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The 2020-201 academic year was an especially challenging one for everyone at 
Mason due to the Covid-19 pandemic. On March 15, 2020, the staff, faculty, and 
students at RRCHNM abandoned ship and shifted to 100% remote work. During 
the course of the past year we have found ways to make our remote existence 
work and to continue to advance the goals of our Center. We have some notable 
successes and some notable changes, all of which are discussed in detail below. 
 
Research and Scholarship 
Faculty members at RRCHNM are managing $3,521,536.76 in externally funded 
research spread across 24 grants and contracts with $1,454,133.22 remaining 
unspent as of June 30, 2021. Major funders include the National Endowment for 
the Humanities, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, the ACLS, the Library of 
Congress, and the Department of Defense (via Ohio State University). New 
funding received in the 2020-2021 cycle was $889,894.00. We responded to the 
Covid crisis with a major collecting project, Collecting These Times, that focused 
on collecting the history of America’s Jewish communities during the times of 
Covid and also provided back-end logistical support to a major Covid collecting 
history project based at Arizona State University (The Journal of a Plague Year). 
We broke new funding ground for our Center with a $300,000 grant from the 
Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency (DPAA) via a sub-award from Ohio State 
University and have begun raising more and more funding from private 
foundations. Over the past two years we have found it increasingly difficult to 
obtain funds from the NEH, largely as the result of the substantial increase in the 
numbers of applications to the NEH and a corresponding drop in their 
acceptance rate (8% in some funding streams), and so are pleased to see the 
growing diversity of our funders in other sectors of the funding landscape. We 
submitted more than $2 million in funding requests/grant applications during the 
past year, representing a substantial amount of effort by our faculty. 
 
A significant change in our business model happened in February 2021 when we 
ended our relationship with the Corporation for Digital Scholarship (CDS), a non-
profit spun out of Mason in 2013 to manage the Zotero and Omeka projects. That  
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relationship, while fruitful for many years, had become a significant drain on the 
intellectual and emotional health of our Center and so our senior staff decided 
that the time had come to end the relationship. This decision cost us five 
software developers, all of whom left to join CDS as full-time employees and has 
meant that we are largely out of the software development business, a line of 
work that helped sustain our Center for more than a decade. The two main 
reasons for this change were that there are no longer any faculty at RRCHNM 
engaged in software development, a fact that meant that the developers who 
ostensibly worked for RRCHNM, felt that they worked first for CDS and only then 
for Mason. Their priorities were no longer our priorities. Second, our former 
colleagues, now at CDS, saw their relationship with Mason first and foremost as 
an opportunity to rent access to the Mason benefits system and only secondarily 
as a way of supporting us (which was the original intent of creating CDS). This 
meant that they were placing increasing demands on us regarding the time they 
were purchasing from our staff, demands that no longer worked for us (or for 
CDS). By the fall of 2020 it had become clear that it was time to end the 
relationship between RRCHNM and CDS and that ending came on February 1, 
201. While we miss our former colleagues, we don’t miss the drain they 
represented on our intellectual capital. We are a stronger Center without them. 
Further, the loss of the CDS contract has not had a negative impact on our 
bottom line. 
 
We continue to collaborate with former RRCHNM colleague Dr. Sean Takats 
(University of Luxembourg) on the Tropy software development project and in 
2021 will submit a request to the Mellon Foundation for a new (and final) round of 
funding for Tropy.  
 
During the 2020-2021 academic year we established a formal cooperative 
relationship with the Center for Digital History at the University of Luxembourg 
(C2DH). This cooperative relationship, funding by a grant from the National 
Research Foundation of Luxembourg, will send two RRCHNM faculty members 
to Luxembourg, will bring two UL faculty members to Mason, all for short stays, 
will send a Mason PhD student to Luxembourg in the spring 2022 semester and 
will bring one of their students to us, and will support an annual digital history 
summit between the two organizations. Progress on this collaboration has been 
hindered by Covid travel restrictions, but we hope to move forward in the coming 
year. 
 
Among the awards received by RRCHNM faculty are the Gutenberg Teaching 
Award, given to RRCHNM Director Mills Kelly by the University of Mainz 
(Germany) and a prestigious Library of Congress fellowship given to Dr. Lincoln 
Mullen. Several of our PhD students have won student awards or fellowships for 
papers presented, or for digital projects they have created.  
 
This summer (2021), Prof. Abigail Mullen hosted a digital military history institute 
funded by the NEH – an event delayed due to Covid. During the academic year 
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our postdoctoral fellow Dr. Deepthi Murali hosted a five-session webinar on the 
material cultures of the Indian Ocean World that drew just slightly more than 
1,000 registrants.  
 
We hosted our first faculty fellow, funded by the dean’s office, in the 2020-2021 
academic year. Dr. Jennifer Ashley from the Global Affairs program spent the 
year with us, submitted a major grant application to the ACLS, and published an 
article about her work. Our new faculty fellow will be Dr. Samuel Hueneke 
(History), who will use the coming year to extend the digital project he began as 
last year’s Fenwick Fellow. We also hosted a postdoctoral fellow in collaboration 
with the German Historical Institute and have two Mason-funded postdocs at 
RRCHNM. Dr. Jessica Mack’s position is funded by the dean’s office and Dr. 
Murali’s position is funded from RRCHNM indirect and grants. Both of our Mason 
postdocs have recently submitted grants for external funding that will support 
their continued presence at our Center. 
 
We have made the decision to invest heavily in historical podcasting. We believe 
that there is a significant opportunity in this area of endeavor and podcasting sits 
at the center of our mission to bring the best of historical scholarship to the 
widest possible public audience. Dr. Abigail Mullen launched the first podcast we 
have produced since 2015 – Consolation Prize – and Dr. Mills Kelly is leading the 
production of a second podcast, The Green Tunnel, that will debut in October 
2021. We will submit a major grant to the Mellon Foundation in August 2021 to 
provide substantial support to our podcasting efforts. The other sector of the 
digital humanities world that we are having a growing impact on is in 
computational humanities, with Dr. Lincoln Mullen and Dr. Jessica Otis becoming 
increasingly prominent scholars in this field. 
 
The single greatest impact of our work continues to be in history education and 
our educational projects account for around 75% of all traffic on our various 
websites. Dr. Nate Sleeter continues to lead these efforts and in the past year 
has secured several grants from the Library of Congress, the Shapell 
Manuscripts Foundation, and the Department of State to support our educational 
work. 
 
Educational Activities  
RRCHNM is equally a research center and an educational center. During the 
past year we had nine PhD students, two MA students, and seven undergraduate 
students working as GRAs on various digital projects. Their roles ranged from 
project managers to research assistants, and all were mentored closely by 
RRCHNM faculty, especially Dr. Lincoln Mullen and Dr. Nate Sleeter. Most of the 
PhD students are supported by their stipends, however, two were paid for out of 
our grant funding and all of the MA and undergraduate students were also paid 
for out of our grant funding (except one undergraduate who was an OSCAR 
research assistant). 
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With the support of the dean’s office we were able to host a speakers series 
during the past year that included such important digital scholars as Dr. William 
Turkel (Western Ontario University), Dr. Jo Guldi (SMU), and Dr. Rob Nelson 
(University of Richmond). These speakers helped keep the intellectual life of the 
Center vibrant and challenging. Lacking continued funding for speakers we have 
discontinued this activity until we can find a new source of funding for speakers.  
 
During the pandemic year we used Center funds to pay for our PhD students to 
attend (virtually) a number of academic conferences and workshops in the hope 
that by doing so we could help reduce the isolation and depression they were 
experiencing. Altogether eight of our nine GRAs took advantage of this 
opportunity and attended one or more conferences or workshops. Several 
presented papers and several presented research posters.  
 
All Center faculty engage in formal and informal mentoring with students at all 
levels. We have also created two informal working groups – one on data in the 
digital humanities and one on digital public history – that convene PhD students, 
postdocs, faculty, and staff to discuss areas of common interest. While RRCHNM 
faculty convene these sessions, we do not lead them. Session topics are chosen 
by students and each session is led by a student. These working groups have 
been a great success. In the coming year we have extended “affiliate” status to 
all PhD students in the Department of History in hopes of growing our 
connections to students not formally assigned to the Center. 
 
New Staff/Faculty 
During the past year we hired a new web developer, Dr. Jason Heppler, who is 
an award-winning public historian and a talented web developer. We hired Ida 
Akiwumi on a temporary contract to help us with user experience testing and 
have now hired Susie Nguyen as a contract web designer for one of our grants. 
The Department of History and Art History hired Dr. Amanda Madden to be the 
first new faculty member at RRCHNM in several years and she begins her 
contract on August 23. Dr. Madden comes to us from the School of Computing at 
Georgia Tech University where she was a research scientist. 
 
Fundraising 
With the help of the CHSS development team we were able to raise additional 
funds to support our research and teaching efforts during the past year. The 
GMU Foundation seems unable to provide us with data on exactly how much we 
raised so we are estimating that the final tally was approximately $30,000, but 
this is only an estimate. Neither RRCHNM leadership nor CHSS development 
staff are able to get these data from the GMUF in a form that makes it possible to 
learn what happened without hand counting every single transaction in our 
accounts. We hope that one day the GMUF will be able to provide us with 
actionable data on our fundraising efforts. 
 



 

 
RRCHNM George Mason University  n  4400 University Drive, MSN 1E7  n  Fairfax, VA 22030 

rrchnm.org  n  @chnm  n 703-993-9277  

With the help of CHSS development staff we re-established a fundraising board 
for the Center. This board met twice (virtually) during the past year. Two 
members of the board have made donations to the Center, but it is somewhat 
discouraging that the rest of the board members have not yet made even a small 
donation. We hope this will change in the coming year as board members 
become more engaged with the work and more committed to helping us with 
fundraising. 
 
Financials 
We remain financially healthy as a research center and have attached three 
spreadsheets to this report that help explain our foundation account balances, 
expenses, and grants. This past year we benefitted from a consultancy with the 
Nonprofit Finance Fund. One of their recommendations that we intend to follow is 
the building up of an operating cash reserve fund that will be sufficient to cover 
our soft-money expenses for up to four months to cushion from any shocks in the 
funding landscape. Of the just over $500,000 of spendable funds in our 
endowment accounts, just over $200,000 is committed to paying for staff and 
postdocs in the coming year. 
 
Sustainability 
One of the single greatest challenges faced by any digital humanities center is 
the ongoing sustainability of digital projects. As a specific example, the decision 
of the Drupal development group to cease supporting Drupal 7 and to force all 
Drupal-based projects into Drupal 9 is going to cost us between $65,000-$80,000 
in the 2021-2022 academic year to keep our various educational projects up and 
running. Dr. Jessica Otis and our Systems Administrator, God’s Will Katchoua, 
have spearheaded an effort to shut down many of our low-traffic web projects 
and archive them in MARS at Fenwick Library. In the coming year we are going 
to have to make some hard decisions about taking additional projects offline 
because we simply cannot afford to continue to patch up their software code and 
no funder will pay the costs of such work. No one in the DH world has a good 
solution to this problem. We have endeavored to keep projects going as long as 
they have an audience, but we can no longer afford to pay for the upkeep of 
projects with small audiences or with code that breaks on a regular basis. The 
permanent deprecation of Flash in 2020, which broke a number of our projects, is 
just one example of the problems we face. 
 
Conclusion 
The future remains bright for RRCHNM. At the time of writing this report we are 
awaiting funding decisions from the Smithsonian (National Museum of African 
American History and Culture), the National Science Foundation, and the Mellon 
Foundation that, taken together, equal more than $1.5 million. We are very 
excited about our new hires and the energy and ideas they bring. And we are 
looking forward to actually being back in our offices together for first time in 
almost 18 months. 
 











SARA COLLINI |  Postdoctoral Fellow in University History, Clemson University

Sara Collini had what may have been the most difficult defense of a dissertation of any of the recent 
graduates of our PhD program. Not only was she the first of our students to defend their dissertation 
via Zoom due to Covid, but the weekend before her defense the house next door caught fire and was 
destroyed, forcing Sara to eventually evacuate. During the defense, that house was being torn down 
from the inside. Life is much easier for Sara now that she is Clemson University’s Postdoctoral Fellow 
in University History. Hired both because of her digital skills and because her dissertation, “Birthing A  

Nation: Enslaved Women and Midwifery in Early America, 1750-1820,” gives her the depth of knowledge she needs to carry 
out a very difficult assignment—researching the history of the African American Burial Ground located on Clemson’s campus. A  
recent study of the burial ground has recovered 667 unmarked graves, and it is Sara’s job to help build the digital infrastructure 
for the project and assist with the research in the records of the plantation that eventually became the campus and other archival  
and community sources. “My work at RRCHNM on projects like the Pilbara Strike website made me a lot more confident in my 
digital and project management skills,” she says of her time at the Center. 

CELESTE TƯỜNG VY SHARPE  |  Assistant Professor, Normandale Community College

When Celeste came to Mason as a graduate student, she had no idea that she would turn into a digital 
scholar. Instead, she decided to pursue a PhD in History because of a deep commitment to equity and 
access for young people. Having a PhD would give her a seat at the table for conversations about these 
critical issues. Her dissertation, “They Need You! Disability, Visual Culture, and the Poster Child, 1945-
1980,” was a critical examination of the history of “poster children” in America whose images and life 
stories were used by various charitable organizations to raise funds for research on diseases like Mus-

cular Dystrophy and Infantile Paralysis (polio). That dissertation was also our department’s first born-digital dissertation. After 
graduation, Celeste landed a job as an academic technologist at Carleton College (Minnesota) where she rose to the position of 
Interim Director of her department. This past summer, she took a new job as an assistant professor of history at Normandale 
Community College in the Twin Cities, a job change that allows her to work with her students in a sustained way over an entire 
semester. “Being at the community college has given me a way to connect to my own personal history,” she says of her new 
position, a history that includes her mother coming to the U.S. as a refugee in 1975. “Now I’m where I needed to be all along.”

Educating graduate students in the theory and practice of digital history has been central to the mission of the Roy Rosenzweig  
Center for History and New Media since we launched our PhD program in 2001. Over the past 20 years, more than 50  
graduate students have worked on various projects here at RRCHNM, gaining new insights into digital history and new  
professional skills that they can take into the job market. 

We are very proud of the success our students have had after they leave us for employment elsewhere. Over the years 
we’ve watched our students move into careers as faculty members, academic developers, library professionals, digital media  
creators, academic technologists, educational researchers, and many other fields. 

Here are four examples drawn from some of our most recent students. The diversity of their post-RRCHNM 
experiences will give you a good sense for all the amazing things our students do once they leave us.
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None of these achievements would have been possible without the generous support of our many donors. Each year we are 
able to give two outstanding graduate students summer research fellowships that allow them to pursue their own research. 
Starting in the spring 2022 semester we will send our first exchange student to the University of Luxembourg for a semester 
of learning and project work at the digital history center there and will host one of their students at our Center. That exchange 
and the summer research fellowships are possible because of the generosity of our donors.

Thank you for all you do to support RRCHNM and especially what you do to support our excellent students.

JORDAN BRATT | Digital Scholarship Strategist, Ball State University

In January 2020, Jordan Bratt moved to Muncie, Indiana, to take up his new job as Digital Scholarship Strategist at Ball 
State University’s Library. Little did he know, because none of us knew, that Covid-19 would upend his first year in the 
new job. During the first few weeks in his new office he began plotting out all the ways that he would support students, 
faculty, and staff members who wanted to create digital humanities projects. Then Covid hit and he pivoted quickly to 
helping faculty members move their courses online, especially faculty who wanted to create databases of sources that 
they could use in their teaching. “Being part of project teams at RRCHNM rather than being siloed on particular projects 
has helped me a lot in my new position,” he says. “Getting to be a full participant in decisions, being treated like a peer, has been 
really important in my work with faculty.” During his time at the Center, Jordan became a real expert in digital mapping and is 
particularly proud of the work he did on the Mapping Early American Elections project. One of his goals in the new job is to help 
students at Ball State create the kinds of digital projects they can point to and talk about with pride. “I want them to feel like they 
were full contributors to the work of digital scholarship.” Jordan is continuing work on his dissertation this year and is looking 
forward to the day when he can return to those plans he made back in January 2020.

AMANDA REGAN | Postdoctoral Fellow, Center for Presidential History, Southern Methodist University

When Mandy Regan came to Mason to pursue a PhD in history, she knew she wanted to study women’s history. That 
interest eventually coalesced into her dissertation, “Shaping Up: Physical Fitness Initiatives for Women, 1880-1965,” a 
fascinating examination of the ways that fitness initiatives aimed at women were used to manage women’s lives and 
their bodies. During her studies she worked as a graduate research assistant at our Center, where she worked on a wide 
variety of projects and eventually became the managing editor of DH Now. These days, Mandy is a postdoctoral fellow 
at the Center for Presidential History at SMU, where she is their first postdoc in digital history. Being first has meant that 
she has been able to set the agenda for digital history work at the CPH where, as Mandy says, the leadership knew they needed 
to grow their footprint in digital history but weren’t really sure how to get started. “The project management skills I learned at 
RRCHNM have been invaluable for my work here,” Mandy says. “I learned a lot about teamwork, about being equitable and 
collaborative.” Mandy’s experiences at RRCHNM also helped when she and another of our PhD students, Eric Gonzaba (now an 
assistant professor at California State University, Fullerton), created the digital history project, Mapping the Gay Guides. Mandy 
and Eric shared an office at RRCHNM and one day decided to spend a few hours drawing out their ideas on a whiteboard. That 
brief moment of inspired collaboration led to a project that has already won one international award for excellence.


