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abstract: One long-held belief in archival education is that physicil srimary sources engage students
more effectively than digitized sources do. This investigation<uestions that belief by analyzing
whether and to what extent the format of a primary seurce impacts student engagement and
learning, using a controlled study of students in a busiri¢ss ethics course. The findings suggest that,
in instruction requiring the rhetorical analysis of afrimary source, digitized primary sources may
engage and contribute to student learning just/@s effectively as physical sources. These findings
have significant implications for primary s¢urce pedagogy.

Introduction

n their 2019 analysis of the literature on teaching with primary sources, Patrick

Garcia, Joseph LiGeck, and Elizabeth Yakel note that “exposing students to the ‘magi-

cal awe’ of @orking with analog archival materials [has been] a key engagement
strategy” of dibrarians. Indeed, this belief underlies the most common outreach strategy
of archives.*This approach, based on the assumption that the physical is superior to the
digital>0lds that physical primary source materials naturally engage students better in
learihing and hold their attention longer than digitized primary source materials. This
article questions this long-standing belief by presenting research that addresses whether
students learn or engage differently when interacting with digital or physical primary
source materials. The findings show that when students are asked to rhetorically analyze
primary sources, the format of the sources has no discernible impact on their learning
and engagement levels.
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These findings have potentially wide-

when students are asked to ranging implications for primary source educa-

sources, the format of the

engagement levels.

rhetorically ana]yze primary tion and pedagogy. They suggest that digitized

sources can be scaled up to engage greater
numbers of students with primary source ma-

sources has no discernible terials, addressing many of the challenges faced
impact on their learning and by archives and repositories that are bounded

by space or staffing limitations, or that face
institutional pedagogical changes to online or

hybrid instruction. The findings also pointte
some approaches that may be used to design modes of instruction that center on and
are informed by digitized objects.

Literature Review

Literature on the assessment of student learning in archives and spec¢ial collections re-
mains a relatively nascent area of study. For example, while Géatcia, Lueck, and Yakel’s
article provides a thorough literature review of the pedagogital history of archives and
special collections, many of the sources that comprise thishistory provide little guidance
on or concrete strategies for assessment.? Most of the litétature in this area delineates the
importance of primary source literacy and providesimodels for it.’> Literature explicitly
addressing the evaluation of student learning &9es so within the context of students’
use of physical primary sources.!

While some articles address pedagogy and student learning in the context of digital
sources, the potential role or impact efithe format is often overlooked.® Instead, much
of the literature about digitized priraary source collections focuses on either the role of
such collections in K-12 education or the challenges associated with creating, navigating,
and teaching with them.® In-K212 educational settings, large digitized collections are

for teachers and students,

16 a physical archive.

settings, large digitized

O often the only primary source option for teachers

In K-12 educational and students, as they seldom have access to a physi-

cal archive. Teachers may utilize, for example, the
American Memory Project, a collection of historical

collections ar¢ often the resources, or the Digital Public Library of America
only primary source option  (DPLA), a free discovery tool that provides access

to digital collections and archives. Thus, much of
the literature in this area also includes case studies

as they seldom have access  about teachers’ creation and use of digitized “docu-

ment packets” of primary source materials, as well
as teaching strategies for using these materials,

rather than analyzing what students learn.” In the
realm of higher education, some authors identify additional challenges associated with
primary sources. For example, the team of Peter Wosh, Janet Bunde, Karen Murphy,
and Chelsea Blacker discusses how an archive’s limited hours and staffing can affect
student access. Alexandra Chassanoff notes scholars’ needs for greater contextualization
of digitized primary sources, specifically detailed descriptions of the collections within
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the online finding aid (such as notes about provenance) and assurances that they are
accessing the entire collection.®

Notably, some scholars have identified the importance of regarding digital col-
lections as distinct from their printed counterparts in terms of their affordances—for
example, their potential to be shared and disseminated more widely than physical
primary sources. Digital materials thus require pedagogical approaches that align with
the digital medium.’ Teachers and librarians should design sessions that consider the
digital medium through which primary source materials are constituted.'” The find-
ings of this study strongly suggest, however, that in the case of instruction requiring &
rhetorical analysis of a primary source, digitized sources can engage and contribute-to
student learning just as effectively as physical sources can. Indeed, research comparing
students’ reading comprehension of print and e-textbooks provides one analagous body
of literature to draw on when researching the impact of a primary sourcés format on
student learning—a point described in the “Results” section.

Given the challenges surrounding digitized collections of primary sources—their
creation, discovery, and use, and the pedagogical strategies required o successfully teach
with them—as well as the impact these challenges likely have'en student engagement
and learning, it seems vital to address the role that

format plays in a student’s engagement with and (>, . .
understanding of a primary source. As noted ear- " * phy31cal archival

lier, this gap in the literature surrounding student collections are themselves
learning in relation to primary sources may jpoint
to the implicit and long-held belief that physical . ..
primary sources are inherently superiorto digitized and sanctioned, consisting
sources because they can engage studefits’ attention  of decontextualized or

and spark learning in ways that-digitized sources
cannot. Another common assertion is that digitized
collections are too selective;dr too removed from Of materials selected bY

context compared with physical collections. This archivists and librarians
contention elides thefatt that physical archival col-

institutionally determined

recontextualized groups

lections are themseives institutionally determined

and sanctioned;.consisting of decontextualized or recontextualized groups of materials
selected bycétchivists and librarians. This study seeks to challenge this potential implicit
assumptien of the superiority of physical primary sources and address the gap in the
literafare by analyzing whether and to what extent the format of a primary source im-
pasts'student engagement and learning.

Methodology

In the fall of 2017, a faculty member in the Kelley School of Business at Indiana Uni-
versity Bloomington contacted the Department of Teaching and Learning because she
was interested in incorporating primary sources into her spring 2018 course in business
ethics. As a business law specialist, she had limited experience using primary sources
for scholarly purposes but felt that they could enhance students’” understanding of eth-
ics by engaging them with materials about the history of women’s campus experiences
at the university.

101



102

Comparing the Impact of Physical and Digitized Primary Sources on Student Engagement

Because the faculty member would teach two sections of the same class in busi-
ness ethics, the authors quickly realized the potential for a controlled research study to
examine questions about student engagement and learning. The immediate goal was
to gauge students’ levels of engagement and assess their learning. A larger goal was to
collect data that might provide context for making strategic and evidence-based deci-
sions on when, whether, and under what circumstances digital and physical primary
sources might be best used in the classroom, given the time, scale, and resource limita-
tions of primary source collections." With these goals in mind, the authors developed
the following research questions:

1. Do students engage with primary sources differently when the materials are
presented in a digital versus physical format?

2. Do students learn differently when primary sources are presented it a digital
versus physical format?

The authors, the university archivist, and the faculty member wotked together to
select materials relating to women'’s historic experiences on campussThen the authors
collaborated with the faculty member to create a case study atsignment that students
would complete while interacting with the primary sources (They sought to design an
assignment that would incorporate elements of the Association for College and Research
Libraries (ACRL) Guidelines for Primary Source Literacy'? and that would foster each
student’s ability to interpret primary source matezials at a basic level. The assignment
also needed to meet the course’s learning objectiyes—connecting primary sources with
the institutional policies, stakeholder perspeciives, and ethical frameworks of a historical
period. To this end, they crafted a series*of questions promoting a rhetorical, guided-
inquiry approach for students to use iriclass as they engaged with their given primary
source. The assignment questions were as follows:

1. What kind of documen#iase you looking at? When do you think it was created?
Why do you think jt'was created? Give a brief description of what is going on
in this document

2. What perspegtive(s) are present in the document? Who do you think the audi-
ence for this;document is? What do you think was going on in the culture/time
this docamient was written?

3. After'reading this document, imagine you're a female student at the time this
dééument was published. How do you think you might have felt about these
policies? How would you feel about these policies if you were a male student
at the time?

4. How far have we come, or not come, as a result of these policies? Have these
policies done what they intended to do? What could be some unintended con-
sequences of these policies that are playing out now in our time?

5. What pressures were on those in charge of students, such as the president and
trustees, in making the policies (or changing them when they were unpopular)?
If you were in charge, what pressures do you think would have been the hard-
est to resist?
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6. Can you defend a policy you saw today under one of the ethical frameworks
we’ve studied? Would any framework say these policies are wrong?

7. In what ways does Indiana University still treat women and men differently?
Are any of those things unethical in your view?

Both sections of the class followed the same lesson plan, with two unavoidable
differences. In keeping with archival practices, students using the physical primary
sources were asked to leave their backpacks, food

and beverages, and pens to the side of the room, al-
though they could use phones, laptops, and pencils. . .
Students engaging with digitized primary sources practices, students usiig
used their own devices and had no restrictions on  the physical primary

food, drink, or writing implements. Second, each

In keeping with archival

class metin different settings. The one working with sources were asked to leave
physical primary sources worked in a large room in their backpa CKS, food and
Wells Library at tables arranged to facilitate small |, everages, and pens to the
group work. The students working with digitized

: BT
sources met in their usual classroom, a moderately side of.the room

sized lecture hall with tables arranged in concentric
half-circles, with enough space between each circle forsividents to turn around and work
in small groups. Both classes included introductory-arthival instruction from the univer-
sity archivist as well as a closing discussion facilitited by the faculty member about the
relationship of the primary sources to the couise topics. Students in both classes worked
on the assignment in small groups during €lass, which was due at the end of class.

To quantify students’ skills and inteipretive abilities with the primary sources, the
researchers developed two rubricsi\one to assess students’ engagement with primary
sources during class, and the othét’to assess their learning outcomes from the assignment.
Although there is little literatiite on the assessment of engagement for the purposes of
learning, one of the authois’' found some guidance in a study examining early readers
in a K-12 setting andused this methodology as inspiration to develop a rubric.”® She
developed the engagement rubric to define positive and negative observable behaviors
for engagementgyith primary sources. To apply the engagement rubric, the authors re-
cruited threesbservers for each section. Since each class was about 50 students working
in small groups, it was necessary to divide the class into portions and assign an observer
to clogéty watch each group. Dividing the class into small portions kept observation
mar{ageable and accurate, creating full, attentive coverage. An observer who saw a
listed behavior marked the appropriate column on the rubric regardless of whether
that student had exhibited the behavior before. For example, if a student exclaimed,
“Wow!” and a few minutes later the same student said, “Hey, look at this!” both positive
engagement indicators were recorded. Additionally, each observer was encouraged to
note other observances, interpretations, and questions on the rubric. The authors used
the rubric to tally results of observed behavior and to compare positive and negative
indicators between sections.
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BUS L-375 Business Ethics Engagement Rubric SECTION
|Positive Indicators TALLY Negative Indicators TALLY
In small groups students In small groups students are
exchange lots of questions/ mostly quiet and passive;
comments with each other. they seek direction from the

teacher.
Students seem curious and Students distracted by
self-directed in groups. something unrelated to the
task.
Students demonstrate high Students seem uninterested
degree of curiosity (smiles, in engaging with the
exclamations, questions) materials (scrolling through
when engaging with the scans, flipping through
materials. materials without reading).
‘When reporting out, When reporting out,
students offer questions and students have to be
comments. prompted for responses.
Students respond positively Students express frustration
to the format / presentation about the format /
of the materials. presentation of the
materials.
Students seem to have
technical issues (e.g.,
problems getting to the Bex
folder).

Other observations of note (use back if necessary):

Observer
name

Figure 1. The rubric used to assess students’ engdgement with primary sources during class.

The authors developed the s€oond rubric to assess students’ learning outcomes,
drawing on both the ACRL’s Guidelines for Primary Source Literacy and its Framework

for Information Literacy for Higher Education. The authors identified several elements

from the primary source guidelines, as well as dispositions from the frames “Author-

ity Is Constructed an&Contextual” and “Research as Inquiry,” using these to form the

criteria and the.imdicators of the rubric.!* While the assignment was developed with

the primary souice guidelines as the principal resource, the learning outcomes rubric

maps easily 1o the ACRL’'s Framework and is therefore effective at assessing informa-

tion literAcy outcomes as well. Once students completed the assignment questions, the

faculti’ member collected the assignments, scanned them, and gave them to the research-

ers.for analysis. The authors first normed the rubric and then individually applied it to

the completed assignments. They then met to review scores for each assignment and

analyzed the data using Excel.
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Primary Source Literacy Rubric

4

3

1

Identify source
materials

(Authority is Constructed and Contextual)

Identifies key components
of source material
including what is it, who
created it, and why.

Does not identify any key
components of the source
material.

Evaluate perspectives

Evaluates perspectives of
the creator(s) including

Does not consider
perspectives present in

the source. Does not

time, culture, creator,
format, genre, and
publication history to
situate source in context.

(Information Creation as a Process)

( y is C and C tone, subjectivity, and
biases and relates these to relate to the original
the original purpose and purpose and audience of
audience of the source. the source.
Apply context Applies knowledge of the Does not apply contextual

knowledge to situate |
source in context. |

Identifies, interrogates,
and considers the reasons
for silences, gaps,
contradictions, or
evidence of power
relationships.

Identify silences

(Information Has Value)

Does not identify:silences,
gaps, contradictidns, or
evidence.ornower
relatignships.

Demonstrates historical
empathy, curiosity about
the past, and appreciation
for historical sources and
historical actors

Historical empathy

( ity Is C: and C

Does not demonstrate
historical empathy,
curiosity, or appreciation
for history

Figure 2. The rubric used to assess students’ learning outcoriesin primary source literacy from

the assignment.

Reguits

Regarding students’ engagement witi, physical and digitized materials, positive indi-
cators for both groups were high,with students in each group exhibiting a significant

degree of curiosity and converSation with one
another. While the engagenfent indicators were
comparable between the phiysical and digital for-
mat groups, there was g discernible difference in
negative indicators\irl the group using digitized
sources with regard to distraction. Students in the
digital groupnised their own mobile devices, and
observers noted 37 instances of students check-
ing squial media and other websites during class.
The researchers attributed this difference to the
inherently distracting nature of multiuse digital

Students in the digital group
used their own mobile
devices, and observers noted
37 instances of students
checking social media and
other websites during class.
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technology.’® Overall, however, they found a statistically negligible difference in both
positive and negative engagement indicators between the two groups.
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Engagement results - Aggregate (spring & fall 2018)
450
400
350 m Positive Indicators
0
250 M Negative Indicators
Print Digital ~

Figure 3. Results comparing engagement with print versys digitized primary sources, aggregate
from the spring 2018 and fall 2018 semesters.

When comparing student learningiireach group, the results revealed that the ex-
tent of learning was comparable inall“areas of the rubric. Both when examining how
well students performed overall acd within each of the individual criteria, the format
in which the primary source was presented did not show any significant difference in
students’ learning.

The minimal differgnee in learning and engagement based on format mirrors find-
ings conducted with\students in gauging their reading comprehension when using e-
textbooks versus @aditional print textbooks. These studies show that reading an e-text
takes studentg:ionger due to distraction on digital devices but does not affect learning
outcomes gverall.’® Given these studies about the impact of e-text versus print text on
student]¢@rning, in addition to the findings from this project, the authors conclude that
the fotrnat of a source does not significantly affect student learning or engagement in
cirewmstances similar to the one presented here.
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Student Learning Outcomes - Physical Sources
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@Q

Student Learning Outcom@c’legutaISources
n=

’()

60
N
2V
40
30
: -
10
0

Total

BSumof 4
mSumof3
mSum of 2

miumol L

A
F@lre 5. Student learning outcomes with digital primary sources.

Discussion

Although the mandate to increase student engagement is pervasive in higher education,
methodologies for assessing engagement in learning activities are largely absent from
the literature. The dearth of literature in this area is compounded by the varied and
multifaceted use of the word engagement in higher education. By specifically defining
learning engagement indicators, the researchers hoped to create experimental parameters
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that would produce a clear snapshot of classroom engagement. They also recognized that
using a rubric to observe students’ engagement is an inherently subjective endeavor. For
example, observers were instructed to apply the rubric in such a way as to accurately
represent their impressions of the class engagement, but these impressions were invari-
ably swayed by an observer’s perception of what positive and negative engagement
look like. The results are also affected by an individual’s ability to observe a number of
student groups at the same time. While the authors attempted to quantify observations,
they acknowledge that the application of the rubric is dependent on the individual using
the rubric and the circumstances of each

...when the use of primary sources

class. Nevertheless, the developmerit
and use of the engagement rubric may

is largely a device for sparking

thinking and questioning, and the

assignment requires rhetorical
analysis, the results show that
digital and physical sources
produce remarkably similar

provide a workable methodolog¢ for as-
sessing students” engagement’

More importantly, the tesearchers
acknowledge that the subject matter and
assignment for this course influenced the
results. In businéss-¢thics, primary source
materials play'aless central role in the un-

results in student learning and
engagement.

derstandirigof course content than they
might @r“a history course, for example.
Adgatbnally, the assignment required
stydents to analyze the rhetorical features

of written content in primary sources but
not their material forms—an element thatifincluded, would certainly influence results.
In short, these results would not apply ¢ instructional situations in which the primary
sources are a core of course content.6r'in which the materiality of the objects is critical to
their interpretation. Yet in instanices when the use of primary sources is largely a device
for sparking thinking and questioning, and the assignment requires rhetorical analysis,
the results show that digital and physical sources produce remarkably similar results
in student learning ang.€ngagement.

Conclusion

For archivés and special collections with limited staff and resources, these findings may
illumin&tea path forward for integrating primary sources into coursework without sac-
rificinglearning or engagement. Perspectives from faculty, archivists, and students show
that the availability of the physical archives and personnel can affect student experience
and learning in the classroom.!” Issues regarding search interface functionality and the
lack of context for the materials remain barriers to the use of large digitized collections
in the classroom.” Nevertheless, digitized collections—even “one-off” scans meant for
only one or a few sessions with students—can provide broader access to primary source
materials. When chosen in collaboration with librarians and archivists, digitized collec-
tions can provide quality learning and engagement experiences for students and faculty
in circumstances when limitations—including little or no access to physical collections,
inadequate staffing, and shortage of time—may prevent the use of primary sources in
the classroom.
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Libraries and archives are concerned with proving the value of their services and
engage in active outreach to increase their visibility and relevance to institutions of
higher education. One way to accomplish this is to invest in embedded experiences
that provide deep meaning to a small number of students and instructors. Another
way, and the one for which this research

. 1 . . 1 . . o e e
is relevant, is to increase bfoad appea Maklng informed use of dlgltlled
to more stakeholders. Questions of scale

are a core component of and a recurring materials in the classroom is one
challenge for any instructional program. way to match instructional scale

Making informed use of digitized materi-
als in the classroom is one way to match
instructional scale to institutional scale  sacrificing learning or engagement.

to institutional scale without

without sacrificing learning or engage-
ment. Once digitized and collected, ma-
terials can be reused with less time commitment from librarians and archivists to select,
pull, and return them (particularly when the items are stored off-site). Additionally, as
more classes are taught in online and hybrid formats, librariansmust continue to make
strategic decisions about when to use digitized materials ver$us physical materials. These
decisions will, in turn, take on greater significance regarding the value and relevance of
primary source collections to institutions. Expandingtié use of primary source materials
into digital spaces may have implications not quiy’ for primary source pedagogy and
student learning but also for the long-term pteservation and value of the materials to
the institutions that support them.

Of course, the limitations of this study elicit additional questions and may spark
further areas of research. For examplefthe study’s questions about learning and engage-
ment with digital and physical girimary sources, when applied to courses requiring
extended use and interpretation of primary source materials, may likely produce data
that provide more nuance to the understanding of learning and engagement. Addition-
ally, the research practices-df doctoral students and faculty members would bring added
perspectives to the giiestion of the strengths and limitations of digital versus physical
primary sources..¥iany researchers use digitized primary sources, but to what extent
and in what circumstances? When do experts consider a digital copy an acceptable
surrogate fdthe physical item? What implications does this have for student learning
and habits? What implications do these practices have for primary source collections?

This study was driven by the authors’ background in and experience with teach-
ing,and learning in general, rather than with primary source materials. Because of their
background, they endeavored to gather data about the effect of digitized and physical
materials on students’ learning and engagement—data that they believe highly applicable
to primary source instruction. They were interested primarily in providing librarians,
archivists, and instructors with relevant data to make informed decisions about effective
pedagogy given limitations of time, resources, and scale. While the authors would never
argue against the importance of providing students with the experience of engaging
with physical primary sources, this study shows that digital surrogates can be equally
effective for student learning and engagement in some circumstances.
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Additionally, one unexplored area within primary source pedagogy is teaching
students to analyze digital sources as artifacts. Users, as James Mussell asserts, must be
able to “analyse how a resource has been put together if they are to understand how
the digital representation differs from whatever it republishes.” He suggests this form
of analysis may, in turn, allow users to “understand how a specific instantiation of the
source material affects what it means. All editorial projects make arguments about
whatever they republish, and digital resources are no exception.”” Some strategies that
support this approach could encourage students to ask rhetorical questions about how
users are positioned in the narratives constructed by digital collections, the level of col-
laboration encouraged by digital collections, and the individual and group identiti€s
rhetorically constituted by digital collections.”® Additional approaches might include
analyzing the affordances that a digitized primary source provides a user (for-ekample,
the ability to zoom in to examine a scanned document); examining the interface design
of a collection to infer what argument it makes for the materials in its toiiection; and
studying the software and hardware (for example, markup languages“and operating
systems) used to instantiate the source itself, as well as what these eleiments reveal about
its digital materiality.*!

Given the results of this experiment, the authors seek tg\provide a useful resource
for librarians, archivists, and instructors. They also hopetg'initiate conversations about
choosing both the appropriate resources and the mos¥effective format for inspiring
student engagement and learning in the twenty-fizsttentury.
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Libraries; she may be reached by e-mail at: ainmegpress@iu.edu.
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