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Introduction 

Digital Public Humanities: Building Collections, Transforming Communities 

• Today we will be exploring presentations from students and staff from Messiah 

University, located in south-central Pennsylvania. The presenters will reflect on 

the processes of creating a series of collaborative historical projects about the 

Pennsylvania Capital Region over the last fifteen years. The session will highlight 

how digital public projects can bring together students, scholars, and 

community members to cocreate collections that preserve local knowledge. The 

presenters will explore digital mapping, metadata creation, public exhibitions, 



intercultural histories, and mobile apps that bridge academic research and 

community engagement while fostering meaningful learning experiences. 

• J.T. Crocenzi is a senior English major. He is a student fellow for Messiah's 

Center for Public Humanities and serves as student managing editor for the new 

mobile app and website, Harrisburg Historical. 

● Jake Kocher is a senior history major. In the fall of 2024, he developed a 

walking tour of the Pennsylvania State Capitol Complex for use in Harrisburg 

Historical. 

● Bernardo Michael is a professor of history at Messiah University. His research 

interests include statemaking, spatiality, and Anglo-Gorkha (present-day Nepal) 

relations in the nineteenth century. He is currently working on a biography of the 

Anglican educator and activist Charles Freer Andrews (1871-1940). At Messiah 

he has also served in various administrative capacities including Director- 

Center for Public Humanities (2006-2010), Chief Diversity Office (2010-2017), 

co-chair and chair of the department of History (2018-2021). 

● Sarah Myers is Associate Professor of History at Messiah. As a public historian 

and former museum curator, she guides students in UnEssay research projects 

including biography panels for the Harrisburg Women’s History Garden. Her first 

book Earning their Wings: The WASPs of World War II and the Fight for Veteran 

Recognition, was published in 2023 and shows us how those in the WASP 

program bonded through their training, lived experiences, military breakthroughs 

and overall fight for veteran recognition at the federal level.  

● David Pettegrew is Professor of History and Archaeology at Messiah. As the 

coordinator of digital humanities, he works with students each semester to build 

digital projects that serve and engage local communities and public audiences. 

His most recent publication: Corinthian Countrysides: Linked Open Data and 

Analysis from the Eastern Korinthia Archaeological Survey “presents the 

datasets, analysis, and results of a large-scale intensive survey in the eastern 

territory of Corinth between 1997 and 2003.” 

 

Presentation 

David Pettegrew: 

• Messiah is located between Harrisburg and Gettysburg, in south central 

Pennsylvania, and has 2400 undergraduates 

• Messiah’s Center for Public Humanities is an extension of the university’s larger 

mission and is funded by multiple grants, including from the National 

Endowment for the Humanities 

o Center does work with older students who have never taken college 

courses before as well as high school history teachers, among other parts 

of the community 

o Center has a yearly fellowship program with undergraduates 



• Dean hosted a series of conversations with those in digital humanities on how to 

improve students’ research skills, familiarity with things like metadata 

• Meeting resulted in the launch of the Digital Harrisburg initiative in 2011  

o Site hosts student essays and projects that have been part of the 

initiative 

• University collaborates with multiple outside organizations through digital public 

humanities 

• Digital public humanities are implemented into multiple courses to foster internal 

collaboration 

• Digital History class did research into the City Beautiful movement and city 

improvement initiatives in Harrisburg, working with the state archive and 

digitizing materials/creating metadata 

o Created an interactive map using geocoded census data from the 1901 

and 1929 atlases, interactive and searchable by name and address 

o Demonstrated how neighborhoods were affected by changes to the 

urban grid – displacement of people whose houses were demolished 

o Undergraduates and local middle school students wrote poems about 

people of the Eighth Ward neighborhood who were displaced 

o Commonwealth Monument Project (2018-2020) placed a monument 

where the Eighth Ward had been, university assisted with research and 

information and worked to make a book on the monument and located 

descendants of those living in the neighborhood 

o Look Up, Look Out initiative – exhibitions, posters in the state capitol 

 

Sarah Myers: 

• Fostering work between students and the Women’s Civic Club in Harrisburg 

• Women’s History Garden – looks to tell the stories of deceased women who 

were civically engaged in Harrisburg and its surrounding area 

• Garden includes panels with brief stories of the women in question with a QR 

code linking to further background on the individuals, including a longer 

narration 

o Students work to identify potential women to include and present the 

individuals to both their professor and the Civic Club for approval, then 

work with the class 

o Narratives are drafted by students before recording the audio narration 

 

Jake Kocher: 

• Created the Chester Way Walking Tour in Harrisburg, highlights ten significant 

locations in the city in a chronological order 

o Locations significant to the Underground Railroad, Eighth Ward 

neighborhood, and civil rights movement in Harrisburg 

o Includes audio narration 



• Originally from the Harrisburg area and has enjoyed the opportunity to share 

less-known stories from the history of the area 

• Inspired by the tour of nearby Gettysburg battlefield – bringing stories to life and 

showing the individuals behind the history 

• Used the run tracking app Strava to walk the capitol grounds for a map of the 

tour 

o Tour is just over a mile long, should take roughly an hour and a half 

• Initial map was created with just points on a map, but points were unable to be 

connected in the original program used (Curatescape); ended up switching to 

the program Story Maps 

o Final map made in Curatescape is available on the Harrisburg Historical 

site, includes detailed directions for the order and where to walk due to 

the lack of ability to connect points 

• Enjoyed the opportunity to work on this kind of project as an undergraduate 

 

J.T. Crocenzi 

• Harrisburg Historical website has 23 stories published, all written by students, 

on the history of Harrisburg 

o Each story includes a title, lede, and main text with metadata and 

resources at the bottom of the page 

o Example: story on Lincoln Cemetery in Harrisburg, includes a drone view 

of the cemetery, images, map, etc. 

o Site includes a map with different pins showing the locations of each of 

the stories 

• Site also includes three walking tours of Harrisburg 

o Starting to implement audio aspects to the tours 

• Includes a link to a Zotero folder 

 

David Pettegrew – backend information on Harrisburg Historical 

• Harrisburg Historical was developed by Cleveland State University, implements 

metadata structures with the GIS platform Leaflet 

• Includes the option to add stories as well as projects from Curatescape, 

information can be self-hosted or hosted by Cleveland State 

o Includes a multimedia component 

 

Bernardo A. Michael 

• Began to move in the direction of digital humanities in 2008, worked with 

students on creating a history of underrepresented students on campus which 

became the Messiah University Intercultural History Project 

• Project involved creating posters on significant students and people associated 

with the university from underrepresented groups 



o First international students – Armenian students came from the Ottoman 

Empire in 1911 

o Rachel Flowers – first student of color at the university 

o Sakimura family – Japanese-American family fled internment, went east 

and ended up living on campus 

o Black Student Union 

o Dr. Oscar Marshall – dentist who donated his estate to the university 

• Fleshing out community engagement as it relates to diversity and inclusion 

through a digital humanities perspective 

• Projects such as this one have offered research opportunities for students 

o Opportunity for healing for students in the future 

 

Additional Comments 

• David Pettegrew: small moments of like people locating ancestors through the 

project have been encouraging for the initiative, chance for transformative work 

 

Announcements: Spring Events 

• March 25 - Society of American Archivists Orientation with Lexy DeGraffenreid, 

co-chair of the SAA Membership Committee 

• April 8 Research Libraries and Archives at the Art Museum Part 2 featuring Molly 

Dotson, Graphics Arts Librarian at Firestone Library, Department of Special 

Collections at Princeton University and Nilda Lopez, Head of Reader Services at 

the Morgan Library and Museum 


