s presence”
(p. 8). Critical digital pedagogy has grown from
these foundations: context, dialogue, and critical
evaluation.

Because the term is so key to the conversation,
it is worth pausing to explain more what we mean
by “critical.” As it is used in “critical pedagogy,” the
term takes on several distinct yet interrelated as-
pects:

• Critical, as in mission-critical, essential;

• Critical, as in literary criticism and critique,
providing definitions and interpretation;

• Critical, as in reflective and nuanced thinking
about a subject;

• Critical, as in criticizing institutional, corpo-
rate, or societal impediments to learning;

• Critical Pedagogy, as a disciplinary approach,
which inflects (and is inflected by) each of
these other meanings (Stommel, 2014).

In 2011’s On Critical Pedagogy, Henry Giroux
clarified the politics of the field of critical pedagogy
and expanded the conversation into digital terrains:
“Intellectuals have a responsibility to analyze how
language, information, and meaning work to orga-
nize, legitimate, and circulate values, structure re-
ality, and offer up particular notions of agency and
identity. For public intellectuals, the latter chal-
lenge demands a new kind of literacy and critical
understanding with respect to the emergence of
the newmedia and electronic technologies, and the
new and powerful role they play as instruments of
public pedagogy” (p. 175). In more recent work,
he presses beyond notions of media literacy into
a suggestion that students, in particular, must be
encouraged to use technologies to shift and shape
the knowledge culture, to move past passive con-
sumers, past critical consumers, into the role of
what he calls “cultural producers”: “This suggests
developing alternative public spheres, such as on-
line journals, television shows, newspapers, zines
and any other platform in which different modes
of representation can be developed. Such tasks can
be done by mobilizing the technological resources
and platforms that many students are already fa-
miliar with” (Giroux, 2020, pp. 9–10). At the core
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of Giroux’s understanding of critical pedagogy is a
move toward critical analysis of media and tech-
nologies and the ways that they shape knowledge,
but also a move toward a reclaiming of media and
technologies as tools for learners to use to shape
knowledge themselves.

Using Freire, Giroux, hooks, and others to knit
together a foundational philosophy for critical ped-
agogy, we see it as particularly interested in how
technologies inflect, hinder, and/or enable authen-
tic learning. In short, Critical Digital Pedagogy:

• centers its practice on community and collab-
oration;

• must remain open to diverse, international
voices, and thus requires invention to reimag-
ine the ways that communication and collab-
oration happen across cultural and political
boundaries;

• will not, cannot, be defined by a single voice
but must gather together a cacophony of
voices;

• must have use and application outside tra-
ditional institutions of education (Stommel,
2014).

This approach to education expects openness
and community-building using platforms that al-
low participants (students and teachers) full agency
over their learning. Student agency, at the heart of
critical pedagogy, finds a modern advocate in open
education—but that advocacy does not happen au-
tomatically. We must first look at open education
through the lens of critical pedagogy to build that
connection.

2 Connecting CriticalWith Open

The question of how the ideals of critical pedagogy
interact with the primary themes and investments
of the open education movement as it now exists
in 2017 is a complex one. “Open Education” as
a phrase has been in operation at least since the
1960’s, and its history as a term is certainly related
to the ways in which it is utilized today¹. In recent
years, however, open education has become in-
creasingly associated with “Open Educational Re-
sources,” ever since that term was coined at U-
ESCO’s 2002 Forum on Open Courseware. In many
ways, the open education movement now coheres
around a focus on OEs, and how they can drive
down textbook costs for students.

To clarify, OEs are learning materials that make
use of what David Wiley (2014) has termed “the
5R” permissions. This means that not only are the
materials free to access online, but they are also
licensed to ensure that they can be reused, redis-
tributed, retained, revised, and remixed. Of course,
OEs have the ability to lower textbook costs to
zero; we know that high textbook costs are a direct
barrier to student success and that OEs increase
students’ ability to pass and do well in courses².
Part of this is no doubt because students have reli-
able access to learning materials from the first day
of class. But OEs also change the relationship be-

¹See, for example, early work from the 1960’s by Ronald
S. Barth, or from the 1970’s by Claude Paquette (available in
French, or see Tannis Morgan’s (2016) quick English transla-
tion of key ideas). Katy Jordan’s digital timeline, “The History
of Open Education: A Timeline and Bibliography” is a great
work-in-progress that contains links to some of the earlier ar-
ticles that use the term.

²See, for example, Hilton III et al. (2016), who found that
“subject to the limitations discussed, students who use OE
perform significantly better on the course throughput rate
than their peers who use traditional textbooks, in both face-
to-face and online courses that use OE.”
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tween students, teachers, and these learning mate-
rials. Regardless of whether students and faculty
actively adapt OEs, the simple adoption of OEs
accompanied by the acknowledgment of the open
license casts knowledge as a commons-created ex-
perience rather than an ontological fact, and this,
in turn, casts learners in the role of potential con-
tributors to—not just consumers of—this knowl-
edge. What becomes most interesting to us about
“open pedagogy” is the way that it highlights con-
nective nodes between liberationist, constructivist,
and critical pedagogies, and then asks questions
about how digital and connected learning, OE ad-
vocacy, and the open license inflect and expand
those pedagogies.

Open education understates its value if it stays
too stuck to the textbook cost issue. If we care
about book costs, it’s because we understand that
the real cost of college goes beyond tuition. If
we care about the real cost of college, then we
should also care about childcare costs, transporta-
tion costs, lost opportunity costs, food insecu-
rity, homelessness, the digital divide, and myriad
other issues that prevent our students from ac-
cessing higher education.³ The open license helps
us reduce textbook costs, but it also symbolizes
the belief that college costs—everything from tu-
ition to transportation—should be addressed and
reduced/covered as part of a strong public educa-
tional infrastructure.

Thus, OEs are part of a commitment to build-
ing a system in which the public pays itself for what
it needs: the public funding of systems and struc-
tures that help students make it to and through
college. And once we care about access in both

³On the real cost of college, see Sara Goldrick-Rab’s Pay-
ing the Price: College Costs, Financial Aid, and the Betrayal of
the AmericanDream For a framing discussion of the digital di-
vide and digital redlining, see Chris Gilliard and Hugh Culik’s
(2016) “Digital Redlining, Access, and Privacy.”

economic and socioeconomic terms, it’s only log-
ical to care about access more broadly writ. What
other issues keep our students from accessing the
knowledge they need? When we build new mod-
els and techniques for learning—for example, open
textbooks—can we build them in ways that don’t
replicate the access failures of a system that sacri-
fices marginalized communities of learners in or-
der to shore up profit margins? A commitment
to universal design, to terms of use that protect
privacy and prevent abuse, to edtech that exists
to serve learners and not corporations: these are
some of the commitments that are part of the ac-
cess agenda that “open” can offer to educators look-
ing for a mission-driven way to envision their daily
practice.

3 Open as in People, not Content

Open educational resources are not just “free” re-
sources but also an opportunity to engage stu-
dents as engaged participants in their own learn-
ing. David Wiley argues in “Open Pedagogy:
The Importance of Getting in the Air,” “Simply
adopting open educational resources will not make
one’s pedagogy magically change to take advan-
tage of the capabilities of the internet. Adding le-
gal permission to technological capacity only cre-
ates possibilities—we must choose to actively take
advantage of them.” We would argue further that
what happens in the classroom can (and should)
push on the edtech and open communities in im-
portant ways, demanding that we keep inventing
new permissions, new licenses, new content, new
understandings of what learning content is and
how it functions.

Learning is the opposite of content. Content
is a closed circuit, a mechanism. Learning is an
open circuit, a field. The open education commu-
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nity has only begun to grapple with what it would
truly mean to displace content from its place at
the center of education. Much of the OE move-
ment, for example, still privileges textbooks that
maintain the status quo of education as transac-
tional. Content is collected by teachers and dis-
seminated for deposit into the brains of students.
These books are “free” only as in “free lunch,” and
the “open door” of education remainsmostly a one-
way door. Gathering together these books into a
monolithic “open publishing” movement exacer-
bates the delivery-model problem by coagulating
expertise in ways that feed institutional structures
and corporatemonetization plans at the expense of
student agency (and transformative learning). In
brief, where profit drives education, content is priv-
ileged. Where gatekeeping mechanisms fuel pub-
lishing, already entrenched hierarchies are main-
tained.

This isn’t to undermine the efforts we’ve de-
scribed within the open education community to
counter these market forces, but these attempts
will be at least partly frustrated so long as con-
tent is privileged as the stuff of teaching and learn-
ing. Robin has previously written, “stop think-
ing of knowledge as information to be downloaded
into the student brain (the repository-based stor-
age unit), but instead think of it as knowledge
to be uploaded to the world.” Ultimately, our
call here is for a rigorous rethinking of student-
centeredness. Not merely that a course or educa-
tionmore broadly would center on student engage-
ment with content—but that students would bring
and are the essential content of the course.

In this way, open pedagogy isn’t just about copy-
right or the ”5R” permissions. These matters and
our insistent reliance on them are inspired by the
very pedagogies we’re describing. But the impor-
tance of the open license is symbolic as much as
it is legal, encouraging thoughtful, critical choices

about how the content of our classrooms getsmade
and shared. What we have discovered is that much
of the stuff of teaching and learning is ephemeral—
pre-license, pre-copyright, emergent thinking. The
key to the open license is both in the artifacts and
processes it enables through its permissions and in
the philosophies and approaches that inspire our
resistance to commodified or stable end products
in learning.

Open pedagogy pushes, then, on the very notion
of static publishable ”resources” in favor of flexible
tools that emphasize student contribution and di-
alogue. People can’t be copyrighted. People can’t
be licensed. If the stuff of education is people and
relationships—if we emphasize learning that hap-
pens in community—then the debate around open
pedagogy must be a debate about more than just
how we create and share content.

This is the crux (and the heart) of the full open
education ecosystem. It defies business plans, hype
cycles, double-blind peer review, and neatly or-
dered tenure dossiers. It doesn’t fit tidily into
rubrics, best practices, learning outcomes, or pre-
determined models. Just as the best courses over-
flow their containers.

There are a wide array of examples we could
point to, each very different from the next, exactly
because there is no generic template for this kind
of work. Stock syllabi, cut-and-pasted learning
outcomes, required institutional policies all have
made the course as a thing feel increasingly con-
tained, increasingly static. The models we look to
for open pedagogy are as far-ranging as S106—the
open digital storytelling course started at Univer-
sity of Mary Washington, Al Filreis’s Modern Po-
etry MOOC (ModPo), our own experiments with
“living syllabi” constructed and adapted by stu-
dents in real time (and often on the openWeb), and
even something seemingly static (because it exists
as a PF) like the “Lemonade Syllabus” by Candice
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Benbow (2016). Each of these examples demon-
strates a reimagining of the course, or the syllabus,
as something that launches community and allows
students to co-construct content.

Because the syllabus is the backbone of most
college and university courses, it provides a good
starting point for faculty who want to think about
“opening” their courses. What happens to learning
outcomes if we ask students to participate in creat-
ing them, if we ask them to think critically about the
parameters that are often pre-set by accreditors or
institutions, if we hold open spaces in our goals for
unexpected epiphanies or unplanned explorations?
Can course policies be generated by learners with
no punitive goals at all, and can they only facili-
tate and never preclude learning? Can the sched-
ule of the course be flexible, emergent, responsive
to individual student lives and rhythms of working?
Can students create assignments, and can they al-
ways be nondisposable and relevant to a world be-
yond the immediate classroom? Can we focus on
feedback instead of grading, and employ peer-to-
peer and self-assessment models to encourage the
sharing of authority and the development of evalu-
ative skills? What are the ways that our current syl-
labi close down connection, prevent students from
shaping the world they are learning about, or treat
learning as a passive transaction, and how can we
address those closed doors?

Open pedagogy demands content, Open Educa-
tional Resources, that are not just available and ac-
cessible but also open to student contribution. The
resources we use in our classes must be open to
what students bring with them to the learning en-
vironment, what they build within the learning en-
vironment, and how those things change all our ap-
proaches, in the moment, sometimes on the fly.

It’s important to knowwhat OEs are and howwe
might use them. But it’s just as important to pause
and take stock—to think carefully about when and

why wemight have students working openly on the
web. What kinds of sharing can only a roomful of
students make possible? And what new possibili-
ties emerge only from within classrooms (whether
on ground or online) where the walls are perme-
able to much larger, intercultural learning commu-
nities?

And when we do need to close our (literal or fig-
urative) classroom door, we should take these op-
portunities as a moment to talk to students about
the rhetoric of the room. What are the affordances
of a closed door? What different affordances ex-
ist only inside a closed space? And who gets left
outside the room? There are no easy answers to
these questions, which is why open education is so-
cial justice work—and why we can offer philosoph-
ical approaches more than best practices. To start
moving past open spaces and into open pedagogy,
we offer these points of guidance:

1. Find and create content that is self-
undermining. Content with space on the
page for student contribution. Content that is
less neat and tidy than the average textbook.
When content wears its authority too plainly
on its sleeve, it is less likely to be hacked,
than content that is more unassuming or even
overtly playful.

2. Student-generated content is the stuff of
learning. It can’t be populated into a learn-
ingmanagement system in advance of their ar-
rival to the course. Kris Shaffer (2013) writes
in “Open-Source Scholarship,” “Hacking is a
core part of what we do as scholars and ped-
agogues. We are unapologetic tinkerers who
neither invent the wheel, nor are satisfied with
the wheels already at our disposal.” Our role
as teachers is also to draw students into this
work—to help them see the classroom as an
emergent space that responds to their inputs.
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3. Content should never be delivered at the ex-
pense of questions or openings to discus-
sion. Coverage is a myth. Too often, the
more we cover, the less students know. So,
put more energy into starting the discussion
and less anxiety into determining where ends
up. Sean Michael Morris and Jesse Stom-
mel (2015) write in “The Course as Container:
Distributed Learning and the MOOC,” “The
walls of the course circumscribe subject mat-
ter, project timelines, written work, and as-
sessment. The quarter, the semester, and the
course dictate almost everything we under-
stand about education” (p. 167) The bureau-
cracies of education shouldn’t stand in for ed-
ucation.

4. Realize that content is not actually a marker
of expertise. From the first moments of our
courses, relinquish some (perhaps not all) au-
thority and model uncertainty. Say directly
that the course will focus less on the expertise
of a teacher and more on the growing exper-
tise of students.

5. There is no plagiarism in pedagogy. The first
thing to open is our own approach—to other
teachers that can put them to use—they won’t
work in every class, or for every student, but
good pedagogy is not something we ought to
hoard. Give credit but worry less about taking
it.

4 Critical Pedagogy and Digital
Praxis in the Humanities

Constructing anything from a course to an institu-
tion involves a series of conscious choices. Each
option provides opportunity to create courses that
grant agency, opportunity, and access to students.

All the toggles and switches in education should
default to open, not closed—everything includ-
ing office doors, learning management systems,
academic journals, rubrics, and institutional poli-
cies. When any of these are closed, they automati-
cally limit agency to only those who currently hold
power. The inverse, however, does not hold: When
any of these are open, they do not automatically
bestow agency on the powerless. Openness does
not guarantee fairness. Liberatory empowerment
takes willful action and political/pedagogical com-
mitment. As Audrey Watters (2014) writes:

We act—at our peril—as if “open” is polit-
ically neutral, let alone politically good or
progressive. Indeed, we sometimes use
the word to stand in place of a politics
of participatory democracy. We presume
that, because something is “open” that it
necessarily contains all the conditions for
equality or freedom or justice.

It is up to us as educators to ensure that our politics
and our pedagogies are just as aligned with the goal
of student agency as the openness of our policies,
our resources, and our tools.

At the 2016 and 2017 Digital Humanities Sum-
mer Institutes, the authors of this chapter offered
a course-as-laboratory titled Critical Pedagogy and
Digital Praxis in the Humanities. In that course,
we applied critical pedagogy to a course about crit-
ical pedagogy, allowing every conversation we held
the opportunity to step back and “go meta” to dis-
cuss either the topic at hand or how it applied to
the class as it existed. The stated goal of the week-
long seminar sounded simple: We would brain-
storm, build, deploy, and assess an open online
course. That simple plan grew exponentially more
complicated as the course formed because of the
content—its participants. The roster filled with ev-
ery manner of digital humanist from a variety of
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fields, institutions, and experience levels. Merely
choosing a topic for the online course we would
build necessitated dialogue.

Dialogue, then, formed the core of this course’s
activities. By putting the participant’s interests and
needs at the center of our efforts and decision-
making as course instructors, we enforced a level
of responsiveness and flexibility that cannot come
from a predetermined syllabus or pre-built “canned
course” so common in today’s online learning en-
vironments. Instead, our plans and discussions
developed organically in response to participant
needs and interests. Our Coursepaks (the SI
equivalent of a course syllabus with required read-
ings) were dynamic documents—Google docs with
editing permission granted to any viewer. Those
documents became the focal point of our work
throughout each of the seminars, with note taking,
decision-making, and project organization all tak-
ing place in those files.

The goals stated above—that students build their
own textbooks, their own syllabi, their own learn-
ing outcomes—defined our goals for the week. We
knew we wanted to deploy on online course, and
the process of developing that course provided op-
portunity to explore our content. Participants in
each instance of the seminar determined what that
year’s open online class would be about. Those in
the 2016 seminar created “A Course is a Course is
a Course,” designed to “help participants better un-
derstand how pedagogical practices and structures
impact (digital) learning environments and frame
educational experiences for multiple audiences”
(Friend & Stommel, 2016).⁴ Those in the 2017 iter-

⁴This circumstance highlights how the fifth point in “From
Open Content to OpenDoors” resists traditional expectations
of content and scholarship. Standard citation methods com-
pel us to cite the course by crediting the SI seminar instruc-
tors as authors, as a consequence of the existing hierarchical
structures. However, the topic, title, and content of the on-

ation created “Oh, the Places You’ll “Know”: Ped-
agogy, Environments, and Digital Praxis,” which
aims to “develop an online community of inter-
ested educators and create an ongoing conversa-
tion about place/space within our contemporary
educational landscape” (Friend & DeRosa, 2017).
Each seminar’s participants created content based
on their interests and discoveries, allowing the fi-
nal products to reflect the people involved more
than a specific predefined idea. Issues surround-
ing learning environments (central to the 2016 co-
hort) and place/space (central to the 2017 cohort)
emerged organically through our in-class dialogues
about the learning process and its influences. By
“going meta” during class and asking what influ-
enced the learning process of participants in that
class, we drew from lived experience and ensured
that the participants, not a textbook, provided the
course content.

To be sure, the SI seminars had readings and
other source material used throughout the week.
Selections from Freire, hooks, Papert, and others
sparked our dialogue about critical pedagogy. Brief
presentations from the instructors helped clarify
topics based on our experiences with critical dig-
ital pedagogy (Jesse), open education and publish-
ing (Robin), and assessment (Chris). Those presen-
tations happened when participants deemed them
most useful. As facilitators, we let students know
that we had presentations—which we called “mini-
lectures”—ready to go once they became relevant
to the group’s needs for their project. Our sched-
ule for the week responded to the situation created
within the class. The content brought by the in-
structors merely served as stepping-off points for

line course—the material we are referencing and citing here—
was all created by the seminar participants, not the instruc-
tors. Yet traditional citation methods prove cumbersome at
best—if not patently insufficient—when faced with collabora-
tive work with some twenty collaborators.
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explorations and further dialogue as participants
drew from their experience to build the content of
their online class. The content of each course re-
flects the dynamic discovery process of its respec-
tive seminar as surely as the style of each module
reflects the personalities of its group of creators.

These seminars demonstrate what we see as the
essence of DH work expressed through enacted
pedagogy. Seminar participants were given agency
over the content of the course, the work they would
do to complete it, and the means by which they as-
sessed their participation and learning. The prod-
ucts they created demonstrated the process of their
thinking and a desire to share their created knowl-
edge with the rest of the community of educators—
work done truly for the public good.

The Digital Humanities provides richness and
variety in its projects and research work, and it
consistently embraces openness in its tools and
projects. We cannot demand openness and acces-
sibility of our tools without implementing them in
our teaching, too. Applying the principle of open-
ness to the content, resources, and pedagogy of DH
courses demonstrates the values of the digital hu-
manities through instruction. By reinforcing those
values through our pedagogy, we build trust among
DH practitioners. As we strengthen that trust and
solidify the personal relationships within the field,
the real content of our work can emerge: the stu-
dents who join us.

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1901) writes in The
American Scholar, “Books are the best of things,
well used; abused, among the worst … I had better
never see a book than to be warped by its attrac-
tion clean out of my own orbit and made a satellite
instead of a system” (p. 16). Certainly, some of the
bookswe readwith students are decided in advance
by us. Content is brought by us to the class, like our
own knowledge and expertise, as a series of entry
points, not cut paths. And we leave space for stu-

dents to question the approach, space for students
to hack our syllabi, recognizing all the while that
education is always contextual—and that the con-
texts are different every time we teach. The recur-
sive work of an open pedagogy is not just the work
of a teacher. It is not merely that we acknowledge
the unique contexts of students in the classroom,
but that we allow those contexts to guide the learn-
ing in explicit and implicit ways.

And so we might start by finding and making
content openly available on the web, but we also
ask students to create, remix, and hack content on
the web. Students build their own textbooks, their
own syllabi, their own learning outcomes. They
also work within a perforated community—a net-
worked group of learners that extends beyond the
bounds of those officially enrolled in a term-based
class. And ultimately a community that outlives the
course that gave birth to it.
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