
B
radd Shore was 
skeptical about starting 
an electronic journal. 
Scholars would discount 
it. Authors would avoid 

submitting material to an upstart 
found only on the web. This was 
not the legacy he imagined for the 
ten-year-old Center for Myth and 
Ritual in American Life (MARIAL), 
which will close in November 2010. 
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“I’m in my sixties, and for almost 
my entire career, print was it,” 
says Shore, the Emory College 
Distinguished Teaching Professor 
in Anthropology and director of 
the marial Center. He is also the 
chair of Emory College’s Tenure 
and Promotion Committee. “I had 
big doubts that an online publica-
tion would be viewed with equal 
seriousness as a print publication.” 

Shore soon realized that print 
would be too expensive, and he 
reconciled himself to the digital 
option. After meeting with the 
staff of the library’s digital schol-
arship initiative and Southern 
Spaces, Emory’s preeminent 
humanities e-journal, Shore 
grasped that the digital path 
offered vastly more potential than 
he’d originally thought. His sense 

of resignation was soon overtaken 
by unexpected enthusiasm.

“Not only were we excited by 
the possibility of being able to 
run a journal relatively inexpen-
sively, it also became clear that an 
e-journal would be far more flex-
ible and impressive than anything 
we could do in print,” says Shore. 

“Putting digital articles together is 
something extraordinarily refresh-
ing and allows us to explore family 
life from many different angles 
and media. The whole is really 
more than the sum of its parts; the 
whole is something we’ve never 
had before.” The peer-reviewed 
Journal of Family Life began 
publishing last February. 

N o  r e s p e c t ?

In the broadest sense, any journal 
that is accessible by digital technol-
ogy—usually meaning the web—
can be considered an electronic 

journal. But such an expansive  
definition includes any print journal 
that has just been digitally repli-
cated. That describes virtually all 
science and medical journals from 
the major publishing houses and 
represents little more than a change 
of vehicle, but not content. To most 
scholars, a true e-journal must have 
emerged, fully formed, as a digi-
tal animal with no print forebears. 
Another distinguishing feature of 
many e-journals is that they experi-
ment with some type of open-access 
model, thereby eliminating sub-
scription and submission fees.

Shore’s early concern about the 
status of e-journals was not entirely 
ill-placed. As a class, e-journals 
have struggled to earn the prestige 
and credibility afforded traditional 
journals. Some hesitancy probably 

stems from the usual misgivings 
that hound the new and unusual. 
Academia, a cautious group to 
begin with, gravitates toward 
resources with high visibility and 
stability rather than innovative 
forms of presentation. For junior 
faculty, though, going digital could 
have some real career consequenc-
es, because tenure and promotion 
committees by and large have given 
a halting, and sometimes hostile, 
reception to the digital genre. 

A May 26 article in Inside Higher 
Education describes what may 
await junior scholars who submit 
digital work to tenure review pan-
els: “Even as the use of electronic 
media has become common across 
fields for research and teaching, 
what is taken for granted among 
young scholars is still foreign to 
many of those who sit on tenure 
and promotion committees. . . . 
Many tenure review procedures 
are based on an assumption that 

a junior professor’s work can 
be divided easily into teaching, 
research and service.” One com-
mittee insisted on reviewing only 
a few selected pages printed from 
a multimedia digital project. The 
executive director of the Modern 
Language Association, Rosemary 
Feal, likened it to evaluating nomi-
nees for an Academy Award based 
on twenty still shots. 

Even though the Modern 
Language Association and 
the Humanities, Arts, Science 
and Technology Advanced 
Collaboratory issued a prelimi-
nary guide for evaluating online 
scholarship in the humanities, 
Harry Rusche, Arthur Blank 
Distinguished Teaching Professor 
in English, warns his students 
to approach the world of digital 

scholarship at their own peril. 
Tenure committees, he says, “still 
count pages, they count titles, they 
look at the places where things are 
published.” Rusche is no Luddite. 
He has earned a reputation as a 
pioneer who applies new technolo-
gy to teaching and research. When 
he was promoted to full professor 
in 1998, all of his relevant scholar-
ship was already digital. He had 
to recommend qualified experts 
so that the promotion committee 
could evaluate his work. 

N e w  m o d e s  
o f  s c h o l a r s h i p

The e-journal is just one mode 
of digital scholarly communication, 
a domain that also encompasses 
databases, professional and schol-
arly hubs, encyclopedias, dictionar-
ies, discussion forums, and blogs. 
E-journals, though, are most easily 
compared and contrasted with 2
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Continued on page 6

For junior faculty, going digital could have some real career consequences, because  

tenure and promotion committees by and large have given a halting, and  

sometimes hostile, reception to the digital genre. 
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A growing array
All of the digital publications 
that originate at Emory are open 
access, meaning they are available 
free of charge through an Internet 
connection.

Molecular Vision
http://www.molvis.org

Molecular Vision is a peer-reviewed jour-
nal dedicated to molecular biology, cell 
biology, and the genetics of the ocular 
and cortical visual systems. It represents 
Emory’s first electronic journal, dat-
ing back to October 1995. Submissions 
that include multimedia elements are 
accepted. The journal instructs authors 
to “write for the widest possible audi-
ence. The Molecular Vision readership 
is diverse. People who are not in your 
field will want to know if there are tech-
niques or ideas that are applicable to 
their own work.”  

Southern Spaces
http://www.southernspaces.org 

Southern Spaces is a peer-reviewed 
multimedia journal devoted to explor-
ing the real and imagined places of the 
American South and their connections 
to the wider world. Submissions are 
welcomed from scholars, photographers, 
and visual artists in a variety of areas, 
such as geography, regional studies, 
African American studies, women’s stud-
ies, and LGBTQ studies. The journal’s 
intended audience is researchers, teach-
ers, students in and out of classrooms, 
library patrons, and the general public. 
It began publishing in February 2004.

Religion Dispatches
http://www.religiondispatches.org 

This daily online magazine (it is not 
a peer-reviewed journal) is dedicated 
to the analysis and understanding of 
religious forces in the world through 
diverse and progressive voices. It 

seeks to “exemplify a form of public 
scholarship and reflection that con-
tributes to a broad conversation on 
religion that respects multiple voices 
and avoids becoming an extension of 
singular political interests.” The jour-
nal is aimed at audiences both in and 
beyond academia. It began publishing 
in December 2007.

Voyages
http://www.slavevoyages.org

This collaborative database contains 
records of nearly 35,000 transatlantic 
slaving voyages that carried more than 
10 million Africans between 1514 and 
1866. The interactive website also 
identifies more than 67,000 Africans 
aboard slave ships by name, age, gen-
der, origin, and place of embarkation. 
Voyages allows users to create list-
ings, tables, charts, and maps based 
on database searches. It debuted in 
December 2008.

Journal of Family Life
http://www.journaloffamilylife.org

The peer-reviewed multimedia jour-
nal is described as “a gathering place 
for ideas and information addressing 
all aspects of American Family Life.” 
Submissions are encouraged from all 
disciplines, including psychology, fam-
ily studies, religious studies, theology, 
anthropology, and literature. Poetry 
and fiction are also welcomed, as 
are submissions from non-academics, 
such as journalists, novelists, parents, 
and observers. It began publishing in 
February 2009. 

Practical Matters
http://www.practicalmattersjournal.org 

Through a variety of media and genres, 
this journal examines the study of 
religious practices, the field of practi-
cal theology, and the intersection of 
the two from a variety of disciplinary 
perspectives. Practical Matters is an 

academic journal with a diverse audi-
ence and content and contains both 
peer-reviewed and non-peer-reviewed 
material. The journal encourages 
submissions about diverse religious 
traditions from those both inside and 
outside academia. It began publishing 
in spring 2009. 

Methodist Review
http://www.methodistreview.org

Sponsored in part by the Candler School 
of Theology, this peer-reviewed journal 
publishes scholarly text articles about 
all eras of Wesleyan and Methodist 
studies. It welcomes submissions about 
biblical, theological, philosophical, his-
torical, social-scientific, biographical, 
ethical, and practical topics and meth-
odologies. It began publishing in 2009. 

 
Other Resources

Current Models of Digital 	
Scholarly Communication 
Results of an Investigation by Ithaka 
for the Association of Research 
Libraries

http://www.arl.org/bm~doc/current-models-

report.pdf 

Directory of Open Access Journals
http://www.doaj.org

“Tenure in the Digital Era” 	
(Inside Higher Education, May 26, 2009)

http://www.insidehighered.com/

news/2009/05/26/digital 

The Evaluation of Digital Work 
(Modern Language Association 
Guidelines) 

http://www.philosophi.ca/pmwiki.php/

Main/MLADigitalWork 
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Academic Exchange: What audience 
are you aiming for with Practical 
Matters?
Liz Bounds: We’re trying to aim at 
some different audiences, which 
is tough. There’s one audience—
scholars in the field—who might 
hear about this in more conven-
tional ways, like at a scholarly 
meeting. But we also wanted to be 
accessible to people who might 
be scholars in other fields, or who 
might not be scholars at all. The 
Internet makes it possible to follow 
a connection, and you go, Look, 
there’s this whole journal that’s 
doing all this stuff. The web-based 
platform and the nature of the  
medium enable it to be used in 

ways we don’t fully anticipate yet. 
AE: The journal is staffed by students in 
the Graduate Division of Religion. How 
is it structured and funded?
LB: At the moment funding is 
primarily from a Lilly Foundation 
grant, which got us started. Lilly’s 
desire is that we ultimately be  
self-sufficient. It’s been a remark-
able coincidence that the emer-
gence of this journal happened 
with the emergence of the digital 
initiatives at the library. That sup-
port from Emory has been critical. 
It includes server support and staff 
support. Production and contents 
of the journal are managed by 
the Practical Matters staff, but the 
enabling platform and ability to use 

that platform are what Emory has 
contributed. These are skills that are 
going to start changing the criteria 
for what is scholarship. It’s going to 
be slow, but it’s going to happen. 

We, like Southern Spaces, are a 
student-run journal, but we’re not 
a student journal. That’s a huge 
distinction. We have a faculty 
advisory board that periodically 
reviews the journal and gives 
feedback. But the complexity  
and rapid changes in the digital 
environment are such that we 
need more than that, so now I  
am serving as a faculty advisor. 
AE: How is digital technology changing 
scholarship? 
LB: It’s going to have to change for 

People are experiencing the world through multiple 	
media. That may mean we need to think about different 
forms of scholarship.

— L i z  B o u n d s ,  A s s o c i a t e  P r o f e s s o r  o f  C h r i s t i a n  E  t h i c s ,  C a n d l e r  Sc   h o o l  o f 

T h e o l o g y ,  C o f o u n d e r  o f  t h e  e l e c t r o n i c j   o u r n a l  P r a c t i c a l  M a t t e r s

D i g i t a l  Sc   h o l a r s h i p  C o m e s  o f  A g e

In terms of shaping scholarship, the technologist 	
needs the scholar, and the scholar needs the technologist.

— C o n n i e  M  o o n  S  e h a t ,  S  e n i o r  S  t r a t e g i s t  o f  D  i g i t a l  Sc   h o l a r s h i p I   n i t i a t i v e s , 

W o o d r u f f  L  i b r a r y
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Academic Exchange: Explain your role 
in the library.
Connie Moon Sehat: I’ve been asked 
to help advise the creation of a 
research laboratory where what 
we’re calling digital scholarship 
would happen. I am also involved 
in creating a certificate curriculum 
in digital scholarship and media 
studies in the graduate school for 
Ph.D. students. I think the basic 
question is, how are these technol-
ogies going to transform research 
and teaching methodologies for 
traditional disciplines, whether 
they’re history, biology, or busi-
ness? What I’ve been doing is  
trying to assess the strengths that 
are particular to Emory. 

AE: What are you finding? 
CMS: First, because this lab is going 
to be very grounded in the librar-
ies and in collaboration with the 
Manuscripts, Archives, and Rare 
Book Library, I think there’s the 
potential to create an organization 
with a unique archival strength 
in comparison to other initiatives 
going on around the country. A 
second way that the library dimen-
sion might offer particular insight, 
especially as digital technologies 
continue to impact research disci-
plines, involves information access: 
how does one create an appropri-
ate research environment that 
allows access to information in a 
way that understands its potential 

uses? For example, how do schol-
ars of history versus medicine use 
information, and what would it 
actually mean to be collaborative 
about their research?

It has been my experience that 
in terms of shaping scholarship, 
the technologist needs the scholar, 
and the scholar needs the tech-
nologist. In a way, it’s just data to 
the technologist. But interpretive 
problems, understanding how 
this could affect methodologies 
in research or pedagogy, that’s 
definitely in the scholar’s field. 
And yet the scholar can’t even 
imagine some of the technologi-
cal possibilities that are out there 
now. So one of the things that 



lots of reasons. One is material, 
or economic. Scholarly presses 
won’t be able to provide mono-
graphs anymore. It was already 
very difficult before the economic 
downturn. So there’s a practical 
dimension that requires change. 

Simultaneously, there’s a per-
ceptual dimension. Traditional 
scholarship has tended to cleave to 
that cultural divide between popu-
lar and academic, but people are 
experiencing the world through 
multiple media. That may mean 
we need to think about different 
forms of scholarship. This shift 
links with our conversation at 
Emory about the public dimension 
of scholarship, which has not been 
traditionally considered important 
for tenure. This question of new 
media will get linked with ques-
tions of accessibility and audience 
as we are thinking about the crite-
ria for tenuring faculty. People are 
tenured now in relationship to the 
opinion of a particular guild, and I 
think universities need to ask, Are 

these really the only criteria that 
we want? I’m not saying we should 
get rid of the traditional criteria, 
but saying to ask if there are other 
faculty who are valuable to the 
university who may be evaluated 
by some different criteria. 
AE: How has Practical Matters 
addressed the question of peer review?
LB: We wanted to try to keep the 
twin goals of greater access and 
high academic standards. Our stu-
dents worked very hard on devel-
oping the peer review process. 
I was amazed when the student 
who has done the most in film 
studies said to me that even the 
film studies journals don’t have 
peer review standards for film. 
They have peer review standards 
for scholarship about film, but not 
for scholarship as film. There is 
one video in the journal that is a 
piece of ethnographic film work, 
which demonstrates that film itself 
is scholarship. The material in the 
journal that is peer reviewed is in a 
particular section. 

AE: Where does curation fall within the 
wider concept of scholarship? 
LB: Curation requires an incredible 
amount of scholarship, even when 
it’s done for an exhibit on the web. 
Visual examples, such as histori-
cal documents or photos, might 
require detailed written captions 
that offer a commentary on each 
one and contextualize the work. 
To do that well takes an immense 
amount of research. 
AE: What’s in the future for digital 
scholarship? 
LB: I am reasonably clear about 
the enormous impact of digital 
media in terms of pedagogy and 
increased access. What it means 
for scholarship I’m still mulling 
over. There are certain simple 
things I understand, like access  
to collections of documents or 
photographs. But how does  
this kind of access change the 
scholarship itself? I don’t think  
we know how to think about that 
yet. It has to be an open conversa-
tion for a while. 

D i g i t a l  Sc   h o l a r s h i p  C o m e s  o f  A g e

digital scholarship tries to do is be 
interdisciplinary. In our case, the 
goal is to create an actual, physi-
cal space that might mesh scholars 
and technologists with librarians, 
invite them to sit together, and let 
that interaction allow for creative 
possibilities.
AE: What do you think it will take 
for digital scholarship to gain greater 
credibility?
CMS: There are now small, peer-
reviewed venues and journals 
devoted to digital humanities. 
Additionally, some projects have 
gained credibility through the 
participation of scholars who vet 
the information. As any young 
field comes into maturity, peer 
review processes are put in place 
and more centralization hap-
pens, and all this is happening for 
digital scholarship. I think the real 
pressure that digital scholarship 
presents is, what would it mean 
to deny somebody tenure if, for 
example, they spent six years of 

their life creating a large digital 
project that was submitted to a 
peer review process and accepted 
by main scholars in that field but 
wasn’t an individual effort? It took 
maybe three scholars, plus a team 
of technologists. Should that work 
be counted for tenure? I think 
people in digital scholarship say 
yes. If you can cite it, if it has intel-
lectual creativity and value, it’s a 
production, it’s stable, it’s vetted, 
why should it not be accepted just 
as well as a monograph?

That’s the major challenge: how 
do we move to the next level and 
actually become a field or disci-
pline proper, asking the question, 
What is online scholarship? And 
the definition shifts. Some people 
will say digital scholarship is 
purely about the tools. Others  
say it’s mostly about the questions 
it raises in terms of the politics 
and ethics of knowledge. I think 
it’s addressing the opportunities 
and problems presented by  

technologies to traditional meth-
odologies in research and teach-
ing. I can’t see that it’s only about 
tools. There’s a larger question at 
stake. The tools are a response to 
technological problems, such as 
the abundance of information  
created by our computers.
AE:  Do you think the monograph 
has a future in electronic form?
CMS: Yes, but there is a tremendous 
amount of data scholars are going 
to have to deal with. For instance, 
if you want to be a scholar of the 
Clinton or George W. Bush admin-
istration, that’s 33 versus 140 tera-
bytes of information. Even if you’re 
a scholar of the classical world, 
you have increasing networks and 
amounts of data at your fingertips; 
how are you supposed to have 
access to all that data? At what 
point does it make sense only for  
a single person to try to do a 
monograph with all of that? 
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traditional journals because many 
are refereed and follow clearly 
delineated editorial guidelines and 
missions. These “born digital” enti-
ties represent an entirely novel 
instrument of scholarly exchange. 
Authors suddenly find themselves 
able to layer text with photos, video, 
audio, maps, interactive graphics, 
data sets, or archival material, none 
of which have paper-based ana-
logues. E-journals also scramble 
the rigidly linear timeline of print 
journals by paring down the inter-
val between submission and publi-
cation to weeks instead of months. 

E-journal creators are making 
the rules of digital scholarship as 
they go. Allen Tullos, an associate 
professor in the Institute of Liberal 
Arts and senior editor of Southern 
Spaces, knew that to stand a chance 
of success the journal had to pre-
serve expert peer review. But who 
do you get to referee a photo essay 
or video that explores both history 
and literature, and what about a 
submission that incorporates both 
elements on top of abundant text? 
Tullos built a roster of reviewers 
with specialized skills. “We send 
photo essays to reviewers just as 

if they were written pieces about 
history or literature,” Tullos says. 

“For interdisciplinary pieces, which 
are the norm for us, the reviewer 
might be an expert in documen-
tary film studies and also familiar 
with oral histories and video  
applications.” 

Tullos routinely asks reviewers 
to recommend colleagues to add 
to his list—an idea he got from the 
editors of Molecular Vision, Emory’s 
oldest e-journal (1995) and its 
solitary representative in hard 
science. After launching, the jour-
nal, which covers the biology and 
genetics of visual systems, strug-
gled to attract submissions from 
leading researchers. It had “zero 
reputation and zero impact factor 
(a measure of a journal’s impor-
tance within its field),” according 
to Robert Church, a professor of 
ophthalmology and one of the 
founding editors. Editor-in-chief 
and cofounder Jeff Boatright, an 
associate professor of ophthalmol-
ogy, remembered when one of the 
field’s foremost researchers, and 
also a friend, joked over a beer that 
Molecular Vision was a journal of 
last resort. “Since then, he’s pub-

lished five articles in the journal,” 
says Boatright. Eventually, and in 
no small part by careful assem-
bly of a respected editorial board, 
Molecular Vision cemented its place 
in the top ranks of ophthalmic 
journals. Now it receives about five 
hundred submissions annually, 
often from top names in the field. 

A  g e n e r a t i o n a l  s h i f t

With a generational change, 
scholars will fully embrace digi-
tal scholarship, and increasingly 
they will earn tenure for doing 
it, says Tullos. He notes that one 
of the Southern Spaces editorial 
board members was appointed 
to a chaired faculty position in 
digital history at the University of 
Nebraska. Tenure committees will 
naturally become better prepared 
to consider digital projects because 
they will have grown up, academi-
cally, with the new media.

E-journal reputations will also 
sort themselves out. “All of the 
digital journals need to establish 
themselves and prove that they 
are for real,” says Marshall Duke, 
Charles Howard Candler Professor 

Continued from page 2
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A Feast of Honors
2009 Emory Faculty Books and Scholarly Awards

Join Us to Celebrate | Wednesday, December 9, 2009 | 4:15 – 6:15 p.m.

Emory Faculty Authors and Editors of Books Published in 2009 | Recipients of Awards and 
Distinctions for Scholarship in 2009 | The 2009 Albert E. Levy Scientific Research Awards 

Wine and hors d’oeuvres in the Joseph W. Jones Room of the Woodruff Library 
Remarks and a toast from President Jim Wagner and Provost Earl Lewis

We know that our list of 2009 books is incomplete. If you published a book this year, please send the title, author(s) 
or editor(s), and publisher to Allison Adams, editor of the Academic Exchange, at aadam02@emory.edu. Likewise, 
if you know of a colleague who published a book this year, again, please let us know. The list of honorees will also 
be published on the AE website.

RSVP by December 4: Roopika Risam, rrisam@emory.edu
Hosts: The Center for Faculty Development and Excellence, the Academic Exchange, and the University Research Council
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of Psychology and founding editor 
of the Journal of Family Life. “Over 
time, a ranking or tier system will 
develop for online journals, and 
we’ll know that journal X is more 
important than journal Y.” 

Digital scholarship, some argue, 
has already expanded the defini-
tion of what constitutes scholar-
ship itself, and therefore should 
give rise to updated measures 
for evaluating scholars and their 
work. A blog may spark interesting 
debates, but it’s hard to argue that 
it is scholarship. It’s not much of a 
stretch, though, to look afresh at 
other digital work, such as collab-
orative data collections. At Emory, 
the Voyages transatlantic slave 
trade database stands as an exam-
ple. It documents almost 35,000 
slave ship voyages responsible for 
the transport of more than ten mil-
lion Africans. Such meticulously 
compiled resources open questions 
about how they might be judged 
and by whom. 

“What would it mean to deny 
somebody tenure if, for example, 
they spent six years of their life 
creating a large digital project that 
was submitted to a peer review 

process and accepted by main 
scholars in that field but wasn’t 
an individual effort,” says Connie 
Moon Sehat, senior strategist of 
digital scholarship initiatives for 
the Woodruff Library. “It took 
maybe three scholars, plus a team 
of technologists. . . . If you can cite 
it, if it has intellectual creativity 
and value, it’s a production, it’s sta-
ble, it’s vetted, why should it not be 
accepted as well as a monograph?” 

Determining what quali-
fies as scholarship will become 
intertwined with questions of 
accessibility and audience, and 
for what, precisely, a university 
grants tenure, says Liz Bounds, an 
associate professor of Christian 
ethics and faculty advisor of the 
e-journal Practical Matters, whose 
first issue was published this past 
spring. (Bounds emphasizes that 
while Practical Matters is staffed by 
graduate students under faculty 
supervision, as is Southern Spaces, 
it is not a student journal.) Digital 
media allows scholars to reach 
beyond academia, and Practical 
Matters wants to do just that. 

“We wanted to try to keep the 
twin goals of greater access and 

academic standards,” says Bounds. 
“This shift links with our conver-
sation at Emory about the public 
dimension of scholarship, which 
has not been traditionally consid-
ered important for tenure.” 

Time and a changing of the  
academic guard will lead to more 
favorable attitudes toward public 
engagement with scholarship,  
says Gary Laderman, chair of the 
Department of Religion, professor 
of American religious history and 
cultures, and co-executive editor  
of the online magazine Religion 
Dispatches. “Younger scholars are 
more actively seeking out different 
kinds of outlets for their knowl-
edge, which is a direct result of  
the digital revolution. All of these 
things are merging and have an 
impact on what it means to be a 
scholar, what it means to be 
engaged in public scholarship,  
and what your responsibilities as  
a scholar are. It’s such a challenge 
for young scholars who are  
concerned about getting tenure. 
We want to make sure where they 
get published is going to count in 
some way.”— s t e v e  F  r a n d z e l
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the p erils of p eer review  | w hat c ells remember | teaching 
consultation p rogram | the ethics of c linical trials | moral 
questions of Darwin’s age | defining addiction | academic writing 
support | beer and ancient prophecy | blogging colleagues | the 
brain and computational devices | faculty leadership training 

Interested in topics like these? They have all been covered recently in the AEWeekly, a 
weekly email news supplement to the Academic Exchange. Subscribe, and every Monday 
afternoon you’ll receive bios on new faculty, short reviews of new books by Emory authors, 
a featured “website of the week,” information on faculty resources, notices of upcoming 
lectures, and excerpts from them later on, in case you missed being there in person. 
To subscribe, send an e-mail to LISTSERV@LISTSERV.emory.edu
In the text of the e-mail, write SUBSCRIBE AEWEEKLY [your first name] [your last name]	
For example, SUBSCRIBE AEWEEKLY John Smith



Journalism students need to 
be critical thinkers, academi-
cally and professionally. So 
how do we assess learning that 

leads to critical thinking with direct 
application in the professional world? 
In the new environment of multime-
dia journalism, students must know 
the fundamentals and employ them 
in professional practice.

In the Emory Journalism 
Program, students combine  

journalism studies with a major 
in the liberal arts and sciences 
or business. News reporting and 
writing are cornerstones of the 
journalism classroom. Proficiency 
in editing, news style, punctua-
tion, grammar, and spelling go 
hand-in-hand with writing skills. 

Journalism history, ethics, and 
law are additional priorities, laid 
down when journalism education 
was revived at Emory in 1996. 

Students learn the fundamentals 
with the technology and formats 
needed to write and report news 
for different media. 

The Journalism Program will 
complete its first assessment of 
these learning goals during the 
2009-2010 academic year. The 
assessment will focus on both  
students’ knowledge of journalism 
and ability to apply that knowledge 
meaningfully in their careers. 

Knowledge and Application
Learning assessment in the Journalism Program 

S h e i l a T   e f f t ,  S  e n i o r  L  e c t u r e r  i n  J o u r n a l i s m ,  P r o g r a m  D  i r e c t o r ,  2 0 0 0 - 2 0 0 9
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t h e  e v i d e n c e  o f  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n

W hen E mory  underwent its S outhern Association of Colleges and S chools (SACS) accreditation 
affirmation in 2003, phrases like “learning outcomes assessment” were not a big part of the 
vocabulary. S ince then, however, the national conversation about quality and accountability in 

higher education, heightened by the 2007 report of then-Education Secretary Margaret Spellings’s Commission 
on the Future of Higher Education, has taken on greater urgency. 

SACS and its regional counterparts, which serve as the gate-	
keepers between institutions and federal student aid, are calling for 
much more evidence than ever before on what students are actually 
learning. But how to ask this question—and exactly what question 
it is that needs asking—is provocative and challenging.

Emory is now gearing up for its fifth-year interim report to SACS, 
due in March 2010. The university must document that assessment 
of student learning is taking place in all its educational programs, 
as well as show that assessment initiatives are being established in 
educational programs and administrative and educational support 
services before its next full reaccreditation review in 2014. 

Faculty are necessarily called upon to be a part of this process, 
and that work is well underway. T he Academic Exchange invited 
three faculty members from disparate fields and with different 
student populations to reflect on their experiences assessing 
student learning in their programs. O n these four pages are the 
remarks of Sheila Tefft of the Journalism Program, Gordon Newby 
of Middle Eastern and South Asian studies, and Keith Wilkinson of 
the Graduate Division of Biological and Biomedical Science on the 
work of thinking through those processes more systematically as 
the SACS interim report approaches.

The Evidence of Transformation
Three faculty experiences of learning outcomes assessment



When I started teach-
ing, a little over four 
decades ago, I modeled 
myself on some of my 

best teachers. I lectured, tested, 
and assigned research papers that 
came in close to the end of the 
course. The sum of the student 
contributions, tests, quizzes, and 
term papers—plus some show of 
interest by asking questions in 
class or visiting me in my usually 
lonely office hours—was translated 
into a grade. That grade, I believed, 
as had my teachers before me, 
was the sufficient indicator of the 
transfer of knowledge from me to 
my students. 

Over time, I came to doubt that 
certainty. After several decades 
in private and public university 

teaching, I began thinking about 
what we know as learner outcomes 
and assessment in spring 1994, 
when I joined the late Professor 
John Fenton in teaching a course 
in Comparative Sacred Texts. That 
fall, Professor Vernon Robbins 
joined the course, and Professor 
Laurie Patton joined in 1996, after 
Professor Fenton’s death. 

Our challenge was to construct 
and teach a course to Emory fresh-
men that compared the sacred 
texts of three, four, or sometimes 
five religious traditions, when, by 
their own admission, most of the 
students had only a partial grasp of 
the sacred texts of their own tradi-
tion or no tradition at all. “I don’t 
have a religion; I believe in science,” 
I remember one student saying.

In our first attempt, we taught 
the course “cafeteria” style with 
samples from each tradition, some 
discussion (usually in the form  
of answering the “I don’t under-
stand . . .”), questions, quizzes, 
and tests. It became clear that this 
approach was not working. Students 
kept each tradition in the separate 
compartments of the cafeteria tray 
we provided, and Judaism did not 
touch Hinduism or Islam. And the 
tests gave only a static picture of 
what the students were supposed 
to get from the course, much like 
pinning a butterfly to a matte when 
the object was to examine butterfly 
migration—that is, how to get out 
of the fact-based examination and 
find a way to teach and assess the 
dynamic act of comparison.

Learning to Follow the Butterfly
How dynamic learner outcomes helped me to be a better teacher
G o r d o n  D  .  N  e wb  y ,  P r o f e s s o r  a  n d  C h a i r ,  M  i d d l e  Ea   s t e r n  a  n d  S  o u t h  A s i a n  S  t u d i e s
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Powerful journalism starts with 
strong reporting and writing. The 
faculty will examine news feature 
projects in beginning news report-
ing and writing classes to judge 
student progress. We will be look-
ing for the measures of proficiency 
in journalistic writing: organizing a 
story, writing the lead, and report-
ing with balance, completeness, and 
accuracy. Students also will need to 
demonstrate precision in style, spell-
ing, punctuation, and grammar.

Knowledge of historical trends, 
ethical principles, and legal pre-
cepts in journalism are important 
tools for students in the profes-
sional world. Journalists wrestle 
with ethical dilemmas constantly. 
The Internet is blurring long-
standing precedents of media 
law. The faculty will evaluate a 
selection of student papers from 
required courses in history, eth-
ics, and communications law to 
test student analytical skills in the 
classroom and, in turn, their prep-
aration for professional newsrooms 
beyond: Can students examine 

ethical issues thoughtfully and 
make the decisions journalists face 
every day? Do they understand 
professional media standards 
involving truth, accuracy, fairness, 
and objectivity? Can they connect 
historical themes, such as the news 
media’s watchdog relationship 
with the government, to contempo-
rary issues? Can they read a case 
and identify the legal issues? Do 
they understand and respect First 
Amendment freedoms? 

Our final endeavor will involve 
collecting student self-assessments 
and suggestions in a questionnaire to 
be completed in the journalism cap-
stone course. Among the questions:

n Do you feel you have the knowl-
edge and skills to think critically 
about news developments?

n Can you competently report a news 
story and ask pertinent questions?

n How well did your education 
integrate the liberal arts and  
sciences with journalism funda-
mentals?

n Assess your skills to tell stories in 
multimedia formats.

n Assess your comfort and versatil-
ity with web, audio, and video tech-
nologies and your ability to expand 
your technical skills in the future.

n Assess your ability to make ethi-
cal and legal decisions within the 
context of your journalistic work.

The world of journalism is in the 
midst of a confused but exciting 
transition. Assessing how well 
Emory journalism students learn 
will tell us not only the effective-
ness of journalism instruction. It 
will signal this new generation’s 
readiness to perform professionally 
and shape the challenging future.



Preparation for the upcom-
ing SACS accreditation 
process has presented us at 
Emory with the opportunity 

to formalize our assessment of edu-

cational strategies. As director of 
the Graduate Division of Biological 
and Biomedical Sciences (GDBBS), 
I have recently become more 
educated myself, this time in the 

formalities of learning assessment. 
This exposure to methods of assess-
ment has revealed that we already 
do most of what is necessary, albeit 
in a rather reflexive and less-than-1

0
 

 
T

h
e

 
A

c
a

d
e

m
i

c
 

E
x

c
h

a
n

g
e At the Heart of Learning

Assessing graduate student education in the biological sciences
K e i t h  W i l k i n s o n ,  D  i r e c t o r ,  G  r a d u a t e  D  i v i s i o n  o f  B i o l o g i ca  l  a  n d  B i o m e d i ca  l	

Sc  i e n c e s ,  a  n d  P r o f e s s o r  o f  B i o c h e m i s t r y

In order to get out of that static 
mode, we wanted to involve stu-
dents with the faculty as a commu-
nity of learners. This approach put 
us, as instructors, in the middle of 
the learning process. We decided to 
start with a tradition most familiar 
to the majority of Emory freshmen, 
the Judaism of the Hebrew Bible. 
We had ascertained that this was 
the most familiar by asking each 
student to write his or her own 
view of the creation of the universe 
using a set of descriptive tasks:

1. �Describe the sources of power 
that brought the created world 
into being.

2. �Explain the processes by which 
these sources of power caused 
things and beings to be.

3. �List the order in which things 
came into being in the created 
world.

4. �Describe the relation of humans 
to the sources of power and to 
other created things and beings. 
In other words, describe the 
order of the universe.

5. �Describe the higher and lower 
status (the hierarchy of things) 
in the universe.

We then had the students read 
the first two chapters of the Book 
of Genesis and write and post  
on LearnLink their descriptions  
of creation as set forth in those  
two chapters. Following this,  
we had the students read a 
Rabbinic description of creation 

that added many more details to 
the Genesis account and perform 
the same descriptive tasks. When 
they had done that, they then were 
asked to perform comparative 
tasks:

n Compare the sources of power 
in the religious tradition assigned 
for the day to the sources of power 
you identified in the tradition or 
traditions you explored previously 
in this unit on creation.

n Compare the processes by which 
sources of power caused things and 
beings to be in the religious tradi-
tion assigned for the day with the 
means you identified in the tradi-
tion or traditions you explored pre-
viously in this unit on creation.

n Compare the order in which 
things came into being in the reli-
gious tradition assigned for the day 
with the order you identified in the 
tradition or traditions you explored 
previously in this unit on creation.

n Compare the relation and hier-
archy of things and beings in the 
universe the religious tradition 
assigned for the day to the relation 
and hierarchy you identified in the 
tradition or traditions you explored 
previously in this unit on creation.

We then followed this through 
Hinduism, Christianity and Islam, 
in that order, building on the com-

parisons, so that, in the end, the 
best of the students could compare 
across all of the traditions and 
across all of the course’s topics: 
creation, end of the world, sacrifice, 
and religious practice.

We encouraged students to 
post their assignments on the 
class LearnLink conference (and 
rewarded them for doing so). 
This fostered self-assessment 
and group cooperative learning. 
Unit tests were, of course, held in 
confidence between the instruc-
tors and the students. Through 
this process, we could see that we 
were teaching the fundamentals of 
reading, careful analysis of source 
materials, and the use of textual 
details as evidence in presenting 
an argument. Additionally, the 
students found that they had a bet-
ter picture of their performance at 
any given point in the course. Best 
of all, we knew what we wanted 
our students to take away from the 
course and whether we were help-
ing them to that end. By concen-
trating on assessing the dynamics 
of learner outcomes, we found that 
we were more successful as teach-
ers and more of our students lived 
up to our expectations.

As an extension of our  
experience with this class, the 
Department of Middle Eastern 
and South Asian Studies is using a 
similar learner outcome model in 
structuring our core major courses 
with good results and less trepi-
dation about assessment in the 
upcoming SACS review. ae

t h e  e v i d e n c e  o f  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n
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systematic way. We are now being 
asked to examine our assessment 
processes and to make them more 
formal and standardized.

At the heart of learning assess-
ment are three questions: What 
do we want our students to learn? 
How do we determine whether our 
students are learning? Can we rec-
ognize and respond to shortcom-
ings in our educational methods? 
A number of direct and indirect 
methods of evaluation go into 
answering these questions.

In the GDBBS we have defined 
several learning goals. We hope 
that all graduates will be able to 

n critically evaluate scholarship 
and research in their field, 

n formulate and prepare research 
proposals for funding, 

n conduct independent research 
using methods appropriate to the 
field or discipline, and 

n communicate the results, find-
ings, or new interpretations of 
their scholarly work to peers, stu-
dents, and the general public.

To assess progress toward these 
learning goals we use a number of 
exercises and assessment tools that 
each address one or more of the 
goals. No one measure is definitive, 
and several address the overall 
achievements of the students.

n Communication skills are vital 
to the success of any professional. 
Our students have many oppor-
tunities to hone those skills, and 
we often evaluate their presenta-
tions by soliciting written audience 
feedback and faculty comments. 
Students gain experience in com-
munication by presenting pub-
lished research papers in the first 
year, continuing journal club pre-
sentations in their chosen fields, 
and presenting their own research 
as more senior students. 

n In addition, written grant propos-
als are part of many courses in the 
GDBBS, and every student takes a 
lead role in writing their research 
publications, giving their advisor 

an opportunity to help hone their 
logic and language. 

n Teaching is also a form of com-
munication, although to become 
accomplished one needs train-
ing and additional aptitude and 
skills. All graduate students at 
Emory must teach, and both their 
teaching supervisors and students 
offer observations and sugges-
tions. Many other opportunities to 

“teach” arise in mentoring under-
graduates and junior graduate stu-
dents, as well as in presentations 
at laboratory meetings and scien-
tific meetings. The best teachers 
seek out additional teaching activi-
ties, and these can be important 
for those seeking jobs in teaching. 

n Research accomplishments are 
measured in several ways, includ-
ing grades in dissertation research, 
qualifying examinations incorpo-
rating a research proposal, regular 
dissertation committee meetings, 
the oral defense of the thesis, and 
publications in scholarly journals.

n Finally, a measure of overall 
success is afforded by the place-
ment and career advancement of 
a student after leaving Emory. We 
look for the quality of the postdoc-
toral experience that most students 
undertake upon graduation, the 
record of continued employment 
is some aspect of the sciences, and 
the level of appointment held by 
the students five, ten, and fifteen 
years after graduation.

In spite of this rather lengthy 
inventory of assessment tools, 
most graduate programs lack 
consistency in the application of 
these tools and carry out only 
cursory global comparisons of all 

students. This makes it difficult to 
identify common mistakes in our 
approaches and prevents us from 
gaining a larger picture of how our 
efforts succeed or fail. Nonetheless, 
the potential of most students is 
broadly recognizable by the time 
they graduate. External measures 
of post-graduate success include 
the student’s publication history, 
the quality of their initial place-
ment, and the nature of their even-
tual career trajectory. 

Our response to the results of 
these evaluations is as crucial to 
the process as the evaluations 
themselves. Our curriculum is 
routinely altered as shortcom-
ings are identified. For instance, 
we have begun to provide more 
formalized training in grant writ-
ing, have sought to place students 
in the laboratory more quickly in 
response to lengthening “time-to-
degree” statistics, and have greatly 
amplified our coverage of non-aca-
demic careers for our students. 

These moves seem to pay off. 
Nearly a fifth of our students 
submit fellowship applications 
every year, and the success rate for 
funding these applications is 50 
percent, higher than the national 
norm of about one third. Similarly, 
the expanded coverage of non-
academic careers has challenged 
some of our faculty to rethink the 
definition of a “good” placement; 
no longer is a career in the profes-
soriate the only quality outcome. 

But ultimately, and perhaps in 
spite of whatever we do in formal 
classwork and evaluation, there 
are three traits that seem to corre-
late with success: aptitude, curios-
ity, and hard work. These qualities 
can be groomed and nurtured but 
probably not taught. Perhaps we 
should consider modifying the 
admission and evaluation pro-
cesses to take this into account. 
If we could learn how to assess 
these traits, we could admit more 
students with a high probability to 
succeed. If we focus our energies 
on nurturing these critical traits, 
then we will have optimized the 
education we provide. ae

t h e  e v i d e n c e  o f  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n



The Perils of Peer Review
It’s very easy to cast [peer reviewers] as enemies because they have 
pointed out weaknesses, and we don’t want to hear that. These weak-
nesses entail significant amounts of work on our part. It’s very easy to 
be dismissive and say, There’s something wrong with this person—
they’re unfair, they didn’t bother to read my paper, they don’t like this 
area. It conserves energy on your part to take that sort of interpreta-
tion. The harder interpretation to live with is to say, These people saw 
something in my paper that needed to be done, and darn it, I’ve got 
work to do. . . .

There’s also a risk to always sending a paper to the most visible 
journals. Your earliest draft of the paper, before it’s been rejected  
several times, is probably not as good as the draft after you’ve 
received some feedback. If you send this early draft to a highly visible 
journal, your odds of getting it accepted are not so good. You might 
send it to a specialty journal or a lower-tier journal, and you might 
have a better chance. The problem is a sort of tipping point. If you 
send it to a less visible journal and it gets accepted, you feel, Oh, I had 
a chance. But if you send it to the top one and it gets rejected, you say, 
That paper wasn’t really ready for the top; I should have waited. This 
is a difficult dilemma, but there is a resolution to it: make more use of 
your peer-review network of your colleagues and your friends. You do 
not want to send other than your very best effort out for review. 
—Randy Hodson, professor of sociology, Ohio State University, and  
editor, American Sociological Review, from “What Readers Want,” 
the Art of Publishing Workshop, April 17, 2009, sponsored by the 
Department of Economics 

The Cell Remembers
At one point during fetal development, some of your cells decided to 
make a leg and some cells decided to make an arm. At one point it was 
one cell that decided to do that. Once the cell that decides it’s going 
to make an arm divides to make all the cells that we need to make 
an arm, it needs to remember that it’s supposed to make an arm. It 
needs to remember what the mother cell decided. And all the millions 
and millions of cells that will come from that one cell—each cell divi-
sion—they need to remember that’s what they’re supposed to do, too. 
Cells rely on this mechanism to remember what they’re supposed to be 
doing. . . . This very specific conclusion is at the heart of what happens 
as we age. It’s at the heart of what happens in every thing we do.
 —Victor Corces, Arts and Sciences Distinguished Professor, Howard Hughes 
Medical Institute, Professor and Chair, Department of Biology, Emory College, 
from “Beyond the Genome: DNA is Not Destiny,” March 16, 2009, 
sponsored by the Office of the Provost and the Faculty Councilae
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