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Abstract

The quickly changing nature of information science and technology creates unique

and remarkable challenges in terms of developing curriculum focused on building

data competencies. Faculties responsible for teaching current developments in

information studies have the unique burden of needing to continuously update our

curricula without sacrificing our broader teaching goals. This panel features diverse

perspectives on teaching data curation skills in five US-based schools of informa-

tion at the undergraduate and graduate levels. Panelists will present their unique

perspectives on pedagogical approaches in courses dedicated to data curation,

digital preservation, description and access standards, as well as data access and

interchange. Topics introduced will range from flipped classroom techniques, find-

ing messy datasets, common pitfalls, hands-on labs, cloud based tools, data carpen-

try labs, and sequencing learning objectives to match stages of the data life cycle.

This panel will give ASIST conference participants an opportunity to see a range of

junior faculty, each with IMLS funded research projects related to data curation,

share their experiences of teaching data competencies in the classroom.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

If our society is to address the grand challenges facing us in
the 21st century, we will need the work of information pro-
fessionals to accomplish our goals. Truthful, authentic, well-
described, and accessible information is vital to building a
more sustainable world where humanity can live in a closer
equilibrium with our environment and develop the planet
more equitably. Many of these future leaders in the infor-
mation field are currently sitting in our classrooms, both
physical and virtual. In courses addressing data curation,
digital preservation, information access, and metadata,

instructors are building on the foundation provided by the
cultural heritage sector to confront the challenges of the day
while addressing broad questions of sustainability. Any field
which considers the life of information beyond the lives of
those who created it, which is concerned about uses not yet
imagined for data collected today, and whose most impor-
tant users may not have been born yet is fundamentally
concerned with sustainability. As instructors teaching data
curation, digital preservation, archives, and related topics,
we must equip our students to build sustainable organiza-
tions when they enter the workforce and to act as stewards
for information under their care.
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2 | BACKGROUND AND
MOTIVATIONS

The educational mission of Information Science and Tech-
nology has never been more relevant. And, the economic,
political, and societal implications of an informed public is
a challenge iSchools are particularly well equipped to
meet. But at the same time, the digital ecosystems in
which we interact, work, and spend a majority of our wak-
ing hours are rapidly evolving. These changes have, in
turn, significantly reshaped expectations about how to
educate information professionals for meaningful careers.
Students must be versant in a number of digital informa-
tion management strategies across a variety of institutional
settings, and simultaneously competent in working with
diverse and complex digital objects. Continuing to meet
these challenges requires significant investment of time,
energy, and innovation from iSchool faculty.

As five assistant professors designing and delivering
courses related to data we believe it is important to begin
sharing and exchanging ideas about what is effective in
combining our own research and teaching experiences.
We take seriously the integration of our research in the
classroom and seek to not only deliver high quality clas-
ses, but do so informed by the empirical research agendas
in which we are each engaged. We also recognize that
sharing approaches to curriculum development is partic-
ularly important in our current climate where shifts in
course delivery necessitate quick revision, and adaptation
to both online and in-person modalities.

3 | PANEL FORMAT AND
PRESENTATION ABSTRACTS

We have assembled a panel of early-career faculty who
both teach and conduct research in the areas of data tech-
nologies in information institutions. Amelia Acker will
begin the session with a brief introduction to the current
landscape of data curation pedagogy and then introduce
the speakers. Then, all five panelists will introduce the
courses they teach and principles they incorporate in their
teaching at different Schools of Information throughout
the United States. Devan Ray Donaldson will discuss train-
ing new students who are unfamiliar with digital curation
in libraries; Adam Kriesberg will talk about injecting digi-
tal curation perspectives into archives and cultural heri-
tage courses. Andrea Thomer will talk about developing
scalable project-based digital curation curriculum; Nic
Weber will describe approaches to integrating infrastruc-
tural thinking into data curation, and Amelia Acker will
discuss teaching metadata standards and data structures
with hands-on data practicums. Nic and Andrea will close

the panel by synthesizing common trends across each of
the five presentations. We will then open the floor to audi-
ence questions and comments, which Adam and Devan
will moderate. In total the session will run 90 min.

3.1 | Developing core competencies for
data curation work

How do you prepare future librarians for digital/data
curation work when, before entering your classroom,
the majority of your students have never even heard of
the term? In this presentation, Devan Ray Donaldson
will discuss answers to this question in the context of
his graduate-level digital curation course (Z586), a
course he has taught annually at Indiana University
since 2016. He will discuss the evolution of the class.
Specifically, from 2015 to 2017, he structured the
course around the Digital Curation Centre (DCC)
Curation Lifecycle Model, where each week of the
course corresponded to a different component of the
model (e.g., conceptualize; create or receive; appraise
and select; ingest; preservation action; store; access,
use, and reuse; transform, etc.) (Higgins, 2008). Addi-
tionally, the course centered on presentations from an
international cadre of guest speakers who are leaders
in their respective libraries, archives, and museums to
enable students to learn about the real-world chal-
lenges that practitioners face at each stage of the
curation lifecycle. More recently, from 2019 to Present,
Dr. Donaldson has structured the course around Digi-
tal Curation for Libraries and Archives, a digital
curation textbook written by Stacy T. Kowalczyk that
covers topics including: curation strategies and
models; formats; metadata for curation; data assurance
(i.e., data quality), repositories, data management;
disaster planning; digital curation assessment and
planning; considerations in curating research data,
etc. (Kowalczyk, 2018). Additionally, the course now
focuses on preparing students for data librarianship by
assigning them to scientists from across a range of dis-
ciplines to learn about their data practices and support
them in the creation and execution of data manage-
ment plans, including the use of institutional data
repositories to support long term data preservation
and access (Donaldson, 2019).

3.2 | Connecting the dots and expanding
horizons in the MLIS curriculum

Historically, iSchool courses on archives, records, and
digital preservation have not confronted the challenges
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presented by digital data head-on. An expanded focus on
digital records, digitization standards, and technical skills
necessary to succeed as a digital preservationist has been
a boon to MLIS curricula, but has often overlooked how
cultural heritage and other information organizations
curate and manage data. Drawing on his research experi-
ence working with social scientists, zoologists, archaeolo-
gists, agricultural scientists, and humanists as well as an
archival perspective on data curation, Dr. Kriesberg's pre-
sentation will discuss how he has worked to inject digital
curation thinking into archives courses, as well as how
he has worked to broaden the scope of digital curation
courses to include more readings and assignments expos-
ing students to the multi-dimensional problems of work-
ing with data. The goals of this endeavor are to connect
disparate sections of the MLIS curriculum and demon-
strate to students that archivists, preservationists, and
digital curators are often asking similar questions of dif-
ferent types of material. Each of these traditions have
much to offer the other, and, through critical analysis
and the ability to ask important questions, Dr. Kriesberg
works to expand his students' professional horizons and
show them how their skills can be useful in a range of
professional roles beyond those traditionally pursued by
MLIS students.

3.3 | Building scalable, sustainable
digital curation curriculum

In all iSchool classes, instructors must strike a balance
between teaching technical skills, and teaching the the-
oretical foundations of our field – all in a way that is
sustainable from semester to semester, and scalable in
growing class sizes. In digital curation classes specifi-
cally, this often entails a balance between teaching spe-
cific tools and best practices alongside broad strategies
for setting curation policy and rapidly prototyping
new workflows. Andrea Thomer will discuss her work
developing sustainable and balanced digital curation
curriculum at the University of Michigan School of
Information, specifically focusing on an assignment
series in her introductory Digital Curation class. Stu-
dents complete weekly hands-on “labs” that iterate
between technical and critical thinking exercises. These
skills are put into practice first through a critical data
paper assignment, in which students must evaluate the
risks to, and potential reuses of, a publicly available
dataset. Students then build on this evaluation to
develop a mock grant proposal, in which they plan for
further curation or project development. This series of
assignments gives students an opportunity to integrate
technical, theoretical, project management, and

prototyping skills – and has been highly reusable from
semester to semester.

3.4 | Open infrastructure imaginaries

Instruction in an LIS setting is often rooted in the possi-
ble and potential rather than the practical. In teaching
students enrolled in time-bounded professional degree
programs, instructors necessarily attempt to expose stu-
dents to best case scenarios and to be competent or ver-
sant in idealized best practices. This is, just as often, to
their detriment - students learn to imagine how things
should be, rather than how they are likely to be upon
entering their first professional position. At the Univer-
sity of Washington's Information School we view this
imaginary as a feature rather than a bug. We have
designed a multi-course data curation curriculum that
gives students practical skills useful to their first profes-
sional position as curators while simultaneously help-
ing them to become reflexive about necessary long-term
tradeoffs they will face over their careers: Data
Curation 1 focuses on identifying and learning about
community standards for managing, preserving, and
preparing data for meaningful reuse. Based on a stu-
dent's background or interest, Data Curation 1 allows
for multiple pathways through the curriculum - includ-
ing the curation of public and private sector, humani-
ties, and scientific data. We follow up this initial course
with Data Curation 2 where students begin to apply
their emerging skills to practical problems that are
faced in transforming, integrating, and preparing vari-
ous types of data for publication on the web. Both
courses ask students to create a curation protocol that
explicitly documents data transformations and then
reflect on the implications these curatorial interven-
tions have on long-term storage and accessibility. In
both courses we attempt to shift a student's perspective
from the material realities of curating a specific set of
digital objects to imagining the infrastructural realities
that will both constrain and afford various forms of
end-user interaction. We believe that this imaginary -
between what is possible and what is practical - is key
to realizing the potential of transparent and account-
able institutions that can benefit from the publication
and reuse of openly accessible data.

3.5 | Building up a spice rack: teaching
data skills with hands-on labs

Whether our students intend to work in a library, high
tech internet company, a user research firm, a scientific
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lab or a digital publishing platform, the application of
metadata technologies are threaded throughout all con-
temporary information work. While representing data
for access is an essential component of training informa-
tion professionals, teaching data skills for a range of
information professionals remains a challenge for LIS
educators. Motivated by the need to teach conceptually-
grounded data skills, Dr. Amelia Acker has designed a
signature course Theories and Applications of Metadata
for the University of Texas School of Information. This
course builds on her research agenda concerning the
emergence, standardization, and transmission of data
created and collected with platforms. Students are intro-
duced to a variety of web-based, open source tools as
well public datasets to understand the value of semanti-
cally enhanced data for reuse and sharing. By the end of
the course, participants are familiar with contemporary
descriptive standards, format registries, data inter-
change, and the implementation of access tools through
a series of hands-on labs. These cumulative hands-on
labs and skills-based practicums allow students to build
up a “spice rack” of tools, metadata concepts, data
resources, and semantic models that prepares them to
recommend and implement technical solutions to solve
real-world problems in information organizations. In
this panel contribution, Acker will discuss the successes
and challenges of teaching data skills in a lab style for-
mat to students who plan to work in a wide range of
data intensive realms.
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