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9. Are we ready to ‘screw around’ together? 
Barriers to institutionalisation of DH 
pedagogy in literature departments

Ritam Dutta 

Abstract

Founded on the philosophy of the constructivist and collaborative 
pursuit and production of new knowledge, pedagogy is at the very 
heart of Digital Humanities (DH). However, among the challenges 
for the institutionalisation of DH pedagogy, particularly in literature 
departments, is a dearth of sufficient literature on DH pedagogy—a 
concern echoed in “Where’s the Pedagogy?” by Stephen Brier 
(2012) among other scholar-practitioners of DH. As Hirsch 
(2012a) points out, the focus of the literature is predominantly 
“on the theories, principles, and research practices associated with 
the Digital Humanities—past and present—and not on issues of 
pedagogy”. Teaching is often “bracketed off” as an afterthought in 
the discussion on DH, which is a reflection of the practical realities 
of DH studies, particularly in literature departments. Hirsch 
argues that the bracketing off or complete exclusion of pedagogy 
in critical discussions of the Digital Humanities, as is often the case, 
reflects, and reinforces, the conflicting contrast between teaching 
and research of DH in academia.

The chapter highlights the discrepancy between traditional 
pedagogical approaches prevalent in literature departments, 
especially in India, and the collaborative, hands-on methods 
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intrinsic to DH practice. Traditional approaches often focus 
on the delivery of content from teacher to student, whereas 
DH emphasises inquiry-based learning, experimentation, and 
collaboration among peers and instructors. In the context of 
DH, a “pedagogy of digital experimentation” involves students 
actively engaging in making and doing, mirroring the work of DH 
professionals. This approach encourages collaborative exploration 
and discovery, aligning with the core tenets of DH, such as 
practice, discovery, and community. However, many literature 
departments are not prepared to embrace this approach, which 
involves what Ramsay (2010/2014) terms “screwing around” or 
“surfing and stumbling” as part of the research methodology.

Shifting towards a pedagogy of active experimentation 
requires a significant paradigm shift, challenging traditional 
notions of teaching and learning. This shift may lead to 
discomfort or uncertainty for both teachers and students as they 
navigate unfamiliar territories. Bonds (2014) suggests that this 
discomfort arises from the need to co-produce knowledge in a 
constructivist manner, rather than passively receiving it. To bridge 
the gap between traditional pedagogy and DH practices, there 
needs to be a re-evaluation of entrenched ideas about teaching 
and scholarship. This re-evaluation should challenge limited 
perceptions of the teacher’s role and the connection between 
teaching and scholarship. Without this re-evaluation, Digital 
Humanities risks being confined to superficial applications 
like computer-assisted text analysis, rather than realising its 
full potential in higher education. Bringing pedagogy to the 
forefront of Digital Humanities in literature programs requires 
a fundamental reconsideration of educational practices and 
the roles of teachers and students. Embracing collaborative, 
experimental approaches can pave the way for the integration 
of DH into mainstream educational frameworks, fostering 
innovation and deeper engagement with humanities disciplines.
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Introduction

The 21st-century pedagogical practices have been shaped immensely 
by the phenomenal growth of the internet and digital technologies. 
New modes of research and teaching have been devised, and these 
have claimed niches in academic departments in universities all over 
the world. Therefore, these new developments, including the emerging 
discipline of Digital Humanities (DH) studies, warrant our attention to 
understand what has changed and what new possibilities have emerged 
for pedagogical practices after the digital turn—especially in the field of 
humanities, which was previously considered to be the most divorced 
from technology. 

However, research (Shanmugapriya & Menon, 2020) has found that 
DH programs and courses in higher education in India are few and far 
between, although several critical events in the recent past, such as the 
launch of Digital Humanities Alliance of India in 2018, governments 
projects like “Digitize India”1 and “Digital India,”2 and an increase in the 
number of DH courses, conferences, workshops, and seminars indicate 
that DH in India is steadily moving forward. Additionally, several 
academic institutions and individual humanities scholars have helped 
to create awareness about DH through focused networks in the last 
couple of years. These developments have resulted in the introduction 
of DH programs in many more universities across the country (Diwan, 
2016).

However, Shanmugapriya and Menon (2020) also indicate that 
despite a discernible trend for employing “computer applications as 
an ‘appendix’ of various disciplines” (n.p.; para 12), including that of 
humanities, “to ensure employment opportunities in the digital era and 
to meet the global demands” (n.p.; para 12), attempts at “humanities-
based critical inquiry […] is absent in the curricula of the academic 
universities […] [and] while there is an evidence of engagement with 
digital technologies for higher education and digital pedagogy” (n.p.; 
para 12), it doesn’t often extend to “the critical realm of inquiry and 
investigation in the field of humanities” (n.p.; para 12).

This is due to multiple challenges, including some multifaceted 

1 See https://www.digitizeindia.gov.in/
2 Ibid.

https://www.digitizeindia.gov.in/
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infrastructural challenges. For instance, negotiating the digital divide 
in higher education in India is still a big challenge. Pedagogical content 
development and instructional design for multi-lingual and socio-
culturally diverse classrooms, integration of archival materials, training 
teachers and researchers in new technologies, easy access to DH labs 
and related digital infrastructures, challenges related to development 
and theorisation of digital pedagogy, and paucity of funding and 
institutional support for DH programs in Indian universities are also 
areas that require intervention. Other challenges include defining and 
locating the subject within discipline-specific boundaries, the absence of 
a theoretical framework around questions of DH pedagogy, the learning 
environment in traditional teacher-centric classrooms, and teachers’ 
beliefs about how students learn or should learn (Sneha, 2016). 

Due to lack of space, I shall focus only on the challenges of the 
learning environment in traditional teacher-centric classrooms and 
teachers’ beliefs about how students learn or should learn in the rest of 
this exposition on the present realities of DH pedagogy in India. 

Making sense of DH pedagogy

Based on the philosophy of constructivism and collaborative production 
of new knowledge, pedagogy is at the heart of Digital Humanities. 
However, DH scholar Sneha notes: 

[I]nstitutional efforts at building curricula specifically around DH-
related concerns have been few, with the prominent ones in India being 
the courses at Jadavpur University and Presidency University in Kolkata, 
and more recently Srishti School of Arts, Design and Technology in 
Bangalore (2016, p. 45). 

A reason for this might be that the possibilities of DH have still not 
been explored adequately, and to what extent DH might contribute 
qualitatively to addressing or even furthering some specific disciplinary 
concerns in the humanities remains open to speculation, even as the field 
gains institutional stability in India as in the other parts of the world. 

Generally understood as an exploration of the “intersection between 
information technology and humanities, DH has grown to become [a 
highly funded] interdisciplinary field of research” (Sneha, 2016, p.14) 
in humanities over the last couple of decades. Nevertheless, as Sneha 
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points out, studies on DH mark the difficulties in defining and locating 
the subject within discipline-specific boundaries, as Digital Humanities 
research spans archives, to social media, and everything in between, 
which is a specific obstacle for the “curriculisation” of DH: 

[DH has been] called a phenomenon, field, discipline and a set of 
convergent practices—all of which are located at and/or try to understand 
the interaction between digital technologies and humanities practice and 
scholarship (Sneha, 2016, p. 14).

However, the field has rapidly become popular in India, with several 
universities now pursuing DH studies, and not just with interdisciplinary 
teaching and research within existing humanities or media science 
departments, but to explore and invent creative and inventive 
knowledge-making processes in functional institutional spaces of its 
own. However, there is a still lack of consensus on what a DH pedagogy 
entails and scholars and practitioners in many instances have stopped 
short of fully embracing it as a discipline (Sneha, 2016). 

The lack of a precise definition of DH and its location within 
established disciplinary contexts, coupled with the near absence of a 
theoretical framework around questions of DH pedagogy, are also 
obstacles to understanding what the field entails and its many future 
possibilities in the Indian context (Sneha, 2016). Our limitations in 
comprehending the disciplinary area have, therefore, effectively limited 
the prospects of DH pedagogy in India to that of ‘training’ for increasing 
students’ employment prospects after graduation and for channelling 
greater funding for the humanities (Bonds, 2014). The question that we 
need to ask ourselves is: can we conceptualise a role for DH pedagogy 
in India beyond skill-building to that of helping students to critically 
engage with questions of socio-political concern?

Curriculisation of DH

The curriculisation of DH has its problems. As Sneha (2016) points out, 
the curriculisation of DH courses in three universities in India indicates 
the “specific academic concerns [for DH] in the Indian context, and 
the disciplinary challenges and questions that it may open up for the 
teaching-learning process” (p. 45).
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Among these challenges, particularly in literature departments, 
is a dearth of literature on DH pedagogy—a concern echoed in Brier 
(2012), among other scholar-practitioners of DH. For instance, echoing 
Brier, Hirsch (2012b) points out that the focus of the literature is 
predominantly:

[…] on the theories, principles, and research practices associated with the 
digital humanities—past and present—and not on issues of pedagogy 
(Hirsch, 2012b, p. 4). 

Teaching, Hirsch (2012b) adds, is often “bracketed off” as an afterthought 
in discussion on DH, which is a reflection of the practical realities of DH 
studies. Hirsch (2012b) argues that the bracketing off of or complete 
exclusion of pedagogy in critical discussions of Digital Humanities, as 
is often the case, reflects and reinforces the conflicting contrast between 
the teaching and research of DH in academia.

One reason for the lack of sufficient literature on DH pedagogy 
could be that we have not been able to define DH adequately, far less 
fully understand the constantly evolving nature of the digital and its 
changing facets in the context of DH. Moreover, as Sneha (2016) points 
out, we are still passing through the transition “from the analogue 
to the digital”, and the simultaneous existence of both modes makes 
it challenging to teach DH (p. 45). Another crucial reason is that the 
constructivist, collaborative nature of DH studies does not fit our 
traditional approaches to formal education, including instructional 
designs, institutional policies, and teachers’ beliefs.

Project-based learning

DH studies often follow a pedagogical approach based on constructivist 
and collaborative methodologies. Consequently, learning in DH 
is frequently ‘project-based’. This makes curriculum design and 
course evaluation difficult, particularly in the Indian context, where 
project-based learning, at least in most humanities and social science 
departments, is still not very common. Most Indian teachers are not 
adept at teaching and evaluating students through project-based 
learning, which differs significantly from traditional coursework and 
requires teachers to possess a particular skillset and mindset needed 
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for teaching collaboratively. Similarly, it requires that students possess 
some specific interpersonal and technical skills that “many students 
have not yet developed” (Bonds, 2014, p. 149). 

DH scholar Alan Liu believes that the:

… ‘co-developing’ model of teaching with technology supplement[s] the 
usual closed discursive circuit of the instructor-talking-to-the-student 
(and vice versa) with an open circuit of the instructor-and-student 
talking to others (2009, p. 20). 

Students typically learn to co-produce knowledge collaboratively with 
their teacher(s) and peers through ‘practice’ and ‘discovery’—or, in 
other words, through “screwing around” as a methodology (Ramsey, 
2014). Such a methodology, where teachers and students collaboratively 
produce knowledge through experimentation rather than pursue the 
normative methodology of direct transfer of knowledge from the teacher 
to the students (known as the ‘banking model’), warrants a pedagogical 
paradigm shift that could create an unsettling learning environment for 
both the teacher and her students (Fyfe, 2011). However, Fyfe (2011) 
also believes that it “can also be a terrific opportunity” for engaging 
students “in shared projects of inquiry” and exploration, only if we could 
“imagine a pedagogy of digital experimentation” (p. 85)—one that 
prompted Ramsey to ask if we are ready to accept “screwing around” as 
research (and may I add, pedagogical?) methodology (Ramsey, 2014).

Constructivism: A pedagogical paradigm shift

Instead of inculcating deep learning, which should be the goal of 
education, the current education system in India focuses on preparing 
students for examinations, often through rote memorisation. The 
traditional lecture-based teaching method in schools, colleges, and 
universities propels students towards rote memorisation instead of 
creative thinking and collaboration. Teaching in this manner often creates 
cognitive dissonances for the students, because learning in our lifeworld 
is inter-personal and inter-textual, spanning multiple contexts, multiple 
social worlds, and various ‘funds of knowledge’ that we already possess. 
Since learning involves meaning-making, learning in our lifeworld is 
also essentially dialogic and extends beyond the classroom space, both 
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temporally and spatially. That is, it seeks to connect with the students’ 
present, past, and possible (future) life experiences (Bruner, 1996), both 
inside and outside the classroom (Dutta, 2015a; 2015b).

According to Fink’s (2013) taxonomy, significant learning 
includes several components besides “foundational knowledge”, 
that is, understanding and recalling information and ideas taught in 
classrooms. Some of the other areas of Fink’s taxonomy of significant 
learning are: “application”, “integration”, “human dimension”, and 
“caring”. Therefore, significant learning is not (and cannot be) limited 
to simply memorising information and being able to recall it when 
required (Ayling, 2010). Significant learning involves much more, not 
the least of which is being able to make connections between one’s life 
and one’s learning—that is, in acting on the knowledge, in connecting 
the proverbial dots. However, the goal-based, task-oriented curricula of 
most schools often do not allow room for such an active pursuit after 
connections (Dutta, 2015b). 

The multiple funds of knowledge that students bring to the classroom 
are often not acknowledged. Students “are often implicitly asked to set 
aside what and how they have come to know in the world” (Moje et al., 
2004., p. 5) in favour of the dominant ways of knowing valued in the 
classroom. Many scholars have also pointed out how schools often, in 
practice, fail to acknowledge and tap into students’ “knowing-in-the-
world” (Moje et al., 2004; Dyson, 1993; Tagore, 2009). Indeed, some have 
even argued that far from acknowledging students’ “knowing-in-the-
world”, schools often actually perpetuate a sort of epistemic violence on 
students by cutting them off from the pulse of their cultural and social 
lives (Gruenewald, 2003; Tagore, 2009). This excision makes education 
“unreal, heavy and abstract” (Tagore, 2009) and causes disconnect 
(Dyson, 1993; Noddings, 2005) and ennui or boredom (Sidorkin, 
2004) in students (Dutta, 2015a; 2015b). The root of the problem is the 
teacher-centric learning environment of conventional classrooms, where 
instruction is typically always unilateral. Therefore, we must embrace 
a different pedagogical pathway that would allow our students to 
develop their autonomy, augment their sense of self as young scholars, 
and promote interpersonal growth and dialogic learning through 
collaborations.
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Constructivism is one such pedagogical approach that encourages 
students to research, reflect, collaborate, take ownership of their 
learning, and be both critical and creative through learning projects that 
are intrinsically meaningful and motivating for them. As an approach, 
it is best suited for learning through the ‘making and doing’ philosophy 
at the heart of DH pedagogy. Constructivism as an epistemological 
philosophy of knowledge acquisition prioritises knowledge construction 
over knowledge transmission. According to constructivist philosophy, 
new knowledge is socially constructed by learners, based on their 
prior knowledge, through collaboration on meaningful and authentic 
tasks (Sneha, 2016). Thus, within a constructivist pedagogy, activities 
supplement lectures, and students are encouraged to build upon their 
prior knowledge or their ‘knowing-in-the-world’.

Dyson (1993) shows how this can be achieved in the classroom space 
through a permeable curriculum—a porous curriculum that allows for 
the percolation of the “outside”, like the playground, the community, the 
church, and the āddā, into the classroom. It is a curriculum that allows 
and makes provision for connecting the various unofficial social worlds 
(such as the “peer sphere” and the “home sphere”) of the student with 
the official school world (“official sphere”) and encourages students to 
draw from their various “funds of knowledge” (Moll et al., 1992). A 
permeable curriculum allows us to acknowledge all the diverse lived 
experiences of our students and their ways of taking and meaning-
making in the world—at home, in the community, in interaction with 
peers, and through participation in popular culture—as valid sources 
of knowledge, informing their learning in school. Thus, constructivism 
emphasises a learner-centric, and learner-directed, collaborative 
pedagogic style that allows students to learn by participating in authentic 
tasks with scaffolding from teachers.

Vygotsky (1978) argued that knowledge is inseparable from the 
socio-cultural context it is embedded in and that all higher-order mental 
functions are social in nature. Therefore, within the social constructivist 
approach to pedagogy, the role of the teacher is no longer that of the sole 
dispenser of knowledge but rather that of a motivator, mentor, guide, 
and resource person to the students. 

Constructivism does not acknowledge the possibility of any objective 
knowledge that is “out there” independent of the knower. According 
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to the constructivist philosophy, the only knowledge is that which we 
construct for ourselves socially through collaborative engagements 
within our “own world”. Differentiating between the world “out there” 
and the students “own world” allows a teacher to choose the type of 
pedagogy to follow in a constructivist classroom (Bonds, 2014). An 
effective educator within a constructivist paradigm must primarily 
engage with and build upon students’ “funds of knowledge” (Moll 
et al., 1992) or the prior knowledge and beliefs about the lived world 
that students already possess and bring with them into the classroom. 
Students’ prior knowledge or knowing-in-the-world forms the base 
on which new knowledge is built within a constructivist paradigm. A 
constructivist educator must then help students realise that there are 
multiple ways of making meanings of any act or utterance, and we 
dialogically negotiate meaning from our unique ideological positions 
within the particular context of an act or utterance (Bakhtin, 1984). 
Therefore, paying attention to students’ experiences in local contexts 
and allowing them the autonomy to take ownership of their learning 
lives is essential for teachers. But being moored to a “school-centric 
curriculum” (instead of a student-centric curriculum), most teachers 
fail to surmount the “Berlin Wall” that their syllabi erect between their 
teaching and the rich pedagogical possibilities afforded by the cultural 
lives of their students outside of classrooms (Dutta, 2015a). 

Trying to choose between the world “out there” and the students’ 
“own world” (Bonds. 2014) (which includes the home, the playground, 
the canteens, the āddās, popular culture, and even the third spaces 
inside the classrooms) often puts the teacher in an acute dilemma. 
However, simply choosing the latter over the former usually does not 
help much, because teachers often do not have much control over the 
curriculum, the learning environment in an institution, the instructional 
design of courses, and students’ learning habits—all of which require 
an overhaul if we are to succeed with constructivist pedagogy. We 
need a constructivist instructional design that does not direct students 
towards singular solutions to problems—academic or otherwise—but 
rather, through social constructivism in the classroom, helps students to 
develop social, emotional, and cognitive skills; in other words, life skills.
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Problems with learner-centric education reforms in 
India

Despite sustained endeavours to move from the teacher-centric 
paradigm to a more learner-centric paradigm, the Indian education 
system is still dominated by rote learning. Research (Brinkmann, 2015; 
Schweisfurth, 2011; Vavrus, 2009) suggests several prevalent cultural 
beliefs opposed to the tenets of learner-centric education (LCE) as the 
reason for such conservatism. Unfortunately, as Sneha (2016) notes, 
these cultural beliefs, which are one of the primary impediments to 
a fully-fledged national implementation of LCE, have not yet been 
adequately researched in India. It is, however, important to engage with 
cultural beliefs, particularly those to which many educators subscribe, if 
we hope to make our education system learner-centric and constructivist 
(Brinkmann, 2015; Richardson, 1996; 2003; Sanger & Osguthorpe, 2011). 

Besides the beliefs of individual teachers, there is also the influence 
of the “folk psychology” of culture (Bruner, 1996) on teachers. Each 
culture, according to Bruner (1996), has a distinctive “folk psychology”, 
or “deeply ingrained culturally inherited beliefs […] [that] are difficult 
to override” (Brinkmann, 2015, p. 344). Similarly, other researchers like 
Robin Alexander (2001) who studied pedagogical differences across 
five countries (India, Russia, France, the UK, and the USA), have argued 
that culture has a powerful influence on teachers’ thinking and practice. 
Clarke (2001), Rao et al. (2003), Sarangapani (2003), Gupta (2006), and 
Batra (2009) have also noted that a large majority of the pedagogical 
beliefs of Indian educators are rooted in their cultural perspectives on 
class, caste, gender, social inequality, etc., making it difficult for them to 
change these beliefs.

Besides cultural perspectives, the beliefs of teachers are often also 
shaped by the educational contexts they find themselves in, including 
how they are treated and supported (or not) by their superiors—both 
at the institutional level and within the larger educational system. The 
educational context often plays a significant role in mediating between 
a teacher’s beliefs and her praxis: even teachers with learner-centric 
beliefs would struggle to ditch the chalk-talk or board-work, unless the 
class strength, the examination practices, the prescribed textbooks, the 
school administration, etc., are conducive to learner-centric pedagogy. 
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Without professional autonomy, foundational knowledge, or practical 
skills, a teacher’s learner-centric beliefs on their own will not effectively 
create a learner-centric environment or bring about any change in the 
pedagogical practices in her classroom—which is one of the limitations 
of the scant research done on this topic in India thus far (Brinkmann, 
2015). However, ‘teacher beliefs’ is nevertheless an important but 
relatively unexamined area in the literature on Indian educational 
reform and, therefore, warrants our focus. 

Brinkmann (2015) argues that we cannot wholly comprehend the 
beliefs of teachers without considering the cultural contexts shaping 
these beliefs. Thus, it is vital to identify the shared cultural patterns 
in individual teacher’s beliefs. However, in order to shift to a learner-
centric education system from a teacher-centric one, there also needs 
to be institutional changes, including changes in the schools’ systemic 
contexts and teachers’ professional identity and autonomy (Brinkmann, 
2015). Scholars like Batra (2005), Dyer et al., (2004), and Ramachandran 
et al., (2008) argue that, rather than considering teachers rightly as 
reflective practitioners, we presently view them “as technicians who 
must passively implement pre-designed ideas from outside ‘experts’” 
(Brinkmann, 2015, p. 354)—which is another challenge for creating 
learner-centric, constructivist classroom environments necessary for 
DH pedagogy, based on a philosophy of experimentation or “screwing 
around” (Sneha, 2016).

Conclusion

Learning through experimentation—that is, through “making and 
doing”, or “through building”—is at the heart of DH pedagogy 
(Ramsay, 2013, p. 245). Learning in a constructivist manner like this 
adds to what Fink would have called students’ “life file […] where they 
put the lessons from everyday life” to draw from when needed (Bonds, 
2014, p. 153). In India, particularly, for want of a precise theorisation 
of the key concerns and objectives of the discipline, practice mapping 
is presently the only viable option through which one may hope to 
realise the contents, structures, and methods of instruction in Digital 
Humanities pedagogy. However, research suggests that, whether 
because of teachers’ beliefs, folk psychology, or the adverse educational 
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context that teachers regularly find themselves in, we are still not 
quite ready to experiment or ‘screw around’ with how our students 
might learn in classrooms. Consequently, instead of growing into an 
emergent field of critical scholarship with immense possibilities, Digital 
Humanities—an area whose institutional success hinges on scholar-
practitioners “screwing around together” (Ramsay, 2010) as research 
and pedagogical methodology—is presently relegated to the domain of 
skills-training for the better employability of students. Until the time we 
are equipped to consider Digital Humanities pedagogy as more than 
just skill training, DH studies will remain unrelated to and ill-defined in 
relation to higher education goals (Bonds, 2014). 
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