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Introduction
2014 marks the 100th anniversary of the outbreak of the First World War. It is a landmark event for
educators and custodians of cultural heritage alike, offering an opportunity to use digital content
to its fullest in helping teachers, learners and researchers in higher education reinterpret, reengage and re-create a new social memory of a war that changed the UK and the globe politically,
culturally, economically and socially.
To ensure that further and higher education can benefit from the digital activity around the
commemoration of the First World War, JISC has commissioned work to better understand
teaching, learning and research priorities for the effective study of the First World War.
The First World War is one of the most widely covered topics in teaching in further and higher
education and is a focus for research across disciplines. Yet despite the growth of exciting
multidisciplinary approaches to its study, little centralised information exists on what aspects of
the war are being taught, the key research questions in development or, indeed, the digital content
available to support education and research in this area.
Digital Content for the First World War, undertaken by King’s College London, considers
the requirements of academics in a teaching and research capacity and suggests a range of
recommendations to ensure that digital content provision and development supports these needs,
so that digital content can be effectively embedded in academic practice.
Whilst the findings and recommendations summarised here focus on the requirements of an
academic audience, they will be of interest to a range of organisations who currently create or
manage digital content for education and research, from the universities and colleges themselves
to museums, galleries, archives, libraries, the creative industries, and public service broadcasters.

Edward Brittain, Roland
Leighton and Victor Richardson
– This item is from The First
World War Poetry Digital
Archive, University of Oxford;
© the Literary Executors for
the Vera Brittain Estate, 1970
and The Vera Brittain Fonds,
McMaster University Library.
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1. Context
Why mark the commemoration?
The impact of the First World War was immense. It not only changed the shape and politics of the
world, but challenged and undermined established notions about society and individuals’ roles
within it. 2014 marks the centenary of the outbreak of the First World War and the beginning of a
succession of commemorations of landmark campaigns and battles alongside consideration of one
of the biggest social upheavals the world has experienced in living memory.
The commemoration allows us to interpret events from 100 years ago from the perspective of a
modern audience that has few links to the conflict itself, but which has been profoundly affected by
it politically, economically and socially. The legacy of the war that shaped subsequent generations
is at risk of slipping from public memory, making it essential that today’s educators and heritage
custodians are able to reinterpret, re-engage and re-create a new social memory ‘lest we forget’
the experience and lessons created by this conflict.

What opportunities does the commemoration offer?
From the perspective of education and research, the commemoration offers the opportunity
to question received notions of the experience and legacy of the conflict across disciplines; to
appraise and reappraise not only the subject of academic investigation, but how the topic is taught.
In essence, it allows teachers, learners and researchers to engage with aspects of the war which
have hitherto remained under-explored e.g. the global nature of the conflict, the role of women
before and after the conflict etc. Additionally, in dealing with a subject that features highly in public
consciousness, links can be created between universities and a range of external communities and
new research topics identified.
From a 21st century perspective, the digital experience is key. Working together with other content
creators and managers e.g. museums, galleries, archives, libraries, the creative industries and
schools, we can use innovative digital technologies to provide those in education and research with
a means by which to contextualise their understanding and customise resources in line with their
own learning and research priorities. This, in turn, will create a more compelling and focused user
experience.

Why is this research important?
In order to create, expose, enhance and aggregate digital content to suit the requirements of
education and research, we first need to understand what those requirements are. We need to
understand which content is currently being used, how it is being used and what the impediments
are for further exploitation and integration in teaching, learning and research, so that these
impediments can be addressed. In order to thoroughly serve the needs of researchers in this area,
we need to have an up-to-date picture of where academic investigation is headed so that we can act
in a pre-emptive way and provide content that inspires innovative lines of enquiry.
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It is also important that this research is shared and made available to other organisations involved
in the creation and/ or management of digital content relating to the First World War, so that they
are also aware how best to address the needs of teachers, academics and researchers within
further and higher education.

What are the wider implications for digital content?
JISC believes that the First World War commemoration also offers digital content providers a
framework theme through which to explore and challenge some of the barriers that have previously
impeded access to digital resources, whether legal, economic or technical, so that content remains
accessible, relevant and flexible for users.
JISC has made its strategic and technical aims clear through a Statement of Intent. It has
developed it to support the JISC First World War commemoration programmes specifically, but it
will support other digital content and service provision in education and beyond as well.
However, in order to achieve this intention, JISC will aim to effectively collaborate with other
funders, content providers and agencies to enable a strategic approach to content creation and
delivery. Collaboration at a strategic level not only fosters opportunities for enhanced content
creation and delivery but reduces the risk of duplication of effort, thereby providing improved
economies of scale across the public sector. By building mechanisms for collaboration, any
potential investment ‘goes further’ and delivers better services for less.
An example of this is Chronicle, a partnership project between JISC, the BBC and the British
Universities Film & Video Council (BUFVC) to make BBC Northern Ireland’s television news from
the 1960s and 1970s available to the academic community online. This gives teachers, students
and researchers the chance to explore and immerse themselves in the events over an important
period (1963-1976) of Northern Ireland’s history, delivering a rich and contextual experience from
a political, historical and cultural perspective. Without the pooling of resource and expertise from
each organisation, access to this resource would not have been possible.

Left: Identification of British
Battle Casualties – This item
is from The First World
War Poetry Digital Archive,
University of Oxford; ©
Imperial War Museum.
Right: British Troops on Leave
at a London Terminus – This
item is from The First World
War Poetry Digital Archive,
University of Oxford; ©
Imperial War Museum.
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2. Digital Content Partnerships
The United Kingdom and European Union impetus towards a co-ordinated network of publiclyfunded organisations to enable a strategic approach to content creation and delivery is articulated
in the EC’s ‘New Renaissance’ report and the call for a ‘National Digitisation Strategy’ endorsed by
the House of Lords. Through the development of strategic networks of content-rich organisations
across the UK public sector, unique clusters of content have been generated, providing the building
blocks for education and research to drive content strategy. This content offers pedagogical
opportunities and opens up new avenues of research that can only be capitalised upon with
strategic and operational alignment.
The First World War commemoration has attracted a high level of engagement and enthusiasm
from a wide range of universities who are benefiting from a range of innovative approaches to
make digital content more accessible, wide-ranging and tailored for their use. For example, the
‘JISC/ Wikipedia World War One Editathon’ brought together academics and Wikipedians to
create, improve or reappraise content around the First World War and foster effective collaboration
between the two communities as a way of creating authoritative, wide-ranging ‘open’ content, a key
asset in light of the Finch Group report ‘Expanding Access to Published Research Findings’.

Provisional ownership
certificate for an iron cross
2nd class – Europeana
1914-18, Creative Commons
Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0
Unported Licence.

However, to enable full exploitation of digital content around the First World War, it is crucial
that we have a clear view what digital content is used and where the gaps in provision lie in terms
of teaching and learning priorities, and to consider the information environment through which
content is accessed. Therefore, this report focuses on two areas:
1. Understanding the teaching, learning and research priorities for the effective study of the First
World War.
This will ensure that digital content provision addresses teaching and research requirements,
i.e. what aspects of the war are being taught, or the key research questions in development in
further and higher education.
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2. Survey and report on collections available in digital and analogue form held around the UK
relating to the First World War.
A vast range of content and collections exists in digital and analogue forms across the UK and
globally. Much of this material remains underexploited by education and research due to its
sheer volume, its inaccessibility (it might be only accessible through subscription or subject to
licensing restrictions, for example) and whether there are technical impediments (such as that
the content is not easily discoverable or aggregated).
A wealth of material exists in archives, libraries, museums and other repositories, complemented
by collections of digitised source material ranging from oral histories and contemporary
publications to modern documentaries and films, all of which reflect the enduring cultural
importance of the war. New content is regularly being released, discovered or reinterpreted to
provide fresh evidence for academics, family historians and other communities of interest. The
dynamic and changing face of First World War studies is also reflected in a growing number of
websites for the specialist, hobbyist and generalist containing newly digitised content, teaching
materials, blogs and expert opinion. However, in order for this content to be fully exploited for
education and research, we need to know what is available, how it can be accessed and under what
terms.
This research also forms the basis of other exemplary work in this area. The JISC Discovery
programme is also considering ways in which digital content can be made more discoverable both
by people and machines and in doing so, integrating and combining it in new ways that can add
value for researchers, teachers, and managers of information assets. A suite of exemplars around
how this can be technically achieved is currently being developed at Mimas – one of which focuses
on content related to the First World War. As part of this research, a list of ‘suitable’ content chosen
on the basis of its fit with a set criteria1 was also submitted to Mimas so that work could start on
aggregating the material in a more discoverable way in order to find new and innovative ways to
present this content for the benefit of education and research. More information on the Discovery
Programme can be found in Appendix N and on the WW1 Discovery blog.
The research and delivery of this report was awarded by JISC to King’s College London (KCL) in mid
December 2011, to be conducted over a three month period.

Afghan delegation to peace
talks with Britain – Courtesy
of The Serving Soldier at
King’s College London.
1

•
•
•
•

Academic relevance (based on fit with outlined teaching, learning and research themes).
Technical considerations (based on fit with the JISC Discovery principles of open metadata and, potentially, the existence of an open API).
Accessibility (based on whether the resource is openly licensed).
Economic viability (based on whether the content sits behind a paywall or is only available via a subscription).

Page 6

Digital Content for the First World War
Understanding the requirements of education and research

3. Methodology
To provide the best possible support to teachers, learners and researchers in terms of digital
content provision on topics related to the First World War, it was important to understand their
requirements in depth and tailor research methodology around them. To this end, research was
focused around what content was currently being used, how it is being used, where the gaps lay in
terms of content provision and what the impediments were for further exploitation and integration
in education and research.
Research was conducted through a blended methodology of online surveys and focus groups, in
order to gain best quantitative and qualitative indicators of teaching and research themes around
the study of the First World War. Running parallel to this was desk research undertaken by the
project team to scope and report on digital and analogue collections pertaining to the First World
War, that are held around the UK.
Managed by the project team at KCL, this report reflects a synthesis of findings from academics
and information professionals. The project was overseen by an academic steering committee2
which was deliberately cross-disciplinary and cross-sectoral in scope. The steering group met
three times during the course of the project to agree the questions and themes for the survey
conducted and focus groups described below, circulation strategy, hosting, gap analysis, and nature
of the conclusions of the work and recommendations.
A full breakdown of the methodology employed is outlined in Appendix M.

Log book of Giles
Blennerhassett – Europeana
1914-18, Creative Commons
Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0
Unported Licence.

2

Academic contributors to the steering group are outlined in the Acknowledgements
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4. Findings: Using digital resources
How were digital content/resources relating to the First
World War being used?
A majority of academic respondents to the survey and in focus groups reflected that use of digital
materials in teaching and research was wide-ranging and that there was a strong desire to extend
usage and inclusion of such materials further. However, certainly within a teaching context, it
was felt that use of these materials was essentially passive, such as using illustrations to support
lecture material.
Most respondents ‘search’ methodology appeared to rely significantly on Google and/or on ‘tried
and tested’ sites such as the Imperial War Museums and Oxford’s Great War Archive, or sites
designed to meet specific needs. Many respondents stated that this was due in part to a certain
reliance on brand recognition or to positive experience with the interface or search mechanism.

Page 45; l’Album de
la Guerre: Vol 1 part
3 – Courtesy of The
Serving Soldier at
King’s College London

Largely, it appeared that academics prefer sites where there are significant bodies of useful
content such as Oxford’s First World War Poetry Archive or the Australian War Memorial. Notably,
whilst different disciplines outlined different requirements from their digital content provision,
there was still a general
preference for entire series
of records (whatever the
media) and significant holdings
of private papers. It was
recognised that individualised
studies (and potentially hard
to obtain sources) may prove
a treasure trove, but the time
factors involved in collation and
challenges of contextualisation
and authenticity could act
as a brake on their use.
Much obviously depends on
the thoroughness of data
gathering and supporting
metadata and no sources were
discounted.
In cases where the educational demand necessitated more reliance on curriculum-based
resources i.e. within a school setting, teachers naturally turned to sites that they felt catered
more fully for customised, topic-based resources e.g. activehistory.co.uk, schoolhistory.co.uk;
johndclare.net and spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk.
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What were the challenges in embedding digital content
in academic practice?
Most academic respondents to the survey and at the focus groups noted a range of challenges
when accessing material related to the First World War. For ease of reference, these have been
broken down into specific areas.

Discovery
The problem of locating resources and searching across information silos, even within single
institutions, ranked highly as an impeding factor for academic exploitation of resources. Other
difficulties included navigating through the sheer scale and weight of content available when clearly
branded signposts were not always available, and keeping up to date with newly digitised output as
it is created.
It appeared that issues of ‘discovery’ became most acute when the content did not appear intuitively
as part of a Google search, or due to a perceived lack of ‘brand recognition’ i.e. that academics were
not aware of the resource/aggregation and it was not seen as a ‘destination’ site for content (See
Appendix I).

Time pressures
One respondent, who typified others, indicated a ‘lack of time to engage with (resources) at an
appropriate level to use them in active classroom teaching – they support lectures rather than
seminars’. Engaging with these resources currently demands a time commitment for a number
of reasons, including time to check whether sites still exist with working links; time to understand
the impact of site selection criteria; time to source, cite and clear material; and time to address the
technical issues involved in bringing different media and metadata together.

Digital literacy
The need for greater digital literacy emerged as an important theme in focus groups and survey
returns. Both teachers and students need to better understand the provenance and context
of digitised material. For this to be possible, the decisions of information providers and online
resource creators need to be transparent so that users can understand why it is possible to digitise
some content and not other content within a series, or why electronic searches work in the way that
they do.
Information providers need to understand and accommodate the needs of their audiences,
and anticipate new audiences by making it easy to use a variety of research strategies such as
browsing, sampling and directing users to content via the use of broad themes or other headings,
rather than relying on more serendipitous searching. Greater digital literacy and transparency will
enable researchers and students to approach digital content with more confidence and use it more
extensively for teaching and publication.

Copyright
Another key limitation to use was copyright. Information about copyright and provenance was
frequently not provided or the terms of use were so vague as to be uninterpretable. In many
cases, key collections had extremely limited terms of reuse, therefore impeding significantly any
usefulness for teaching and/or research. Those with clear licensing information and/or an ‘open’
licensing policy tended to be the resources to which users returned.
Where digitised sources and services were available, attention was drawn to the need for simplicity
of use in the classroom; the sophistication and support of local AV could not be assumed.
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Business Models for digital content
A majority of respondents to the survey and in focus groups noted the potential barrier to access
posed by the adoption of a range of business models. Whilst many could appreciate the motives
for ‘charged for’ content, it was noted that were a range of potential alternatives that could be
employed to ensure that a certain amount of the content remained free at the point of use, while
additional services could be commercialised i.e the ‘freemium model’.
Current digitisation strategies, academics felt, were being unduly driven by the needs of
popularised genealogical research, not academic study of the conflict from a military, economic or
social perspective. Apart from the cost, academics felt that genealogy-focused digitisation of war
collections with prescribed searching by individual servicemen or family name makes alternative,
research-led analysis difficult, whether contextual or comparative. As a result, researchers
pointed to the need for such existing and future digital collections to be organised to allow for such
research to be carried out in the data. Examples include pension records and the census.

Top: Page 24; l’Album de
la Guerre: Vol 1 part 3 –
Courtesy of The Serving
Soldier at King’s College
London.
Middle: Kitchener’s advice
to soldiers, pt I – Wellcome
Images – World War One
Centenary, Copyrighted work
available under Creative
Commons by-nc 2.0 UK:
England & Wales.
Bottom: C.2066 - Tommies
watching the shelling near
Wancourt – National Library
of Scotland – World War
One Centenary, Creative
Commons, Attribution Noncommercial - ShareAlike
2.5 UK: Scotland.
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5. Findings: The information landscape
UK museums, archives, libraries, galleries plus commercial picture libraries and hosting services
provide First World War digital resources ranging from online catalogues, illustrative digital
material, teaching materials and online exhibitions, to full series of digitised content and services.
(Some 286 institutions and collections relevant to the First World War are described briefly in
Appendix J and in the online database). However, much material can only be accessed within host
institutions because it is sitting on local servers, drives or CDs, or is behind a paywall. There is also
a significant quantity of material still remaining undigitised and so entirely unexploited by teachers
or researchers.

The range of material
Beyond the established educational and cultural heritage institutions, there are hundreds of webbased sources created by scholars, authors, journalists and interest groups to capture individual
enthusiasms, promote wider understanding, facilitate information sharing and research more
broadly, and specifically to support secondary teaching. New material also continues to be revealed
on a regular basis with active collection development by repositories such as the Liddell Hart
Centre for Military Archives and the Wellcome Library. An indicative list of websites (some 77) is
given in Appendix K and in the online database. However, those included were commonly cited in
survey returns or focus groups and/or returned as ‘top’ Google hits for the ‘Great War’, ‘First World
War’ or ‘World War One/1’. These sites vary considerably in the level of contextual detail provided
about provenance and selection criteria.
Public engagement activities also involving specially-hosted public digitisation events are also
bringing a wealth of unseen, undiscovered content out of attics to be added to the public record,
themed around war, localities or industries. Most notable is the Europeana 1914-18 project which
is collecting memorabilia (letters, postcards, photographs) and stories from the period of the First
World War from a range of European countries including Germany, Luxembourg, Ireland, Slovenia
and the UK.

Restricted digital access
A proportion of digital First World War material is behind paywalls and structured to support family
(individual) history rather than cross-cutting research. Over 79% of information professionals
surveyed said their material was partially or completely restricted to local visitors but 67% reported
that access to existing resources is free. Neither of these figures are, however, indicators of extent
or significance.
Nationally and internationally, policy on charging for sources is uneven. A member of an academic
focus group, for example, commented that official war photographs charged at one institution
may be freely downloaded from another, reflecting the range of business models being employed
by cultural heritage institutions across the UK. In France, free access to runs of digitised official
histories is standard, while in other European countries, including the UK, much remains behind
paywalls. Further afield, New Zealand and Australia are providing support for broad open access
policies, while this remains largely selective in other nations. This may prove to be an impediment
in the future as countries and collections attempt to aggregate on a broader scale, in terms of
providing technical and legal means to traverse the hurdles of differing business models and
paywalls.
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No digital access
Many UK museums, archives, libraries and galleries also host large quantities of relevant material
that has not been digitised, catalogued online or indeed catalogued at all (some 55% of responding
institutions). Indicative holdings are given in Appendix L and in the online database. However,
where it is catalogued, a common brake on digitisation is a lack of granularity sufficient to describe
digital objects.

Above: The Somme Offensive
on the Western Front, 1916 –
This item is from The First
World War Poetry Digital
Archive, University of Oxford;
© Imperial War Museum.
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73% of information professionals indicated that they held material that could be usefully digitised.
This included runs of army training manuals; cartography; material relating to suffrage, trade
unions and women’s labour organisations; grey literature and pamphlet series, particularly relating
to industry, munitions, supply and post-war reconstruction; collections relating to religion and
spiritualism; fire brigade records and Royal Army Medical Corps muniment collections; overseas
(including German) collections held in the UK, notably foreign press cuttings; Cabinet Ministers’
private papers; school magazines; Post Office staff and chaplains’ records, and the private papers
of numerous service staff who served in all ranks across the globe.
There is a clear demand for further digitised resources on the First World War with 31% of
information professionals reporting ongoing or planned digitisation in advance of 2014. Most of
these plans however, are dependent on successful fundraising or grant applications.
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6. Findings: Educational themes
Popular themes
The principal First World War themes
taught at both universities and
schools are war experience, memory,
and social and cultural aspects of
the war, including literature and
representation. Life in the trenches:
perspectives on British military
history,1914-1918; German First
World War writing; and mind, body and
spirit in the First World War typify the
sorts of courses being taught in higher
education (See Appendix E).
There is a marked variation in the
availability of digital resources
to support these topics. 70% of
information professionals reported
the availability of digital resources to
support the study of the experience
of war but this figure dropped to 28%
for memory, 9% for literature and
5% for historiography, although the
University of Oxford’s First World War
Poetry Digital Archive was seen to
provide exceptionally good coverage in
the field of poetry and was well used by
the higher education community (See
Appendices D and I).

– Europeana 1914-18, Creative
POW documents from Emil Wagenzink
Unported Licence.
3.0
like
areA
Commons Attribution-Sh

Other themes such as strategy, military operations, medical history and the imperial dimension of
the conflict, and in particular the global nature and comparative aspects of the conflict, were widely
taught. Availability of reported digital resources here was respectively 14%, 37%, 26% and 12%,
although the figures give no indication of the extent or completeness of available sources.

Academic reappraisal of the First World War
A common view in focus groups was that access to sources for the teaching of the international or
global dimensions of the war and comparative studies was particularly difficult for theatres of war
beyond Europe, naval campaigns, and the deployment (and experience) of colonial forces by the
combatants. A challenge remained to put the ’world’ back into scholarship and teaching of the First
World War.
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The British Library’s digitisation of service records in the India Office Library was particularly
welcomed, as would be the hosting and translation of texts in the languages of imperial forces,
British and allies, and at least some of the European languages, including Russian. Crowdsourcing
initiatives that could tap into diverse communities were also thought to offer significant potential in
this respect.
By survey results, ‘the experience of war’ was the most widely taught theme and also the area
where most thought further digital resources were required. However, there was also concern that
an emphasis on the trench narrative of the British Tommy meant the experience of invasion and
narratives of others potentially reflected in other themes had been neglected.
Although ‘Get the war out of the trenches’ was something of a clarion call, on balance, focus group
members would be reluctant to see an abandonment of the trench narrative. They explained that
it was here that schoolchildren and students made the emotional connection to the war, that from
this starting point their interests and understanding could be broadened.

Underexploited themes
Although not as widely taught as some themes, nursing and medicine are regarded as significant
for teaching but not well served in terms of digital or hard copy resources. Focus group and
steering group members instanced major series of uncatalogued materials, issues with the
significant dispersal or loss of materials, limited access to relevant digital and print material and
expressed a concern about an overemphasis on shellshock at the expense of plastic surgery,
wound treatment and home nursing. Case notes on the treatment of returned soldiers, sources for
public health, sexually transmitted diseases (STD’s), health leaflets and grey literature were all
cited as useful, as were sources reflecting the professionalisation of nurse training.
Themes still ripe for further consideration and systematic resourcing were class, gender,
employment, trade and industry, food supply, temperance, regions of the UK, religion and faith.
A number of these arguably reflect neglected aspects of the ‘experience of war’. Battlefield
archaeology is regarded as a niche field of scholarship that should not be neglected.

Right: Photography during
the First World War (Troops
supposedly ‘going over
the top’ at the start of the
Battle of the Somme in 1916,
photographed by Canadian
official photographer Ivor
Castle. This photograph was
widely and misleadingly
published as a portrayal
of an actual British attack.
However it was actually taken
during a training exercise
behind the lines. The breech
cover which is clearly visible
on the rifle of the soldier in
the foreground was edited out
in contemporary publications
of the photograph) – This
item is from The First World
War Poetry Digital Archive,
University of Oxford; ©
Imperial War Museum.
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7. Recommendations: Digital content
It is clear that investment in future digitisation and access is needed to exploit opportunities that
digital content pertaining to the First World War brings to scholarship at all levels. However,
these results highlight the need, to target these resources into specific areas where there is an
unaddressed educational need or where there is a dearth of material of that type, or of that topic.

Content types to prioritise
Whilst it is understood that, in terms of content
type, digitisation across all media from images
and film to maps and official histories is
beneficial, due to current funding constraints,
it is important to make some possibly difficult
decisions with regard to where such funding
would be best targeted. In terms of survey
reponses, it appears that further focus should
be apportioned to runs of print content including
maps, official histories and grey literature, and
private papers and series of official or semiofficial archives held in archive repositories or
managed record stores (notably for case notes).
Particular consideration and investment should
also be paid to the conversion of quantities of
microfilmed or CD-ROM material to bring this
online, as well as digitisation from the primary
source itself.

Content themes to prioritise

Above: Robert Graves in
uniform – This item is
from The
First World War Poetry
Digital Archive, Univer
sity of
Oxford; © The Robert
Graves Literary Estate
.

In terms of content themes that require further support, medical and nursing history need further
attention to bring together relevant sources to compensate for known losses and dispersal. The
digitisation of relevant collections of the Royal Army Medical College is seen as a way of moving
understanding beyond shellshock.
Resources which will support the teaching of historiography and literature at higher education level
should be prioritised and take account of ‘treatments’ of the war to the current day.
International resources and international collaborations to support the global and comparative
aspects of teaching should be prioritised, including translations from non-European language
materials to support a better understanding of the roles and experience of imperial forces. Content
reflecting the naval history of the war should not be overlooked as this supports this international
perspective.
Although the experience of war is the most broadly taught and resourced area of study, resources
are needed to help broaden its scope and support wider economic and socio-demographic study.
Themes cited that might usefully be prioritised include class, gender, employment, trade and
industry, food supply, temperance, regions of the UK, and religion and faith.
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8. Recommendations: How digital content
is presented
The proliferation of resources and content has meant that, over the past 10 years, the way that
content must market itself has been turned on its head forever, creating a need for collection
holders and content creators to be much ‘smarter’ about how they reach and engage with their
constituent audiences.

Audience Analysis
In terms of the presentation of digital content for individual study, aggregators and collections
holders were advised to provide examples of rich mixes, bringing together materials of different
physical types and from different sources – film, recorded interviews, images, official records,
diaries etc – to reflect an episode or aspect of the war and to provide tools or links to tools that
support manipulation of the material. These content ‘mash-ups’ should include a strong visual/
audio aspect where possible.
However, for the research community, unmediated content – a spread of ‘raw’ content comprising
mostly primary source material – is preferred. Even with this in mind, it is still necessary to frame
searching strategies from the home page by large disciplinary themes to encourage users to
understand how the resource will be of value to them while at the same time avoiding replicating
existing collections and thematic silos.
For the purposes of teaching and learning, there needs to be a more mediated, interpretative
presentation of content, such as the use of maps and timelines as alternative entry points to
searching. These can be helpful and attractive for experienced and casual users alike and can
also provide the means by which more complex, interdisciplinary studies can be carried out by
mixing themes and different media types according to time and place. The use of maps provides
a shorthand way of conveying the global and multi-theatre dimension of the conflict, which focus
groups and surveys agreed needed to be communicated to the learner and the public more
effectively.
Both forms of presentation should, as a baseline, provide links to nationally and internationally
significant resources and those that are available freely under less restrictive licensing criteria.
A good example of this would be the Australian War Memorial and content available in JORUM, a
JISC-funded Service to collect and share learning and teaching materials, which allows their reuse
and repurposing.

Accuracy and Provenance
Additionally, a key issue for teachers and researchers within higher education, as well as schools,
is the ability to locate and recognise trusted sources of information among the sheer mass of
material available on the First World War, and the implication of accuracy and historical veracity
on trusted sites. As a key part of the creation or maintenance of First World War digital content,
full contextual information (including catalogue description, object metadata, provenance) should
be provided, if possible on an item level basis. As a collection, it should also be made clear the
percentage of the collection that is digitised, and on what basis this particular content was selected.
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These factors profoundly influence or affect how the collection is interpreted or analysed on an
historical or historiographic basis by the researcher, and should therefore be made as clear as
possible to maintain accuracy in this regard.

Signposting
As far as possible, collections holders and content providers are also advised to avoid ‘data
swamping’ – where the user gets lost in the quantity of data. Recognisable, easy to spot signposts
and landmarks should be used, including faceting and graphic design features such as data trees,
as well as employing the content presentation features mentioned previously.
Reports, guides and case studies summarising the key principles in maximising the online
effectiveness of digital resources have been made available through the Strategic Content
Alliance (as a condensed version of the highly successful series of workshops undertaken by JISC
Netskills), to provide guidance in terms of brand, search engine optimisation, discoverability and
provenance of content. These should all be key aspects of any digital strategy employed by content
creators/managers, as well as aggregators.

Top: Kitchener recruiting
poster – This item is
from The First World
War Poetry Digital
Archive, University of
Oxford; © Imperial War
Museum.
Bottom: The Battle of
the Somme 1 July-18
November 1916 (Trench
Warfare, General Conditions:
Two soldiers cooking in a
trench at Ovillers with a
scrounged stove) – This item
is from The First World
War Poetry Digital Archive,
University of Oxford; ©
Imperial War Museum.
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9. Recommendations: Intellectual
property rights and licensing

Recruitment and Enlistment
During the First World War –
This item is from The First
World War Poetry Digital
Archive, University of Oxford;
© Imperial War Museum.

Currently, there is
a range of licensing
regimes by which
content pertaining
to the First World
War is made
available. Clearly,
the content which
is made available
under restrictive
terms is, by
definition, reducing
access and reuse
opportunities for
teachers, learners
and researchers.
However, this
issue is part of a
much wider debate
viewed from a range of perspectives and informed by many considerations, not least being
how digitisation is funded (e.g. public/private partnerships for digitisation where grant funding is
becoming less available) and the business models of the collections holders themselves.

National negotiation
Taken within this context, from a pragmatic perspective and within the timeframe, it might be
a good idea to explore the possibility of academic licensing of original materials digitised as
commercial products by a range of cultural heritage bodies at a national level. Potentially, part of
this negotiation would also be focused on whether commercial contractors can ensure that data
in future products is structured in a way that supports thematic searching in addition to individual
names.

Open metadata
Perhaps one of the most fundamental aspects of this research and of the JISC Discovery
programme is the issue of metadata being licensed openly as a means of increasing the
opportunity for enhancing impact through the release of descriptive data about library, archival
and museum resources. It allows such data to be made freely available and innovatively reused
to serve researchers, teachers, students, service providers and the wider community in the UK
and internationally. It will offer an opportunity to demystify licensing options, to consider their
differing purposes, and to discuss the range of tactics that institutions might adopt in scoping
metadata releases and making the associated licensing decisions. Therefore as a recommendation
of this research, it is strongly advocated that all metadata releases require licensing, for which
institutions and agencies should adopt a standard open licensing framework that is suited to their
purposes according to the JISC Discovery Open Metadata Principles.
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10. Recommendations: Technical
Technical aspects of the enhancement of First World War content retrieval and presentation are
largely those underpinning all content services and aggregations. However, potentially the most
pertinent to First World War scholarship is that of subject taxonomies, name authorities, consistent
date descriptors and ontologies – a ‘formal representation of knowledge as a set of concepts
within a domain, and the relationships between those concepts.’

A First World War vocabulary
Perhaps the best example of this issue is simply how the war is referred to. Is it World War One,
The Great War, the First World War? Add to this the multiple languages and potentially historically
contentious terms, timeframes and contexts and the issues surrounding how a person, event or
place is referred to become a seismic challenge to unpick. However, if any aggregation is to work at
a micro or macro level, a clear ontological framework needs to be agreed and accepted universally,
using previous precedents such as subject thesauri where possible.
JISC has conducted significant work in this area, not least its Terminology Services and
Technology: JISC State of the Art review, but further work is required, specifically focused on a
First World War vocabulary. Encouragingly, work is taking place at a European level to address
some of these issues through the CENDARI project which aims to ‘provide and facilitate access
to existing archives and resources in Europe for the study of medieval and modern European
history through the development of an enquiry environment’. It is, however, recommended that, if
further co-ordinated work is undertaken in this area, it addresses providing a reliable strategy for
searching place names and locations.

Persistence
Researchers noted the recurrent problem of ‘persistence’ and ‘link-rot’ in terms of resource
location and the problems of reliable citation within research papers. However, as the JISC
Consultation on identifiers points out, there is a ‘certain persistence of debate about persistent
identifiers, and the same themes recur’. It is very difficult to find a panacea for this issue because
so much of it lies in with whom, or where, responsibility for permanence lies. Further work needs
to be undertaken in this area.

Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) and ‘linked
data’
There is a demonstrated lack of understanding of the APIs that are necessary to make aggregation
possible. It is suggested that JISC should guide and model the creation and maintenance of
institutional APIs to deliver content and/or highlight best practice for other sectors. This could be
achieved in the first instance through a series of toolkits and user guides or hands-on events such
as developer days. This work could lie within the auspices of the WW1 Discovery programme.
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Top: German Offensive,
Loading a 60-pounder – This
item is from The First World
War Poetry Digital Archive,
University of Oxford; ©
Imperial War Museum.
Bottom: Hindenburg Line
Map – Wikipedia – World War
One Centenary, by Fionnuala
Barrett licensed as Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0
UK: England & Wales.

‘Linked data’ principles are an aspect of metadata production or enhancement that should also
be fully supported and exploited by collections holders and content providers for First World War
related material. Defined by Wikipedia as ‘a term used to describe a recommended best practice for
exposing, sharing, and connecting pieces of data, information, and knowledge on the semantic web
using URIs and RDF’, its relevance to the effective retrieval of content has been an underlying driver
for the JISC Discovery work. Guidance, tools, exemplars and hand-holding are recommended,
particularly for collections holders and content providers who may not have access to technical
expertise in this area.

Skills and sustainability
Curators and custodians generally do not maintain or manage the IT infrastructure that supports
the digital content they create or host; for 74% this is the responsibility of the IT department,
while 19% additionally or exclusively use commercial suppliers. While not unexpected, the finding
underpins the necessity of clarity about hosting and sustainability of digital content.
Within the community of information professionals, there is a generally rudimentary understanding
of APIs and required metadata standards, the need for persistent and transparent URLs, the
principles of online search and search engine optimisation and the visibility of data. Most lack
dedicated technical support, and would benefit from skills development activities or easily
digestible advice and guidance in these areas.
While the practice of digitisation is rightly recognised as valuable for research, access and
institutional reputation, attention is undoubtedly focused on practicalities such as the need to obtain
legal clearance prior to publication, and on the need to safeguard and sustain the resulting data.
Less attention has been paid to how this data might be shared or mixed with content from other
collections or institutions, from both a technical and a licensing perspective.
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11. Next Steps: Collaboration and
Innovation
A number of innovative and inventive projects have been employed to either create digital content
on the First World War e.g. Europeana 1914-18 or to re-present it e.g. the Imperial War Museum
project, Lives of the First World War, which aims to map the lives of those in combat and at home
through a large-scale crowdsourcing project. The University of Oxford has undertaken some
pioneering work around how to create a ‘digital event’ with its Arras95 twitter campaign, which
tweeted the events of the Battle of Arras in realtime, from the perspective of a neutral reporter
on the field. This has so far (June 2012) attracted 1351 tweets using the #arras95 hashtag, 293
followers and 181 items of open content about the Battle of Arras.
However, to encourage and increase the instance and level of innovation, there needs to be further
dialogue and collaboration between a range of publicly-funded organisations – from universities to
the creative industries, from funders and strategic bodies to local museums and archives, from UK
government to the EU – on a strategic level.

Top: Page 33; l’Album de
la Guerre: Vol 1 part 1 –
Courtesy of The Serving
Soldier at King’s College
London.

Through the development of strategic networks of content-rich organisations across the UK
public sector, unique clusters of content have already been generated for education and research,
providing the building blocks for higher and further education to drive content strategy. This
content offers pedagological opportunities and opens up new avenues of research that can only be
capitalised upon with strategic and operational alignment. Additionally, by sharing funding, staff
and organisational resources, duplication of effort is reduced and economies of scale across the
public sector are generated.
JISC is committed to fostering further collaboration so that education and research can be
supported at all levels.
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