R

E

S

E

A

R

C

H

A

R

T

I

C

L

E

Developing Digital Literacy through
Multi-Institution Collaboration and
Technology Partnership: An Analysis of
Assignments, Student Responses, and
Instructor Reflections
Kenyan Burnham
Texas Tech University
Jason Tham
Texas Tech University

Abstract. Digital literacy is an ongoing area of inquiry and
research in technical and professional communication (TPC)
pedagogy. This article reports the findings from an analysis of
assignment designs and deployments, complemented by student and instructor reflections on the use of a digital archive
in digital literacy development. We found that instructors collaboratively innovated learning exercises that took advantage
of the rhetorical nature of a digital archive. Students reported
positive experiences with the assignments and indicated
their own digital literacy development through challenges
encountered and ways to overcome them. Instructors reflected on the importance of collaboration and partnership
in innovating pedagogical approaches to cultivate digital
literacy. Based on these insights, we conclude that collaborative inquiry and innovation is imperative for TPC pedagogy.
Keywords: Digital literacy, digital archive, collaboration, TPC
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echnical and professional communication (TPC) courses have
long been conducive sites for developing technological and
digital literacies in students. Whether through major or service
courses across research, comprehensive, and two-year institutions,
TPC instructors have experimented with ways to introduce students to
critical, ethical, and effective use of digital technologies so they can be
more ready to participate meaningfully as professionals in TPC workplaces (Cargile Cook, 2002; Duin & Tham, 2018; Hovde & Renguette,
2017; Swarts, 2011). Leveraging the existing interests in the scholarly
community about this staple topic and the affordances of TPC courses,
three instructors from the University of Minnesota formed a research
group in Spring 2019 and began collaboration with the internationally
known open-access digital archive, Fabric of Digital Life (https://fabricofdigitallife.com) and its affiliated Decimal Lab at Ontario Tech University (Canada), to study the development of student digital literacy
through exploration and contribution to the digital archive. With the
support of a research grant from the Council for Programs in Technical
and Scientific Communication (CPTSC) under the Building Digital Literacy (BDL) project––this research group quickly grew to include eight
more scholar-teachers from seven U.S. institutions in Fall 2019.
The scholar-instructors participating in the BDL project each designed and deployed assignments that utilized Fabric to let students
explore emerging technologies and learn about digital archiving. In
this article, we report a study of these assignment deployments and
the continued efforts in helping students engage with digital literacy
for TPC purposes. We begin by situating our overall project within ongoing discussions about digital and technological literacies for technical communicators. Then, we describe the collaborative nature of the
BDL research and the ways instructors deployed Fabric in their respective courses. In reporting our methodological framework, we provide
details regarding the qualitative content analysis of assignments,
student responses, and instructor perspectives. Our results addressed
two questions; the first question explored instructors’ use of Fabric as
an archive, a resource, and a subject for building digital literacy, and
the second question explored the ways students encountered Fabric in
their assignments, the challenges they faced and strategies for overcoming those challenges, as well as the instructors’ own reflections on
the meaningfulness of Fabric in TPC pedagogy. Our results reminded
us that the significance of continually refining our pedagogical frameworks and how we understand teaching digital literacy can not be
overstated. Including peer educators and their students in the collective development and improvement of pedagogy can lead to valuable

insights that advance our shared understanding of teaching digital
literacy in TPC courses, such as the following:
• How instructors chose to include digital technologies in their
courses corresponded to what assignment activities were afforded or constrained by the platform (like curating artifacts on
Fabric, performing audience analysis, and so on).
• However challenging new technologies might be to understand and master, students emphasized social, rhetorical, and
cultural challenges above technical challenges in relation to
digital literacy learning, reminding TPC educators that the
site of engagement for digital literacy development extends
beyond the platform to the more complex paradigm that platforms like Fabric were situated within.
• Regarding challenges faced in their assignments, students provided us with three broad strategies for addressing challenges
in novel digital environments: 1) simplifying the concept or
problem, 2) adopting slower and more methodical efforts to
engage the materials, and 3) making challenges themselves
the core focus of their learning efforts.
• Having instructors integrate an unfamiliar technological platform into their courses promoted intentional discussions of
technological and rhetorical effects within their assignments.
Based on these findings, we discuss in this article the implications
of collaborative inquiry, student agency, and instructor reflexivity on TPC pedagogy and the continued development of digital
literacy in TPC students.
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Literature Review
Our understanding of digital literacy was informed by the trail-blazing
scholarship presented by computers and writing researchers, including
the works of Gail Hawisher and Cindy Selfe (1989, 1997, 1999) and Stuart Selber (2004). We also learned from digital rhetoricians who investigated the affordances of new media and networked environments
(Gurak, 1997, 2001; Ulmer, 2003), who highlighted the importance
of emergent literacies that cope with the evolving features of digital
technologies. Specific to TPC contexts, we paid closer attention to
the theoretical frameworks created by scholars like Kelli Cargile Cook
(2002), Lee-Ann Kastman Breuch (2002), Rachel Spilka (2010), Jason
Swarts (2011), and Marjorie Rush Hovde and Corrine Renguette (2017).
Cargile Cook’s (2002) “layered literacies” framework considered
technological literacy to be among six layers of literate practices,
namely basic, rhetorical, social, technological, ethical, and critical.
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This full-stack frame for literacies motivates TPC instructors to guide
their students to be holistic professionals and position technology
within a larger ecology of use. Breuch’s (2002) framework agrees with
this integrated approach, stating that issues related to technological
performance, contextual factors, and linguistic activities can give TPC
students the mechanism to analyze rhetorical situations mediated by
technologies.
As computers and information technologies evolve to be more
complex and ubiquitous in our personal and professional lives, TPC
scholars and instructors are challenged to update their pedagogical
approaches in response to changing needs (Spilka, 2010). By the time
they graduate, TPC students are expected to be fluent in industryspecific technologies and processes, such as coding and programming
languages, interface design tools, collaboration and content management platforms, among others. Swarts (2011) noted that “technological
literacy entails the production of networks within which literate uses
become defined” (p. 296). These networks are both complex and social.
Moreover, as Eva Brumberger, Clair Lauer, and Kathryn Northcut
(2013) and Nicholas Carrington (2015) demonstrated, students want to
experiment with technological tools in the TPC classroom. Hovde and
Renguette (2017) specifically argued that TPC courses should teach
students both principles and practice to better prepare them for workplace demands. Students should get hands-on training and exercise
experience with various technologies so they can learn to assess different tools for different TPC contexts and needs.
Nonetheless, incorporating technologies directly into TPC classes
presented issues in the assessment of learning. As Han Yu (2010)
observed, the gap between TPC classrooms and workplace practices
needs to be closed to provide students with authentic learning experiences that prepare them for actual workplace performance. This
requires ongoing attention to workplace trends and creating simulations in the learning environment that foster similar environments and
experiences. Sally Henschel and Lisa Melonçon (2014), in revisiting
Cargile Cook’s (2002) layered frame and Robert Reich’s (1992) symbolic-analytic abilities for 21st century working professionals, showcased
the rationale for TPC as a field to examine “common conceptual and
practical skill sets that will prepare students to become successful
professionals” (p. 22).
Hovde and Renguette (2017) warned us, however, that “the immediacy of learning how to use the functional level of the software may
distract students and faculty members from exploring and developing other levels of technological literacy” (p. 401). To address this kind

of challenge, Hovde and Renguette recommended that instructors
design and deploy assignments “with technical communication principles being secondary as students created several deliverables common
to technical or professional communication situations” (2017, p. 406).
That way, students can remain focused on the purpose of technological use within practical TPC settings.
Another strategy is to emphasize the humanistic elements of
technology for TPC students. Echoing the “humanistic rationale for
technical writing” forwarded by Carolyn Miller (1979) decades ago, recent scholarship stressed the importance of a humanistic approach to
digital literacy development in TPC programs. Jay Gordon (2009) noted
that TPC as a field should “acknowledge or integrate humanism and
humanistic perspectives” (p. 131) for its stakeholders–public audience
and students alike–to impart a more complex notion of techne, a practice involving reason concerned with production in TPC. Dale Sullivan
(2013) agreed that teaching students to acknowledge what it means to
be human amid their interactions with technologies is crucial in their
digital literacy development.
In sum, TPC programs and instruction have focused on holistic,
competency-driven, yet rhetorical and humanistic approaches to
digital literacy development. Our present research and pedagogical
investments through BDL are informed by these above perspectives.
This project seeks to add value to TPC programmatic scholarship
through an examination of assignments and learning activities that
aim to promote digital literacy in TPC students. Our study unpacks the
motivations and strategies by instructors in helping students cultivate
digital literacy using the digital archive Fabric. We also analyze how
meaningful such use of Fabric is for the purposes of teaching and
learning in TPC.
Secondarily, this project showcases collaborative research as valuable to TPC programs as a larger network. To date, BDL’s collaborative
work has leveraged the critical and reflective traditions of the humanities and seeks constructive engagement with digital literacy research.
We have continually pushed the boundaries of digital literacy conceptions (Davis et al.; Tham et al., 2021) and collaborative methods to promote international learning (Duin et al., 2020; Duin, Tham, & Pedersen,
2021; Tham, Duin, Veeramoothoo, & Fuglsby, 2021). Next, to provide a
contextual background to our study, we reveal the collaborative relationships between the instructors in the BDL project and Fabric.
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Design of Collaboration and Pedagogy with Fabric of Digital
Life

humanities metadata ontology developed over several years. Fabric
advances recent relevant work on digital humanities tools that inform
cultural discovery of textual and visual content in digital archives and
databases through a human-centric lens (Drucker, 2009; Fan, 2018;
Hayles, 2012; Moynihan & Putra, 2019). Figure 1 shows the Analytics
page on the Fabric website with a human body-based search and navigation feature to the available artifacts of embodied technologies—
devices that reside on or in the body—as archived by Fabric users.
A total of 11 instructors across seven U.S. institutions1, three
undergraduate RAs (University of Minnesota, Texas Tech University,
Ontario Tech University), and Fabric director Isabel Pedersen and
senior archivist Sharon Caldwell took part in the Fall 2019–Spring 2020
(August 2019 through May 2020) BDL cohort, meeting bi-weekly to
share insights, receiving direction on the curation process, and refining collective understanding of digital literacy. All BDL instructors
used the open-access Collective Access software—Fabric’s public web
interface—to identify, collect, archive, catalogue, revise and analyze
the discourses (i.e., articles, images, audios, videos, other artifacts, and
events) surrounding emerging technologies. Outcomes included 1)
development of spreadsheets, instructional videos, and guides for use
across multiple disciplines, and 2) pilot testing (see Figures 2, 3, & 4) as
students completed metadata to organize objects, curated collection
pages, and showcased individual artifacts.

Figure 1. Fabric artifacts at a glance. The body-based search system
for available artifacts of technology shown on the Analytics page of
the Fabric of Digital Life website

To provide a reference point for our analysis in this study, here we
briefly describe the nature of the digital archive that was deployed
across the courses under our BDL study. The Fabric of Digital Life is a
large digital repository that holds over 4,300 textual and visual artifacts
(as of May 2021); 2,500+ are video clips depicting inventions, visual
narratives, film clips, broadcast journalism, advertising, and other
visual cultural artifacts. Fabric provides a relational database that enables cataloging, searching, and browsing of web-based special collections. Fabric reveals how the adoption and adaptation to technology is
woven into culture and people’s lives. Its public web interface provides
access to digital humanities collections, which are organized using a
6

1
University of Central Florida, University of Minnesota, SUNY-Alfred
State, University of Richmond, North Carolina State University, New York Institute of Technology, and Texas Tech University.
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Figure 2. Initial sorting and metadata management. Students use
spreadsheets to identify objects in a curated collection and assign appropriate metadata to each category within an object.
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Figure 4. Browsable overview of objects in a collection. Below the
introduction in a collection is a gallery view of objects curated with
thumbnail images of the individual objects. Viewers can click on any
thumbnail to open the individual object page.

Figure 3. Front-end publication on Fabric. This is what a “collection”
looks like when the students have completed a curation and published
it to the Fabric collection page. Each collection consists of curatorial
and editorial information, as well as an introduction that provides context to the curated objects.

Because each BDL instructor has unique pedagogical objectives, we
did not impose any assignment deployment criteria except that it
should involve the use of Fabric in some capacity. As part of a course
module or assignment, students might
• Examine: learn to explore existing Fabric content through artifacts
or analyze Fabric as an artifact;
• Contribute: learn to archive single objects (media representations)
and understand existing keywords meta data; and/or
• Curate: learn to archive collections of media representations
related to a theme. Here students develop/identify a novel set of
keywords, applicable to the collection.
During the bi-weekly meetings, BDL instructors learned from the
8
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instructional units that Fabric had prepared to help students explore
and possibly curate collections on emerging technologies. Instructors
also shared their course learning objectives, assignment design and
timeline for assignment activities, and invited students to complete
surveys on how this work has influenced their understanding of digital
literacy. Finally, instructors provided short reflections on their involvement with BDL and its impact on building student understanding of
digital literacy.

Table 1. Assignments curated and analyzed (N=24) from 11 instructors
across 3 semesters.
Semester
Fall 2019

Veeramoothoo

Data Collection and Analysis Methods
Our IRB-approved study is concerned with the pedagogical strategies
BDL instructors have employed in collaboration with Fabric to build
students’ digital literacy. Students and instructors who participated in
this study provided informed consent to release their survey responses
and reflective notes. Participants were able to withdraw from the study
at any time.
Our study was guided by the following research questions:
• RQ 1: How do TPC instructors “teach” digital literacy using a
platform such as Fabric? What assignments do they design and
deploy?
• RQ 2: To what extent are these assignments meaningful to
both the students and the instructor?
By triangulating the instructor’s and student’s reflection of their
experience with the assignment’s deployment we hope to gain an
understanding of the role of a collaborative archiving platform in the
overall pedagogy of digital literacy within TPC.
Data Collection
We have collected the assignments designed and deployed by BDL
instructors between Fall 2019 and Summer 2020 semesters. We created a shared Google Drive folder where the instructors deposited their
assignment descriptions and instructions, along with their own commentaries about teaching the particular assignment, as well as voluntary student feedback on the assignment. All assignments collected in
this study are from TPC courses or are concerned with TPC topics and
learning objectives, focusing on rhetoric, design of communications,
technical and professional writing, and user experience and document
design. Table 1 documents the assignments curated and examined in
this study.
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Instructor
Duin

Hocutt
Stambler

Misak
Davis

Spring 2020

Ranade
Campbell

Duin
Fonash

Gonzales

Assignnment Name(s)
• Collection Curation Assignment - WRIT 5662 Writing with
Digital Technologies
• Fabric of Digital Life’s Emerging Technologies for Business
Communication
• Exploring Instructional Technologies
• Understanding Rhetorical
Theory
• Exploring Emerging Technologies for Technical Communication
• Instruction set for using Fabric
of Digital Life website
• Fabric of Digital Life: Rhetorical
Analysis
• Digital Literacy Project
• What is Digital Literacy?
• Audience Analysis in the Fabric
of Digital Life
• Exploring the Fabric of Digital
Life
• Final Digital Literacy Survey
• Proposal Assignment
• International Curation
Assignment
• FoDL COVID Recommendation
Report,
• Rhetorical Analysis of Fabric of
Digital Life
• Technical Process Description
• Community Collaboration
Project
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Semester
Instructor
Summer 2020 Tham
Campbell

Assignnment Name(s)
• Technology Analysis
• Digital Literacy In Your Own
Words,
• What is Digital Literacy?,
• Audience Analysis in the Fabric
of Digital Life,
• Proposal Assignment,
• Exploring the Fabric of Digital
Life

Of the 24 assignments analyzed, 20 of them were what we considered
unique assignments. As shown in Table 1, one instructor, Campbell,
deployed four of the same assignments in both the Spring and
Summer semesters of 2020 for the same course.
Data Analysis
We employed qualitative content analysis relying on a case study
methodology to examine the pedagogical strategies used by
instructors in the assignments we studied. Because the researchers
were also participants in the BDL cohort, our proximity to the data and
sources has provided us a means to understand disparities between
observations and written response in a similar way to an ethnographic
study (Charmaz, 2006, p. 36). Our methodology accounts for three
distinct types of textual data—practicums, fixed-questionnaire
responses, and open-ended responses—each with their own unique
considerations, with all data functioning as elicited texts in the sense of
Kathy Charmaz (2006, p. 36). By using data triangulation from the three
sources (BDL assignments, instructor reflections, student responses),
we sought validity based similarly to Robert Stake’s (1995) work in case
study methodology (Bedrettin Yazan, 2015, pp. 146–147).
Analyzing assignments. Our goal in analyzing the TPC
assignments was to establish how Fabric was used in the course
and what core activities students were asked to perform. Instead of
assigning codes and categories for learning activities and pedagogical
strategies a priori, as is common in quantitative content analysis
(Neuendorf, 2017, p. 18), we summarized each assignment into a
description, noting how Fabric was involved and what students
were asked to do, and then abstracted each category, thus retaining
descriptive value to the researcher as to not introduced unnecessary
ambiguity. Using this protocol produced succinct, yet descriptive,
categories for understanding our research questions.
12
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Analyzing student responses. We analyzed student responses to
anonymous survey questions about the role of Fabric to understand
their own digital literacy competencies and what challenges students
identified in the process of working with Fabric-based projects. The
grounded theory methodology was especially conducive for analyzing
these responses as categories of responses could be discovered
through initial coding and then synthesized into larger, more abstract
categories in focused coding (Charmaz, 2006, p. 46). Responses to
each of our research questions first underwent an initial coding where
responses that addressed the questions or answered the question
were collected and preliminarily given codes describing the response.
After initial collection, responses were collected and grouped with
similar responses using constant comparison methodology where
similar responses were grouped together, with differences being noted
(Charmaz, 2006, p. 54). A benefit of having employed this approach
was that the emergent and unanticipated set of responses that
detailed how students overcome challenges could be developed into
its own stand-alone category.
Analyzing instructor responses. To understand how this
collaboration influenced our instructor-participants as well as how
collaborative inquiry and partnerships with digital repositories
prove meaningful to their professional and pedagogical pursuits, we
applied a reflexive thematic analysis to study their commentaries and
reflections. From the narratives of 11 instructors, we noted the ways
Fabric’s integration into the 24 TPC assignments affected instructorparticipant’s professional development and courses. Our protocol
was similar to the analysis of student responses with the difference
being that instead of placing responses into sorting responses into
categories, we collected instances in the text where professional
impact, collaborative inquiry, and pedagogical training (or learning
on the instructor-participant’s end) were mentioned and then later
synthesized these observations into the five inductively created
themes below (Table. 7).
Additionally, since this project spanned across the 2020 pandemic,
we have contextualized our analysis to reflect the influence of
COVID-19 in the instructional process. In Spring 2020, instructors
and students were challenged by the shift from traditional in-person
and mixed online modalities into emergency remote instruction,
predominantly deployed in fully-online modalities. We worked to
ensure that this context is represented within our findings.

Findings
Our results demonstrated that how instructors chose to include
Fabric (i.e., their pedagogical approaches) seemed to influence what
13
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learning activity would be used, suggesting how they treat a platform
like Fabric in the course can directly influence what kinds of learning
opportunities can be designed for the course. Based on our students’
responses, our findings reinforce the notion that the social implications
(or indeed the humanistic elements) of platforms like Fabric and
collaboration prove more challenging than technical obstacles
that Fabric poses. Further, students provided unsolicited methods
for overcoming and learning a new platform, as well as how they
resolved obstacles in collaboration. From our instructor-participants,
our findings indicate that collaborative inquiry between educators
and scholars proves beneficial to digital literacy pedagogy and the
TPC discipline by creating a community that fosters pedagogical and
professional growth for participants.

instructional technologies, Veeramoothoo’s “Fabric of Digital Life’s
Emerging Technologies for Business Communication” had her students
propose an object to contribute to Fabric, and Stambler’s “Exploring
Emerging Technologies for Technical Communication” asked students
to contribute a collection of technologies for technical and business
communication.

How do writing instructors “teach” digital literacy using a platform
such as Fabric?
Through analyzing the content of the deployed assignments and
student work, we have identified three main pedagogical approaches
and five types of learning activities used by instructors to cultivate
digital literacy in students.
Pedagogical approaches. In terms of pedagogical approaches,
instructors have integrated digital literacy concepts with Fabric by
1) having students contribute content to the digital archive, 2) using
the existing content in the archive as a resource for their respective
courses or assignments, and 3) having students use the archive as a
subject for analysis and research.
Using Fabric as an archive. In this first approach, instructors
guided their students in identifying potential new content for Fabric;
instructors worked with students to contribute—or propose to
contribute—individual objects2 and collections of objects to the
archive. Both students and instructors learned from the editor and
senior archivist of Fabric, about archival practices and research. Among
the 24 assignments we analyzed, six assignments directly resulted
in actual contribution to the Fabric database: Duin’s “International
Curation Assignment” and her “Collection Curation Assignment” asked
students to contribute objects for Fabric, Gonzales’s “Community
Collaboration Project” contributed three collections, Hocutt’s
“Exploring Instructional Technologies” contributed a collection of
2
A Fabric object may be any digital artifact that surrounds the
emergence of personal or embodied technologies, including concepts,
entrepreneurial adventures, science fiction films, art, events, military
innovation, video games, government ambitions, patents, news broadcasts,
blogs, and advertising.
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Using Fabric as a resource. Instructors also used the existing
content in Fabric as a resource for students to apply and learn TPC
concepts. In this approach, students explored objects related to
TPC topics or course objectives. The objects and collections in
Fabric allowed students to apply various theoretical and analytical
lenses to examine technologies and TPC. Nine of the 20 unique
assignments demonstrated this approach: Tham’s “Technology
Analysis’’ assignment, Campbell’s “Audience Analysis in the Fabric
of Digital Life” assignment and “Proposal Assignment”, Misak’s
“Instruction set for using Fabric of Digital Life website”, Fonash’s “FoDL
COVID Recommendation Report” and “Technical Process Description”
assignments, Stambler’s “Understanding Rhetorical Theory”, Davis’
“Fabric of Digital Life: Rhetorical Analysis”, as well as Ranade’s “Digital
Literacy Project”, which used a collection found on Fabric, “Humanoid
Robots”, as a resource to develop a chatbot.
Using Fabric as a subject. The final approach was that instructors
leveraged the availability of Fabric as a digital platform for teaching
students about document and technology design. In this approach,
Fabric as a whole (not just its content) was used as an object of analysis
where students were challenged to think about ways in which the
digital archive embodied a technological, cultural, or rhetorical space.
There were four assignments that followed this approach: Fonash’s
Rhetorical Analysis of Fabric of Digital Life and Campbell’s “What is
digital literacy?”, “Exploring the Fabric of Digital Life”, and “Final Digital
Literacy Survey” assignments.
Overall, instructors directed students to focus on emerging
technologies, the objects and collections of objects within the archive,
as well as the Fabric archive itself. In some cases, such as in Campbell’s
“Digital Literacy In Your Own Words”, Fabric was not explicitly
introduced or involved in the specific assignment, but the assignment
was built with activities that interacted with Fabric.
Learning activities. As instructors used Fabric as an archive,
resource, and subject, they devised projects for students to develop
15
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digital literacy, through four types of assignments: 1) curation,
2) audience and rhetorical analysis, 3) technical descriptions and
recommendation reports, and 4) reflection and scaffolding activities.
Curation. Duin’s “Collection Curation Assignment ” asked her
students to bridge how potential challenges or opportunities in TPC
can be represented or embodied by an object in a Fabric collection.
Her students learned how archiving serves as a scholarly and rhetorical
activity and they worked directly with Fabric editor and archivist to
curate a collection. Duin’s “International Curation Assignment”, similarly
asked students to curate a collection, with a particular emphasis on
how an emerging technology interacts internationally and its effects
on other cultures. Gonzales assigned her students the “Community
Collaboration Project” to partner with community organizations to
design, prototype, and share a technology that the organizations
could use. This project was not specifically designed as a curation
assignment, however, three of Gonzales’s student groups chose to
work with the Digital Life Institute (Fabric’s host) and thus curated
collections that were later published on Fabric. Another curation
assignment is Campbell’s “Proposal Assignment”, in which students
worked in small groups to write proposals for adding a novel artifact or
technology to the Fabric database. Although this assignment did not
result in direct contribution of an object, it helped students engage
with Fabric as a professional entity. Campbell’s assignment could
be seen as a precursor or an augmenting assignment for a curation
assignment while teaching students how to produce proposals.
Veeramoothoo’s “Fabric of Digital Life’s Emerging Technologies for
Business Communication” taught students about the development
of emerging technologies for business communication, practicing
archiving as the core learning activity. A related curation activity
is Stambler’s “Exploring Emerging Technologies for Technical
Communication” in which students contributed an object to a group
collection of emerging technologies for the technical communication
workplace. A final example is Hocutt’s “Exploring Instructional
Technologies” assignment, where Hocutt oriented his students toward
expanding the Fabric archive with emerging technologies that impact
instruction for high school teachers.

Developing Digital Literacy

Fabric. Some instructors deployed stand-alone audience and rhetorical
analysis activities, such as Campbell’s “Audience Analysis in the Fabric
of Digital Life”. In this assignment, students navigated the Fabric
website to read about the archive and with this information students
were asked to identify a curated object of interest and to produce an
audience analysis from the vantage point of delivering that technology
to that audience. In a similar vein, Fonash’s “Rhetorical Analysis of
Fabric of Digital Life” is an example of a standalone rhetorical analysis,
wherein students performed a rhetorical analysis on the digital archive
as a technical communication artifact. Students were asked to focus
on the usability of Fabric and to write a short but detailed memo
that presents the results of their analysis. Both Stambler and Davis
deployed similar rhetorical analysis in their “Understanding Rhetorical
Theory” and “Fabric of Digital Life: Rhetorical Analysis” assignments,
respectively. In these assignments, students were asked to provide
their analysis in a two-to-three page memo, a core difference being
that Stambler provided a selection of collections that student’s had
to choose from, whereas Davis left discovery to the students. A final
analysis example is seen in a sub-component of Ranade’s “Digital
Literacy Project” where students analyzed a specific collection of
humanoid robots to develop rhetorical strategies and language
concepts to create a chatbot program.

Audience and rhetorical analysis. Many of the assignments
within this study included audience analysis or rhetorical analysis
as a core method for developing digital literacy. These assignments
asked students to analyze either the user or the technology curated on

Technical descriptions, recommendation reports, and instruction
sets. In addition to the analysis projects observed above, there were
hybrid assignments that situated technical description activities
alongside rhetorical analysis, such as Tham’s “Technology Analysis”.
Students analyzed a current or emerging technology curated in Fabric
using a framework or critical lens taught in Tham’s course. Students
were asked to both explain how the technology works and extensively
describe the social and rhetorical affordances of the selected
technology. Another assignment that similarly bridges analysis
activities with technical description activities is Fonash’s “Technical
Process Description”, wherein students selected an object from
Fabric, researched a process that supported or enabled that object to
function, and then described that process in a recommendation report.
Following the recommendation report genre, Fonash’s “FoDL COVID
Recommendation Report” asked students to write recommendations
in response to a fictional narrative involving their real local conditions
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, Misak’s “Instruction set
for using Fabric of Digital Life website” combined several project types
by having students analyze a curated object and develop a 15 step

16
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instructional guide for a specific audience who might use the object.
Reflections and scaffolding. Many of the assignments we analyzed
contained exercises where students reflected on their knowledge and
understanding of digital literacy. Reflection is deemed a fundamental
strategy for cultivating new literacies. An example is Campbell’s “Digital
Literacy In Your Own Words”, where students were asked to evaluate
the definition of digital literacy prior to learning any of the materials
in class. This assignment is part of a larger series of discussion board
posts that collectively built toward proposing a curated collection on
Fabric. In her own words, Campbell described this assignment as a
“scaffolding discussion” in which students were allowed to start from
a self-defined point from which they could develop further on digital
literacy knowledge and skills. Assignments that Campbell deployed
after this scaffolding assignment include “What is digital literacy?,”
wherein students reviewed digital literacy definitions from a broad
range of academic sources, and the capstone reflective assignment,
“Exploring the Fabric of Digital Life,” which explicitly asked students
to assess their own digital literacy against the significance of “fabric of
(digital) life” as a metaphor for an archive.
Instructors who participated for more than one semester in this
study adapted to the changing learning environment (due to the
COVID-19 pandemic) and implemented changes into their pedagogy.
Campbell deployed many of the same assignments from the spring
semester, adding to the summer semester another reflective activity,
“Digital Literacy In Your Own Words,” while phasing out “Final Digital
Literacy Survey” and reorganizing her asynchronous deployment of
assignment modules. Her students evaluated their understanding of
social action, rhetorical agency, digital archives, digital literacy, and
how they might apply these concepts to future careers and endeavors.
The approaches and assignment activities in the available set
of data showed that digital literacy can be taught and addressed
in multiple ways. More importantly, the use of a less familiar
technology such as the Fabric archive allowed instructors to discuss
its technological and rhetorical effects intentionally. When learning
activities are compared to pedagogical approaches three patterns
appear: 1) instructors who used Fabric as an archive focused their
assignments unanimously on curation, 2) when instructors chose to
use Fabric as a subject, a majority (three out of four) of the assignments
were tied to reflection activities, 3) lastly, when Fabric was used as a
resource, all four learning activities were used, demonstrating that
using a platform like Fabric as a resource provided the most flexibility
18
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and freedom in terms of curriculum design. Next, we examine the
extent to which the assignment deployments and use of Fabric was
meaningful to the instructors and students in this study.
To what extent are the assignments meaningful to students and
the instructor?
Student survey. Students were invited to share their experience
with the assignments and Fabric through individual surveys. Four
instructors––Duin, Hocutt, Veeramoothoo, and Davis––administered
the survey questionnaires in their respective courses. The survey asked
students to respond to the following questions:
• SQ1: To what extent has your work with the Fabric of Digital Life
influenced your understanding of digital literacy?
• SQ2: What were the most challenging aspects of this
assignment? Why? How did you overcome them?
Participation in the survey was completely voluntary. From a total 42
survey respondents, the number of students who responded to SQ1
was 25 and SQ2 was 21.
How did Fabric influence students’ understanding of digital
literacy? In response to SQ1, 12 students explicitly claimed a positive
experience with course topics, activities, or practices that contributed
to their growth in information literacy and digital literacy, and
understanding of the scope and impact of digital literacy, rhetoric, or
emerging technologies (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Areas or concepts students (N=12) claimed improvement in.
Topics

Number of
Responses

Representative Quotes

Understanding of the
impact of either digital
literacy, rhetoric, or
emerging technologies.

7

"Archiving as research
practice on Digital Fabric
of Life creates a new
perspective on digital
literacy as it requires you
to critically think about a
digital technology. " [A02]
"It has made me think of
digital literacy extending
beyond educational
platforms into social media.
I had not considered
that avenue as a way to
understand composition,
but now see the
connection." [H04]

Understanding of digital
literacy.

3

"My understanding
of digital literacy has
expanded beyond my
previous ideas, that digital
literacy is merely tools and
their application in the
classroom. I now see digital
literacy as a concept that is
continuously changing, and
I am more aware of what
that shift means. " [H01]
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Information assessment
and literacy.

2

“Working on the Fabric
of Digital Life has helped
me improve my ability
to use information
and communication
technologies in order to
gather information and
evaluate its benefits.” [C12]

Interestingly, few students directly attributed their positive
learning experience to Fabric, others saw Fabric mainly as a vehicle
for their learning. A notable example is one student’s response that
Fabric itself did not “necessarily [influence] my understanding of digital
literacy. However… the Fabric of Digital Life has definitely influenced
my understanding of what digital literacy encompasses.” This example,
along with others, cited Fabric as a means to understanding course
concepts or as a tool for gaining exposure to objects, student work,
or experiences that expanded their understanding of either digital
literacy, rhetoric, or emerging technologies.
Eight students specified the activities that helped them better
understand course topics, as shown in Table 3. Five students described
Fabric as a setting for developing concepts and definitions related
to digital literacy and through engaging in archive-related work.
Three students discussed how the collaborative nature of working
with group members and Fabric was beneficial, while also providing
commentary on how digital literacy learning applies to professional
and industrial pathways or how archives could serve as sites for
professional and personal development.
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Table 3. Activities and practices students (N=8) mentioned.
Activities/Practices

Number of
Responses

Representative
Quotes

Using Fabric to refine
definitions of concepts in
the assignment.

5

“Archiving as research
practice on Digital
Fabric of Life creates
a new perspective
on digital literacy
as it requires you to
critically think about
a digital technology.
It forces you to be
clear, which can
be a challenge
especially when a
digital artifact doesn't
necessarily fall into
an available category,
like embeddable or
ingestible.” [A02]

Engaging collaborative
aspects of Fabric projects
in assignments.

3

“I developed a deeper
understanding of
the Fabric and the
concept of digital
literacy through this
collaborative process.
With our work on this
project, we were able
to dive into detail
about the importance
and/or potential for
certain technologies
to vastly improve
communication in the
workplace.” [C03]

as a productive learning experience.
What challenges did students encounter? For SQ2, students
responded with a variety of challenges they experienced in their Fabric
assignments (see Table 4). Several of the challenges students cited
relate to the rhetorical nature of archival work, while others focused
on the language skills necessary to describe archive elements and
digital literacy concepts, as well as navigating the visual components
of the archive itself. A majority (15 out of 21) of the student’s responses
described challenges related to rhetoric or in analyzing or designing
arguments for archivable objects on Fabric.
Table 4. Challenges students (N=21) experienced in Fabric
assignments.
Topic Students
Cited as
Challenging

Number of
Responses

Representative Quotes

Concern over
audience ability
to understand
objects,
collection, etc.

5

"We often ran into issues with,
for instance, our understanding
of how our artifact should be
presented to the class based
on how we described it in the
proposal, and thus needed to
work extensively to ensure that
everyone was on the same page.
" [C03]
"The collection was a mess and
sometimes hard to follow, I
suspect because it was created
by other students. I had a hard
time putting together thoughts
or findings on the collection
items because it wasn't put
together in any specific way that
would be conducive to readers'
understanding." [K05]

Responses to SQ1 demonstrate that students were aware of the
literacy learning objectives that have been presented to them and
some students believed that they have improved because of working
with Fabric. As well, some students readily cited their efforts in
collaboration and redefining concepts alongside their work with Fabric
22
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Understanding
the scope and
boundaries of a
collection.

5

Defining
archivability and
deciding what
technologies are
“archivable.”

3

Semantics and
metadata.

3
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"When I was initially introduced
to this assignment, I was not
really sure what the collection
really was because there were so
many different technologies on
the website. The concept of this
collection seemed so broad and
I never knew that nearly anyone
could upload to an archive." [C11]

Navigation
archive.

"I think the most challenging
aspect of this activity was
choosing what objects would
best fit this project. " [C12]

Having the right
vocabulary to
understand and
describe digital
literacy.

"I think that for me the toughest
aspect is convincing others that
my digital interactions through
a professional Facebook page
are meaningful enough and
impactful enough to save as a
“picture” of how my students
learn to write. What is even
more interesting is the idea
that my very artifact will likely
be laughable further down the
road because the tedious job of
seeking instructional ideas will
probably be replaced by robots
or something." [H01]
"The most challenging aspect of
the assignment was choosing the
metadata." [A03]
"I would say that defining key
terms and selecting certain
categories for the artifacts within
the metadata sheet was the most
challenging to me." [Ann04]

2

"I think the most challenging
part was the overall format of the
website. " [K02]
"For myself, I would say that the
hardest aspect was finding the
right artifacts. There are so many
on the website itself that it is
fairly difficult to go back and find
legacy content." [A01]

1

"I found that I did not have quite
enough or the right vocabulary
to both write about the subject
and easily understand the subject
of digital literacy." [K07]

Subjectivity and
1
rhetorical practice
of archiving.

"The most challenging point of
the assignment was building
a sufficient argument for why
or why not this collection did
the job. I thought this was the
hardest because they were
all good, some detailed more
than others, but it definitely
varies from person to person
based on success. Some would
easily say that the information
was sufficient enough while
some others could see the
same information and fell a
disconnect." [K04]

Understanding
rhetorical choices
of curators.

"Something I found challenging
is going in with limited
information. Meaning I wouldn't
know much about where the
collection started or came from.
I'd have to piece those together
by what information is provided."
[K01]

1

In addition to explaining the challenges they faced, eight students
also volunteered descriptions of the methods they used to overcome
24
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certain challenges related to Fabric and their assignments (see Table
5). Overall, these students chose to simplify the concept or problem,
adopt slower and more methodical efforts to learn the materials, and
in one case, focus their project directly on the challenges of navigating
the Fabric archive.

Having limited
starting
information

Conscious effort or
meticulous detail.

Table 5. Students’ (N=8) self-described methods for overcoming
challenges related to Fabric.
Challenges

Methods to
Overcome
Challenges

Found navigation Conscious effort or
of the archive
meticulous detail.
difficult.
Focus analysis
and assignment
direction towards
the challenge.

Number of
Responses

Representative
Quotes

2

"the website was
very confusing
to operate and
the info was not
well organized.
I overcame it by
taking the time to
sort through the
info" [K06]
"I think the most
challenging part
was the overall
format of the
website. A lot of
the artifacts were
not arranged in a
meaningful way
which made it
hard to utilize and
analyze. I overcame
this challenge by
using this as a point
in my analysis. I
explained that this
was a flaw of the
collection. " [K02]
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2

"Some things I
found challenging
is going in with
limited information.
Meaning I wouldn't
know much
about where the
collection started
or came from.
I'd have to piece
those together by
what information
is provided.
Fourntuenly, I do
have pretty good
attention to detail
so I can pick some
of those aspects up."
[K01]
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Understanding
scope of project
or concept.

Simplifying
or narrowing
a concept to
a “working
definition”

2

“... it helped me
to overcome that
feeling of [being
overwhelmed]; it
was almost as if
my mind, being
introduced to
something so
large for the first
time, and trying to
understand it from
both an insider
and an outsider
perspective, was
preventing me
from being able to
grasp how I would
contribute to as well
as benefit from it.
So I focused solely
on that idea of
capturing an image,
and understanding
how the image itself
both represents that
rhetoric and is the
rhetoric.” [H03]

1

"I found that I did
not have quite
enough or the right
vocabulary to both
write about the
subject and easily
understand the
subject of digital
literacy. I did a lot
of careful reading
on the website and
of the artifacts in
the collection I was
examining." [K07]

Simplifying
or narrowing
deliverables.

Inability to
explain or
describe digital
literacy concepts.

Conscious effort or
meticulous detail.
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When H03 and C12 experienced difficulties understanding a
concept or the scope of their project, they turned to simplifying the
concept or narrowing the deliverables for their project into more
manageable concepts or size. This helped to resolve ambiguity and a
sense of being overwhelmed. When students confronted challenges
of understanding digital literacy, project direction and focus, and
archive navigation, students chose to adopt more meticulous readings
of the materials and chose to spend more time with the material to
ensure that they understood digital literacy concepts and the available
directions their project could take. As an extension of this method, one
student, K02, responded that when they found Fabric challenging to
understand, they decided to focus their assignment on the challenges
of navigating Fabric.
In addition to the challenges posed by Fabric and digital literacy
concepts, students also faced challenges with group collaboration.
Overall, students did not attribute collaboration challenges to Fabric
personnel, nor their instructors; instead, students responded solely
about challenges in peer collaboration. Table 6 shows the specific
collaboration challenges and how students attempted to overcome
them.

29

Developing Digital Literacy

Developing Digital Literacy

Table 6. Students’ (N=7) self-described methods for overcoming
collaboration challenges.
Challenges

Methods to
Overcome
Challenges

Number
Representative Quotes
of
Responses

Timing and
schedule for
group work.

Increased
communication.

3

Breaking tasks
into smaller
deliverables
and creating a
schedule.

"I think the biggest
challenge we faced was
having limited time and
limited in person work
time... However, we
overcame this challenge
by communicating more
over text and group
members asking questions
if they were confused
rather than not doing
anything."[C05]
"The most challenging
aspect of this activity,
maybe, was the limited
amount of time to write
and edit the proposal...
However, my group and I
overcame this challenge
by incorporating time and
deadlines to edit." [C06]

Having
an agreed
understanding
of or vision for
the project.

Increased
communication,
honest expression,
and compromise.

2

"The most challenging
aspect of this project was
making sure everyone
was on the same page
and agreeing on what we
wanted to introduce as
our artifacts. The hardest
part about this process
was that none of us were
quite sure about what the
project was but once we
had a clear understanding
of what to do we were
able to think of a few
different solutions." [C02]

Online
collaboration
technical
challenges.

Trusting
teammates to “do
the work”.

2

"The most challenging
aspect of this activity was
the presentation because
it is hard to get a full rundown of what the other
person doing OneDrive
was going to say. Realtime collaboration is easy
in a document, but going
into a presentation with
a person that you have
only been able to talk to
through a screen is hard
to do. I could have used
FlipGrid to see what he
would say during the
presentation, but I put
enough trust in him and it
paid off." [C07]

Productivity
challenges.

Pressuring peers.

1

"Overcoming the
Thanksgiving mood, I
basically pestered and
guilt tripped them." [C01]

Increased
communication
and choosing
what work was
done in and out of
class.

Generally, students described the challenges in maintaining a
productive work schedule for their assignments, creating shared
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understandings of their project and team contributions, as well as
timing, scheduling, and technical challenges. It should be noted that
students in these responses placed great influence on increasing
communications with peers to overcome technical, conceptual, and
project-based collaboration challenges.
Instructor reflections. Instructors provided reflections in their
shared Google Drive folder and in their bi-weekly involvement in BDL
group discussions about digital literacy pedagogy. These reflections
focused on two main topics:
• RQ1: How has Fabric impacted your course design and
understanding of digital literacy pedagogy?
• RQ2: How did the multi-institutional collaboration affect your own
understanding of digital literacy pedagogy?
Table 7 shows the sub-topics instructors reflected on as pertained
to both the BDL collaboration and Fabric. As BDL instructors developed
their pedagogies and reflected on the process, they noted that
collaborating with peers from other institutions proved valuable in
helping them design and deploy their own assignments.
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Working with Fabric
shifted or helped to
dispel assumptions
about student technical
proficiency.

2

“Students know certain aspects
of our digital culture, but not all
of it, and to assume this makes
them digitally literate in a way
that helps them in classes does
them a disservice, one I am guilty
of.” [Misak]

Working with other
instructors from different
institutions helped them
teach their course by
providing resources or by
providing insights that
helped to improve their
assignment.

2

“When I first started, I relied
on the resources that the
team provided. One key set of
resources were examples of
past assignments that members
used. Looking at these helped
me define what I wanted to do
with my own class. Throughout
the semester, I also learned
about the assignments that
other BDL members have been
implementing in their classes.
In my experience, this kind of
sharing has been a key element
to our team.” [Veeramoothoo]

Table 7. Instructors’ (N=13) reflection themes.
Sub-topics

Number of Representative Quotes
Responses

Collaborating with
other instructors helped
them to develop digital
literacy pedagogy as they
discussed, redefined, and
learned from each other.

5

“It allowed me to learn from the
experiences of other instructors
before my class started work on
the Fabric assignment. Thus, it
gave me time to learn how to
teach my Fabric assignment to
my class.” [Veeramoothoo]

Cross-collaboration
between institutes
provided a rich learning
environment for
themselves to improve as
instructors, collaborators,
and researchers.

3

“We are not often exposed to
pedagogy-in-practice outside
our institutions during our
training as teachers (and
sometimes not exposed to much
pedagogical diversity within our
institutions), and as such, being
a part of a collaboration that has
grown to include people at all
stages of teaching experience
has contributed a lot to my own
teaching style.” [Stambler]
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"Being accepted as a participant
in the Building Digital Literacy
project was in many ways the
missing piece of this puzzle for
me. I no longer saw literature
—Science Fiction in particular
—as bound by literary criticism
or traditional concepts and
contexts. " [Fonash]
Adding Fabric to
their course added
additional avenues and
opportunities outside
typical subject areas for
their students to pursue.

“Introducing Fabric to my
students, even if they did not
choose to create a collection
for their project, opened up
an avenue to discuss possible
applications for our discussions
on the connections between
language, culture, community,
and technology.” [Gonzales]

1

Notably, some instructors discussed how their work of integrating
Fabric into their courses had helped them personally to dispel some of
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their assumptions about what technical literacies students have when
they arrive in the course, citing that they had over-estimated student’s
abilities. This shows that using a digital platform like Fabric can provide
a meaningful way for instructors to rectify negative assumptions
and build assignments that better meet students at their current
competencies.
In addition to providing an opportunity for instructors to see
student development as they encounter a new digital technology,
BDL instructors also noted that collaborating with peers from other
institutions furthered their own exposure and development of their
digital literacy pedagogies. Five instructors described how engaging
with and learning from their peers was valuable to developing their
deployments. This collaborative approach to teaching and learning
to teach with a platform like Fabric in their courses provided a unique
opportunity for instructors to benefit from the previous deployments
of other instructors who deployed their Fabric assignments earlier
in the course and during the earlier stages of this study. Aside from
learning from instructors who had deployed Fabric assignments prior,
three instructors also discussed how working with their peers provided
exposure to pedagogical practices and professional development
experiences as an educator.
Overall, these instructor reflections showed that the participating
instructors found both collaborating with other BDL participants in
curriculum design, pedagogical discussions on digital literacy, as well
as using the Fabric archive to be meaningful for instructors in both
professional and pedagogical capacities.

curated as part of our collaboration with Fabric. As well, numerous
publications were completed or accepted, and some are currently inpress. Coordinating this effort including facilitating the discussions,
collecting reflections among participants, analyzing data, and
pursuing grant work and federal funding were made possible largely
in-part due to a shared devotion and a sense of urgency to address
the digital literacy imperative––as TPC students face an ever-widening
array of technologies that affect their personal and professional lives.
This sense of urgency and devotion helped establish the
collaborative spirit that participants found within the BDL cohort;
however, shared devotion and collective identity formed out of a sense
of urgency is only one part of the collaborative inquiry. Extensive
record keeping and pre-emptive autoethnographic work, as well as
leadership initiative from participants guided the results of this study.
Pre-emptive measures to record interactions and events allowed for
retrospective and forensic approaches to our research through video
recordings of discussions, self-reported tracking of assignments,
students responses, and a detailed list of contributed collections.
This allowed researchers coordinating the study an ability to provide
holistic accounts of activity within the Fabric and BDL community.
Similarly, encouraging participants to not only contribute to
discussions of pedagogy but also to engage in collaborative research
helped produce an environment wherein participants connected
with one another, formed professional relationships with entities
outside their own institution, and empowered participants to engage
in related scholarly work that included participants from this study.
By bringing together participants who share the same urgency for
developing digital literacy pedagogy that meets students where they
are, by working as a group to pre-emptively facilitate record-keeping,
and by growing a collaborative ecosystem for participating educators
and scholars, efforts to continue digital literacy pedagogy research
becomes sustainable through collaborative inquiry.

Implications and Conclusion
Digital literacy is imperative to TPC professional development.
Continuing the scholarly trajectory of our field in building frameworks
to support student digital literacy development, we have turned to
assignments that deployed a digital archive to understand instructor
strategies and student responses. Our findings covered a broad range
of topics; these topics present opportunities to reflect and understand
the various implications of digital literacy learning activities for TPC
programs at large, including the role of technology in cultivating
student digital literacy, sustainable scholarship, and the value of
collaborative inquiry in TPC pedagogical innovations.
A Sustainable Vision of Collaborative Inquiry
As stated in earlier sections, this study was a coordinated effort
between seven institutes from across the United States and Canada,
as well as Fabric staff members. During the three semesters covered
in this study, 20 unique assignments were deployed, 42 students
volunteered responses, and a total of 15 archival collections were
34

What Can Students Teach Us About Digital Literacy Development
TPC instructors are challenged two-fold to meet students where they
are and to update their pedagogical practices to face the ever-growing
needs of the field. TPC instructors may consider in what ways the
student-centered strategies uncovered in this study could be applied
to their own settings. As we have learned from this study, students
are well-positioned to inform TPC scholars and instructors about the
challenges they face in navigating and negotiating with novel techne,
identifying where learning is occurring for them, and the strategies
they developed to meet the challenges of TPC coursework.
Hovde and Renguette (2017) reminded TPC instructors to
emphasize the human condition in designing curriculum that
integrates technical learning objectives with humanities studies.
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Students in this study made it clear that the motivation for learning
and the challenges in digital literacy development extend beyond
technical proficiencies and the technology itself. Although students
undoubtedly faced a steep learning curve in learning to comprehend
and navigate Fabric effectively, they identified non-technical
challenges above all others and the challenges that students
remembered most (as surveys were administered at the end of
each assignment deployment) were those with social, cultural, and
rhetorical aspects.
Indeed, the students have shifted and expanded our focus from
using Fabric as a tool for building digital proficiency to encompassing
various aspects leading away and toward Fabric. Fabric as an archival
technology wasn’t necessarily the source or setting of learning, as
students were keen to point out. Instead, their learning and digital
literacy development occurred through tangential and deeplyintegrated activities surrounding and containing the archive itself.
Through analyzing the objects that Fabric contains, and through
the cultural lenses and perspectives brought to students by their
coursework, students situated themselves, the technologies, and
society within the larger paradigm of techne.
In managing these complex and at times ambiguous relationships
with techne, students sought strategies to simplify, sort, and clarify
meanings and processes. By breaking down some of the complex
assignments into more finite and manageable units, students
rearranged and simplified their projects into viable deliverables.
Through sorting objects into pre-existing schemas and by harnessing
compartmentalized deliverables, students were able to manage the
challenges the assignments presented. And through meticulous
revisitation of the materials they generated with Fabric, and their
conscious efforts in synthesizing visions of their outcomes, students
were able to meet the challenges that Fabric brought to their progress
with each assignment’s learning outcomes.
Collaborate to Innovate
This study has reinforced the notion of technology-enhanced learning
routinely emphasized by TPC scholars and instructors––that we
need to let students experiment with different technologies so they
can cultivate new skills and literacies. In this study we focused on
an archival technology, which has brought some refreshing but not
necessarily dramatic insights about technology-enhanced learning.
Indeed, (new) technology is usually a main ingredient in spicing up
authentic learning, but what else? The nuance we learned from the
various assignment designs and deployments, as well as the student
and instructor experiences, is that collaborative scholarship (research
+ teaching) makes possible innovative pedagogical approaches in
developing digital literacy.

Throughout our analysis, we’ve observed a variety of learning
activities instructors adopted which relate to their approach to
deploying Fabric in the course. In articular, it seemed that using
archives as a resource for the course provided flexibility for course
activities, whereas using Fabric as an archive––or more generally, using
a technology as it was meant to be used––provided less flexibility
in terms of what learning activity can be suitably deployed. As TPC
instructors consider ways to involve archives like Fabric in their course,
special considerations should be paid to the way new technologies
are incorporated in the course and the limitations or constraints this
kind of deployment imposes on TPC learning activities. It is also worth
noting that with only three methods for integrating Fabric into the
course, we observed quite a variety of possible learning activities
designed within a short period. With more TPC scholars and educators
participating in the BDL project each semester, we anticipate even
greater variety in learning activities.
Thanks to funding by CPTSC, the current study benefited from a
diverse group of educators and emerging scholars who came together
to learn and experiment with an established technological platform,
Fabric. Out of this collaboration, instructors from multiple institutions
and their respective students had the opportunity to take a stab at an
unfamiliar technology––to understand how it works, who and what it
serves, and where and how it impacts numerous aspects of work and
life––so they can together develop greater confidence in encountering
emerging technologies.
For teachers, this kind of collaboration sparks pedagogical
innovation. They learn from one another’s approaches, adapt these
approaches for their own contexts, and share results so others can
repeat the cycle of shared learning. To them, innovation is not some
kind of grand event that a person achieves. Instead, innovation is a
byproduct of sharing resources, fostering pedagogical diversity, and
helping others succeed. While all of these sentiments might come
across as utopic, they were the week-to-week experiences of the
BDL participants in this study. They were not without ambivalence,
doubts, or curiosity, however. Notably, instructors took notice of
their own preconceived notions of student’s competencies in areas
of digital literacy development. As we have learned more broadly
from the instructors’ reflections, these participants were sensible in
their retrospection and prudent about their own practices. Yet, they
acknowledged the importance of being in a community of inquiry.
Collaborative pedagogical innovation is crucial for the
development of TPC instructions and student digital literacy
development. Based on our findings in this study, we’re emboldened
to recommend a culture of collaboration in digital literacy
development. TPC instructors should come together through
different means to share resources, ideas, and feedback. Our scholarly
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community needs to create a sustainable space for new and expert
scholars to exchange insights. We need to invite and encourage
instructors to combine knowledge, expertise, practices, inspirations,
and methods. In other words, collaboration is imperative for
innovation.
Future research
Certainly, this study is limited by the number of participants who were
willing to share their time and insights with us. It was also bounded
by the technology we deployed. Future studies interested in the
strategies for developing digital literacy should consider collaboration
opportunities and innovative pedagogical approaches with other
emerging technologies. As BDL continues to evolve, we aspire to
investigate the digital literacy imperative involving the following
angles:
• How can we support collaborative pedagogical innovations in a
programmatic way?
• How can we create stronger and more sustainable partnerships
with emerging technologies for the purpose of long-term,
meaningful collaboration?
• How can we evaluate the effects and impact of emerging
technologies in writing pedagogy, while giving students the
autonomy to shape their learning?
The BDL project continues to be informed by these questions
and the research directions shared by its collaborators. As an open
collaborative, we invite the Programmatic Perspectives readership to
join us on this journey.
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