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feeds into) our theory-building work. It is relevant to this chapter as well because 

development activity is central to graduate student experiences with the center. 

We see the development of software, therefore, as a way to test our developing 

theories of writing, as well as a way to address the needs we see emerging from 

our collaborative research efforts.   

We orient to writing in particular ways as well. We study writing as a verb, which 

means that we are interested in the activity of writing. Studying writing as an 

activity entails asking how we can best do it and how we can help others to do it 

better. We understand the activity of writing to be carried by a broad semiotic 

(multiple media), and we understand the activity of writing to be epistemologically 

productive—that is, we situate ourselves within a rhetorical tradition that 

understands writers as producers of new knowledge. We are interested, in other 

words, in what writing does, not in what it means, and in the social and 

organizational functions and impacts of writing, not in the meaning and 

interpretation of the texts themselves.  

This contextual information provides a brief overview of WIDE‘s unique structure 

and mission; additional information can be found on WIDE‘s ―About‖ page. Now 

we will shift our focus to how the center functions as a space for a certain kind of 

graduate student professionalization. We argue that the research center provides 

a distinctive set of professionalization experiences for graduate students. From 

the establishment of content management systems for university-community 

collaboration (Kendall) to the acquisition of independent servers (Jim), these 

professional experiences share common elements: collaboration and attention to 

infrastructure and space.   

BUILDING COLLABORATION: PROFESSIONALIZATION IN EVERYDAY 

INTERACTIONS   

Kendall Leon  

My tenure at WIDE officially began in spring 2005 when I worked as an hourly 

research assistant on the Teachers for a New Era information modeling project, a 

research initiative of WIDE‘s that studied the writing practices of teachers and 

teacher educators in order to build writing platforms to support such work. I 

eventually became the WIDE graduate research assistant in the summer of 

2006. After my research assistantship ended the following year, I continued to 

work on an hourly basis as a graduate assistant with WIDE, developing and 

delivering community media workshops to nonprofit organizations up until spring 

2009. At that point, my dissertation research and writing took me into a different 

http://wide.msu.edu/about-the-research-center/
http://www.teachersforanewera.org/
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partner one student with one professor, we argue that a digital writing research 

center offers valuable opportunities for professionalization and for the 

development of skills that knowledge workers—including scholar-teachers—need 

in the twenty-first century. While working at WIDE, each one of us has had the 

opportunity to work collaboratively and serve in leadership roles. We‘ve been 

able to engage in what Stacey Pigg calls ―complex, distributed work‖ and to 

develop what Amy Diehl calls a concern for ―collaboration, usefulness, and 

usability‖ in communities within and outside the university.   

Like the parable in which an elephant is described as a very different object 

depending on which part the narrator is touching, we observe that our narratives 

do not offer identical perspectives on WIDE. Indeed, each of us has had a very 

different professionalization experience shaped by our project assignments, the 

needs of the center at particular moments in time, and our own professional 

interests. Nonetheless, there are some important commonalities that emerge 

from our narratives—elements that could serve as starting points for future 

conversations about digital humanities research and graduate student 

professionalization.  

Infrastructure  

The first common element is recognition of the necessity of infrastructure. In 

Stacey Pigg‘s, Jim Ridolfo‘s, Doug Walls‘s, and Martine Courant Rife‘s stories, 

the development of a professional orientation toward infrastructure figures as 

prominently as it does for Jeff Grabill, co-director of WIDE, in the audio interview 

below.  

 

 

 

 

 

We cannot do twenty-first-century digital humanities work without the correct 

digital infrastructure. What Jim Ridolfo‘s narrative shows, however, is that 

infrastructure is not simply machines and technology. As is the case with the 

center as a whole, the capacity to build infrastructure is as much about people 

and collaboration as it is about the acquisition of new hardware.  

Interview with WIDE Co-Director Jeffrey Grabill 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Jim Ridolfo talks with Jeffrey Grabill about WIDE‘s growth, infrastructure, 

institutional relationships, and space. (For transcript, see Appendix A.) 
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Space 

Related to infrastructure concerns are the politics of space (see Martine Courant 

Rife‘s, Jim Ridolfo‘s, Kendall Leon‘s, and Doug Walls‘s narratives). As WIDE Co-

Directors Jeff Grabill and Bill Hart-Davidson knew—and we learned—space is 

one of the most contested and valuable aspects of educational institutions. The 

equation that space equals power is too simplistic, but it is true that without 

space, it is difficult to centralize work in ways that are essential for programs to 

thrive. Digital and physical space not only provides a physical sense of 

community but also helps to aggregate an ensemble of projects (see WIDE‘s 

Current Projects) around a common institutional identity. Space is an important 

base for advancing infrastructure, relationships, and research.   

Relationships 

A theme running through each of our narratives is the importance of collaborative 

relationships. This is most visible in the narratives of Kendall Leon, Amy Diehl, 

and Stacey Pigg, and we argue that they provide an important question mark for 

the future of the field. Collaborative digital humanities research cannot thrive 

within the confines of the sixteen-week seminar or traditional (single-author) 

models of scholarship and research. Stacey, Kendall, and Amy each show how 

the ability to build and maintain good relationships is essential for collaborative 

twenty-first-century projects.   

Research 

Finally, we all learned how to conduct and support collaborative research, 

especially in technology-mediated or technology-focused contexts and contexts 

that bring academic researchers into contact with community stakeholders and 

clients (within and beyond the university). For most English studies graduate 

students, learning about research happens only in the classroom. When one gets 

to the dissertation, one has to learn on the job how to do research. Research is 

messy, and as Jeff and Bill say, always feels as if one is doing it wrong. In the 

center, we were given lots of opportunities to learn what research feels like, to 

make mistakes within a supportive group of peers and mentors, and to make 

significant, meaningful contributions to research projects.  

http://wide.msu.edu/projects/
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APPENDIX A: TRANSCRIPT OF AUDIO INTERVIEW WITH WIDE CO-

DIRECTOR JEFFREY GRABILL 

 

Ridolfo: Do you want to talk a little bit about what the connections are between 

infrastructure and relationships? How do you see those two things unfolding? 

 

Grabill: Well, let me say this, and I don‘t know whether this will make any sense, 

but, and Bill Hart-Davidson and I both told this story a number of times that 

having a research center on this campus almost instantaneously transformed the 

relationships we had with other people on campus and made new relationships 

possible. Here‘s what I mean by that: once we had a research center and could 

describe what the research center did in ways which were intelligible to anyone 

else on this campus, they understood a couple things immediately, A) that writing 

was a research area, that it wasn‘t just a pedagogical area, that you could 

actually research writing and that B) you could actually have a center that did 

that.  And so the fact of the infrastructure as a piece of infrastructure meant that 

we instantaneously got different reactions from relationships we already had and 

were able to be part of conversations on campus that would have been 

unavailable to us or very difficult for us as individual English or writing 

department faculty members. The other part of that is that is the relationship 

connectivity and a piece of that is that we could actually leverage infrastructure 

on grant proposals, so we brought capacity to teams that makes relationships 

possible.  And so those are ways that infrastructure makes relationships 

possible, I think. 

 

Ridolfo: So do you see this now [November 2009] six years later from the start 

of the research center [2003] as happening in stages? So do you think there was 

a first stage where there were certain institutional resources you needed in terms 

of infrastructure that makes certain relationships possible and then after 

achieving that sort of milestone you were able to move on to what we might think 

now of as a next step?  

 

Grabill: Yes. So here‘s, sort of, so this isn‘t precisely what you‘re asking but 

here‘s the way it worked at least initially for us. In the first phase of the research 

center we distributed the infrastructure. So we gave a lot of time and money and 

expertise away to individuals and small teams and said, go out, do great work, 

publish it, write grant proposals, and try and build WIDE into your work as best 

we can help you as you develop that work over the next couple of years.   
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That turned out to be for the most part to be a failure.  Most of the people we 

gave those resources to didn‘t deliver at all.  But, it was something that we had to 

do for a number of reasons. And so, we had to do it and we learned a lot from it. 

But then we pulled the infrastructure back. In a phase two we stopped giving 

infrastructure out to people and we kept it internal to the center.  And then we just 

invited people to work with us.  And so we would say hey, we‘ve got this project 

and it‘s great for you, do you want to work with WIDE on this project? You be the 

lead, we‘ll support you, but we kept all the infrastructure in house and only spent 

it fairly frugally as things played out over time.  

 

Ridolfo: Did you see that first round of giving seed money to projects that didn‘t 

really have maybe a unilateral focus in terms of the goals of the research center 

and the directors as doing a sort of work in terms of representing [WIDE] to the 

university community? 

 

<Recording error> 

 

Grabill: Here‘s where we pick up. So you asked me about was it necessary to 

give it away like that? 

 

Ridolfo: Yeah, I asked you basically if putting the seed money out there and 

putting the WIDE resources out there to collaborate with folks in English and 

WRAC, Writing, Rhetoric and American Cultures [Formerly Department of 

American Thought and Languages]… 

 

Grabill: Psychology…  

 

Ridolfo: Psychology…  

 

Grabill: Communication Arts and Sciences… 

 

Ridolfo: Communication Arts and Sciences… that did a sort of institutional work 

in terms of representation that was necessary at that moment. 

 

Grabill: Absolutely. I mean that was explicitly one of the things that went on.  

One of the arguments that we made to get the Center to begin with was that 

MSU had tremendous capacity in this area. That it just needed to be aggregated 

and collected and pointed in particular directions, and that one of the things that 

a center does is center things.  And so, yeah one of the things we were able to 

say was gee look at all of this digital writing and digital rhetoric research that‘s 
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now getting done on this campus.  And we seeded a lot of activity very early and 

that activity helped us make institutional arguments. So you look around the 

Center at all the posters on the walls, almost all of those posters come from that 

first phase where we distributed infrastructure. And again it wasn‘t ultimately 

productive in the ways that we wanted to be productive over time, but it certainly 

had utility in the immediate phase of the startup.  

 

Ridolfo: So talk a little bit about the second phase. The consolidation of projects 

and resources, what work did that do then for the Center? 

 

Grabill: Well, we just got better at our jobs. So what happened was about every 

eighteen months we revisit the Center and sort of retask it. And what we decided 

to do was when I say pull things in house, what I mean by that is we tightened up 

our mission and our focus. And we began to only take on projects that were 

research based, that is weren‘t principally outreach or principally pedagogical – 

they could have pedagogical tie-ins and often did but they had to be research. 

They focus on a key set of issues, so for instance, you know, one of the key 

focuses of this research center for two years now has been understanding 

knowledge-work, understanding knowledge-work. Boom. That‘s a classic 

example of what we did in those follow up phases is we identified a key concept 

and we said look, we‘re going to study this key concept for the next couple of 

years. And we‘re going to study it. The Center will study it. We‘re going to try and 

find people who are doing that work and try to help them and invite them to 

collaborate, the Center‘s going to study it. And on some of those projects Bill 

Hart-Davidson was the lead, and on some projects I was the lead, and on some 

projects graduate students were the lead, other faculty members were the lead 

but it was the Center‘s work as opposed to Jeff‘s work supported by the Center. 

There‘s a huge difference between those two things.  

 


