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Abstract. Two major research resources for humanities scholars are manuscripts 
and scholarly editions (rigorously reconstituted standard texts of seminal writers 
and thinkers). However, most of these resources either have not been digitized or 
are not easy to access online [1]. Consequently, scholars frequently need to 
spend unnecessary time and effort to find and manage different versions of mate-
rials (physical or digital) from different sources. To solve this problem, we pro-
pose an online platform called CORPUS – a Collaborative Online Research 
Platform for Users of Scholarly edition – to support scholarly research online in 
an efficient manner. CORPUS aims to integrate different types of  
research materials in the humanities (manuscripts, scholarly editions, online pub-
lications, and personal notes) and aggregate different versions of the same texts. 
In addition, it enhances collaboration among scholars while also providing them 
with a peer-review-based incentive to share and publish their research work. 

Keywords: Contextual Inquiry, Digital Humanities, User Study, Design, and 
Prototype. 

1 Introduction 

The role of scholarly editions is central to the humanities: they seek to reconstitute and 
establish the texts of seminal writers and thinkers with rigorous exactitude in order to 
provide researchers with an authoritative standard text they can trust. The majority of 
such editions exist only in print and the source manuscripts have either not been 
digitized or are hard to access online. This forces scholars to spend unnecessary time 
and effort to conduct research on different versions (physical and digital) of materials 
from different sources (online, library or other organizations) [1, 5]. 

To solve this problem, we developed CORPUS (Collaboration Research Platform 
for User of Scholar Edition), which is a novel collaborative online platform aiming at 
supporting the research process of scholars in humanities in a much more efficient 
and effective way. CORPUS has two unique goals:  

1. Integration. to integrate different types of research materials in Humanities—
manuscripts, scholarly editions, online publications and personal notes—together to 
support scholars’ need for their research work; 
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2. Collaboration. enhance collaboration among scholars to make their research work 
richer and more effective. 

The project started with understanding the domain of the digital humanities in gen-
eral. The researchers tried to understand current online projects, present available 
literature on the subject and naturalistic interview techniques with editors to under-
stand the available techniques. With this background, the next step was to look into 
the requirement gathering stage. The method of contextual inquiry with intensive 
interview was used to understand how scholars conduct their research work in their 
working environments. There were 10 scholars involved in the early round of inter-
views at the Institute of American Thought (IAT), Indianapolis. The interviews were 
transcribed and the qualitative data were collected and analyzed by the Human Com-
puter Interaction Design Technique of Affinity Diagram. As an output, current work-
ing models (Flow Model and Physical Model) were generated. These models helped 
in defining the goal of CORPUS, with various design opportunities found from the 
breakdowns in the model. Based on the data gathered from interviews and the break-
downs in the model, a conceptual vision of CORPUS was proposed to be used in the 
following study. To validate the issues identified and the appropriateness of the con-
ceptual vision, a detailed interview was again conducted with the users. In this stage 
of contextual interviews, the users were shown the conceptual vision and asked about 
detailed feedback about each feature. After both contextual interviews Stage 1 and 2, 
the list of requirements for CORPUS was generated. 

In the following stages, we designed an interactive prototype, which showcased the 
key elements of CORPUS as an online dissemination platform. Many of the features 
were what the contextual inquiry had proposed including the design ideas from the 
researchers. At the end of this study, a formal evaluation was conducted, and the 
feedback was received and used into the improvement of the platform. 

2 Related Works 

A few existing projects also support scholars' digital research work in the Humanities. 
However, some of them either offer less flexibility for browsing source manuscripts 
online [2,3,4], or are limited to transcribing source materials through crowd sourcing 
methods [5].  

For example, the Mark Twain Project produces scholarly editions, fully annotated 
version. The project mainly supports searching and browsing Mark Twain manu-
scripts and productions. All comments are organized in the form of metadata. It only 
deals with the manuscripts of Mark Twain and has limited functionalities when it 
comes to working with those scholarly editions and manuscripts. The main limit of 
the Mark Twain Project is that users are not allowed to store what they have read and 
re-find them later. It is a collection that users can only browse. Also, there is no sup-
port for annotating or managing users’ own annotation. 

In addition, none of the existing projects helps scholars browse scholarly editions 
digitally. Furthermore, some other projects are unable to design their system from a 
scholarly perspective, such as the Escidoc project [2]. It encourages scholars from 
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various organizations to share their unfinished works or preliminary data with one 
another. However, it discounts the fact that some scholars may not be willing to share 
their own unpublished works with other scholars. In contrast to those existing 
projects, CORPUS supports interactive access to and browsing of research materials 
(not only manuscripts but also scholarly editions) and all the design features were 
generated from scholars’ points of view. 

3 Understanding Users 

To understand the context of scholars’ research work process in Humanities, a User 
Centered Design (UCD) method – contextual inquiry is selected in this study.  
Contextual techniques are designed to gather data from customers in the field, where 
people are working or living. Contextual Inquiry is a field data-gathering technique 
that studies a few carefully selected individuals in depth to arrive at a fuller 
understanding of the work practice across all customers. The conversation between a 
participant and an interviewer about the participant’s work (rather than about the 
system design) creates a shared understanding. The core premise of Contextual 
Inquiry is very simple: go where the customer works, observe the customer as he or 
she works, and talk to the customer about the work. 

In this study, two stages of Contextual (See Table1.) Inquiries were conducted on 
10 participants in the Institute for American Thought (IAT) in Indianapolis, IN, 
U.S.A.. The aims for both of the stages are listed below: 
 
Stage One. To understand the contexts of the current workflow, and generate the 
conceptual vision for CORPUS. 
Stage Two. To get feedback for the vision of CORPUS and to generate detail func-
tions of CORPUS. 

Table 1. Two stages of User Study 

 No. of Scholars Mode of Interview 

Interview Stage 1 10 On Site 
Interview Stage 2 10 On Site/ Skype 

3.1 The Results from the First Stage of the Contextual Inquiry 

In the first stage, all the contextual interviews were transcribed. A collaborative anal-
ysis method called – Affinity Diagram – was used to analyze the qualitative data ga-
thered from these interviews. Then the current working models were generated to 
describe the workflow and physical environments during scholars’ research work 
process in Humanities. At the end this stage, a conceptual vision of CORPUS was 
created for the next stage in this study. 
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Affinity Diagram. The affinity process was introduced as one of the “seven quality 
processes” from Japan (Brassard, 1989; as known as the K-J method in Kawakita, 
1982). Affinity diagram organizes the individual notes captured during interpretation 
session into a hierarchy revealing common issues and themes. It shows the scope of 
the customer problem: it reveals in one place all the issues, worries, and key elements 
of work practice relevant to the team’s focus. It also defines the key quality 
requirements on the system. The hierarchical structure groups similar issues so that all 
the data relevant to a theme is shown together, creating stories about the customer 
relevant to the design problem.  

Figure1. shows the hierarchical structure of the 3 main themes found, followed by 
the sub-categories, including 1) the types of materials scholars need; 2) the sources of 
collecting the materials; 3) How to work on the materials; 4) the ways of storing the 
materials, and 5) how to collaborate with other scholars. 

 

 

Fig. 1. The main themes adapted from the Affinity Diagram 

Current Working Models. From the data analysis from the affinity diagram, 
scholars’ current working models – flow model and physical model – were generated. 
The models helped understand how the users work in their environment and where the 
current problems exist. The shock symbol in the models shows the design opportunity 
found by researchers in the models; which were further used in defining user 
requirements and taking design decisions for building the prototype. 
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Flow Model. Figure2. shows the flow model of the scholars’ research work in  
Humanities. From the model, we can see that scholars in Humanities often spend 
unnecessary efforts on collecting the materials they need from four main sources: the 
libraries, some specific organizations, websites and other scholars in the related field. 
For example, most of them had the experience of traveling to the libra-
ries/organizations in other cities or countries to study materials. The materials usually 
contain manuscripts, letters, the authors’ published books/papers, other scholars’ pub-
lications, and other online materials such as news, blog articles. Researchers are  
always transcribing those manuscripts or letters to the authors’ intended text at the 
beginning of their research process. Then they come up with their own works out of 
the process of reading, comparing, and managing those materials. In this whole 
process, the communication among scholars is also very important. Researchers seek 
to know what happens in their research field by attending research conference, work-
shops or sending emails. 

 

 

Fig. 2. The Flow Model of Current Research Work in Humanities 

Physical Model. Any product or system must live with the constraints of the physical 
environment as it exists. If it ignores those constraints, it creates problems for its user. 
The studying of users’ workplace ensures that the system accounts for the physical 
environment. The physical environment constraints what people can do, but within 
those constraints people do have some control over their environment. Studying the 
workplace offers important clues to the way people structure and thinks about work. 
In this study, two types of physical environments are involved. The first one is the  
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Fig. 3. The Physical Model of Current Research Work in Humanities 

 
researchers’ working environment (office), and the other one is the organization, 
which contains the research materials. The constraints in this physical model always 
happened in the process of getting the materials from the outside organization to  
researchers’ working environment. 
 
Conceptual Vision of CORPUS. Based on the understanding of the working models 
during the stage 1 interviews; the vision for CORPUS was developed (See Figure 4.). 
CORPUS will provide a good set of database which not only includes the digital 
version of scholarly editions, but also provides the related materials produce in the 
process of producing scholarly editions.  All these materials – all versions of 
manuscripts, related materials produced during the process of producing scholarly 
editions – will benefit scholars’ research work as their source materials. During their 
working process, CORPUS enable the scholars to browse materials’ content, browse 
other scholars’ reviews of the materials, create their own content and reviews, discuss 
research problems they have and also support their collaborative contributions. The 
works scholars created will go through an online peer-review process before they 
publish on CORPUS.  
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Fig. 4. The Conceptual Vision of CORPUS 

3.2 The Results from Second Stage of the Contextual Inquiry 

In the second stage, the vision of CORPUS was shown to the same 10 scholars to get 
feedback. The contextual interviews in this stage were transcribed, and an affinity 
diagram was also created. Base on the analysis of the affinity diagrams, working 
models and the vision of CORPUS, we generated a detail user requirements list for 
CORPUS platform as a final output of the user study process. It contains: 

1. Access to the digital-version of the manuscripts Browse the manuscripts and its 
information Access related research materials online: 

a. Publications or online news related to the research topic  
b. Publications related to the manuscripts 
2. Access/Browse the citation of the materials Share/access the transcription of the 

manuscripts 
3. Navigate among related manuscripts Navigate among related publications 
4. Navigate between manuscripts and related publications  
5. Take notes/annotations of the manuscripts or other materials Access the 

notes/annotations 
6. Navigate among the notes and materials  
7. Retrieve and manage personal work 
a. Materials: manuscripts, related publications, transcripts, notes, and external links  
b. Contacts: other scholars’ emails 
c. Own research work  
d. Transcriptions: my shared transcription, others transcriptions (need to review if I 

am an editor)  
e. Basic setting: privacy, personal info 
7. Automatic Search Notifications  
8. Track New Materials that are being added. 
9. Navigate through Scholar profiles  
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10. Access people by Manuscripts (like who is working on what)  
11. Sorting by types of entity present like scholars, manuscript, and communities. 

4 Design Features and Prototype 

Balsamiq Mockups 2.2.14 and Axure 6.5 were used to create the prototypes. There is 
no database involved since the prototype would be only used to demonstrate and test 
the concept of CORPUS. 

From the contextual inquiry process, the following main functionalities of 
CORPUS were generated: 1) support accessing and browsing materials (scholarly 
editions, manuscripts, publications); 2) support interactive ways of taking and retriev-
ing notes; 3) support collaboration among scholars; 4) support privacy control of 
scholars’ unpublished work; and 5) support online peer-review process. 

 

Fig. 5. Screenshots of Interactive Prototypes: (a) viewing scholarly editions (b) collaborations 
through projects 

4.1 Viewing Scholarly Editions / Manuscripts  

In CORPUS, two interactive browsing views for research materials were supported: 
scholarly edition view and manuscript view. Scholarly edition contains critical text 
(editor-enhanced text) and appended materials (emendations, textual notes, 

(a) 

 
(b) 

Manuscripts

Appended 
Materials

Critical Text
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alterations, etc.). In the paper world, most scholars will ignore the appended materials 
because they want to avoid going back and forth between the critical text and the 
appended materials. In scholarly edition view, a synchronized way of reading the two 
is possible, and it overcomes the constraints of traditional linear reading on papers 
(see (a) in Figure1). In the manuscript view, scholars are able to browse the 
manuscripts, their corresponding scholarly edition and other related materials (other 
versions of manuscripts, publications, online news, and videos). 

4.2 Managing/Retrieving Notes 

According to the results from the contextual inquiry process, scholars took notes to 
mark important points in the literature or leave comments on a particular part of the 
materials. However, the approach and media they took notes on are various, including 
email, hard/ digital copy of materials, physical notebook or separate digital files. 
CORPUS proposes a novel way of managing and retrieving research notes: link 
research notes and their corresponding materials automatically. Scholars can always 
look into notes by accessing materials or by browsing their personal notes list (See 
Figure 2).  

4.3 Collaboration through “Project” 

Forums are a popular way to support communications in Humanities [1, 5], however, 
from our contextual inquiries, scholars are not often communicating with one another 
in forums. Instead, they contact each other only when they have a common interest in 
their research work. Thus, CORPUS decided to support collaboration among scholars 
in the form of “projects” – giving scholars the choices to group themselves together 
by self-defined project topic. They are able to share materials with notes, discuss 
research problems, and review each other’s work collaboratively. 

4.4 Privacy Control  

Privacy concerns were also taken into consideration during the design process. 
Scholars have three levels of privacy control (private, project member, and public) on 
all their materials, projects, notes and personal works. 

4.5 Online Peer-Review Process 

CORPUS also offers online peer-review certifications that scholars can use as 
evidence of professional worth for instance in P&T (promotion and tenure) dossiers 
or grant applications. 
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5 Evaluation 

After developing the interactive prototype of CORPUS, a formal usability evaluation 
was conducted with the same 10 participants in IAT. Six tasks were designed based 
on the key functions. The evaluation focused on testing the utility and usability 
problem of CORPUS, so both quantitative and qualitative data were collected. Some 
usability problems were found out, and improvements were made accordingly. 

The evaluation results show that the participants favored three functionalities  
most: "managing and retrieving notes", “collaboration through projects”, and “view-
ing manuscripts”. The participants reported that the “viewing scholarly editions” is a 
little difficult to understand at the beginning, but getting better after a short time of 
learning.  

From the qualitative comments, the “managing and retrieving notes” feature was 
reported to be very useful when it integrates with the “project” feature. The partici-
pants thought “note sharing” could be very helpful when they work with other scho-
lars as a project group. One of the scholars said: “I was looking on this book today, 
and I was trying to make notes on this particular paragraph. And I also want to do the 
same thing but with different books. This notes-sharing function would be really 
needed. I would share these notes with others and ask them to please check it if I used 
the wrong date—that kind of thing.” 

6 Discussions and Future Work 

Compared to existing studies, CORPUS focuses on supporting scholars’ collaborative 
research work process in Humanities, and all the features of the system are designed 
according to the User-Centered System Design theory. Several functions are unique, 
such as browsing critical editions digitally and interactively, integration of the notes 
and their corresponding materials, supporting collaborative research work through 
notes and project management, support online peer-review process on this platform. 

In the future, we want to promote and market CORPUS as a new concept of publi-
cation platform and a fairly comprehensive solution for researchers in Humanities to 
conduct their research work digitally. 

References 

1. Borgman, C.L.: The digital future is now: A call to action for the humanities. Digital  
Humanities Quarterly 3(4) (2009) 

2. The Mark Twain Project, http://www.marktwainproject.org 
3. The ESCIDOC Project, https://www.escidoc.org 
4. The Collected Letters of Bertrand Russell,  

http://russell.mcmaster.ca/brletters.htm - overview 
5. Wilensky, R.: Digital library resources as a basis for collaborative work. Journal of the 

American Society for Information Science 51(3), 228–245 


	CORPUS: Next-Generation Online Platform for Research Collaborations in Humanities
	1 Introduction
	2 Related Works
	3 Understanding Users
	3.1 The Results from the First Stage of the Contextual Inquiry
	3.2 The Results from Second Stage of the Contextual Inquiry

	4 Design Features and Prototype
	4.1 Viewing Scholarly Editions / Manuscripts
	4.2 Managing/Retrieving Notes
	4.3 Collaboration through “Project”
	4.4 Privacy Control
	4.5 Online Peer-Review Process

	5 Evaluation
	6 Discussions and Future Work
	References




