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At least once every semester, students in my courses ask to watch clips from YouTube, look at literary 
parody websites, or play with Shakespearean insult-generators and the like during class. As a person 
whose idle time transpires primarily in front of a computer screen, and as an academic whose research 
examines popular media from the past, I not only understand why these forms appeal to them, but also 
can imagine ways we might examine the site of the moment or meme du jour with a critical eye. But even 
as I am quite comfortable with bringing online content into my lessons, after more than a decade of 
teaching in wired classrooms, I remain wary of its potential to distract us from independent and rigorous 
thinking. Although we could turn to the Web with intellectual curiosity and virtuous intentions, I resist the 
urge to indulge their requests and encourage them instead to post material they want to share on our 
Blackboard site. For Web applications and other electronic media can easily command students’ attention, 
but they do not always foster students’ genuine engagement with the subject matter of my courses. The 
online tools I use must have the capacity to bring 
students deeper into the text, not facilitate their 
(sometimes unwitting and unintentional) escape.  
 
In all my courses, I am committed to using technology 
responsibly—that is, thoughtfully, with a clear sense of 
how its various forms can advance student learning. I 
have found that online concordances and specialized 
dictionaries are exceptionally useful in my own research, 
and so I bring them into my classroom as often as 
possible. To be sure, both are examples of “old” media; 
like their 19th-century manifestations, they provide a 
quick means of tracing an author’s use of words and word 
forms. As 21st-century search engines, however, they make quicker work of laying out patterns, and, with 
multiple fields for queries, allow for significantly more robust searching techniques. In Shakespeare 
courses, for instance, I show students how to search for Shakespeare’s use of a particular word on its own, 
but also near or next to other words; evidence of his association of “fortune” with “death” for example, 
can be far more compelling than the number of times he deploys forms of either on its own.  
In conjunction with other electronic resources such as the Oxford English Dictionary and Lexicons of 
Early Modern English, a concordance can help condition students to be attuned to multiple valences of 
words as well as their thematic resonances across an author’s body of work.  

 
Online concordances and dictionaries also 
enable discussions of canonicity, broadly and 
within the works of a single author. When a 
dictionary cites an author to exemplify the 
use of a word, does that make the author 

exceptional or typical in his or her usage?  
 

Which authors provide model quotations and which 
authors do the dictionary’s editors exclude? Along 
the same lines, why are there pages that allow for 
searching the Bible, the works of Richard Brome, 
and Shakespeare for specific words?  
 
Do concordances exist in print for other early 
modern writers, and if so, why might they have been 
published at some point in time, in contrast to the Web, which currently neglects them? 

http://www.opensourceshakespeare.org/search/search-results.php 

 

http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/brome/ 

http://www.oed.com/Entry/52392 
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The multiple Shakespeare concordances available online prompt additional questions, namely why so few 
include works that scholars have determined to be collaborations, such as Pericles and The Two Noble 
Kinsmen, in their searches. We could many of these questions without the Web, of course, but we could 
not answer them nearly so well, nor could we access the tools to help answer them so readily, without it. 
 

Another online application I use regularly is 
Wordle.net. This Web site creates conceptual word 
clouds by taking the text a user enters and 
reproducing it visually. Words which appear 
multiple times in the provided text appear larger in 
the cloud than words used only once. This program 
complements, rather than replaces, students’ own 
independent close reading, highlighting what they 
may not have noticed before, and giving them––
literally––a new way to see old literary texts. Indeed, 
Wordle.net removes verse passages from their 

syntactical metered-existence into something more abstract, organizing them in such a way that its 
constituent parts emerge and enable a clearer understanding of what the speech is about. Students must 
return to their textbook to see how these words appear in context, but when they do, they are armed 
(again, literally) with a different picture of the speech that allows them to see it through a particular 
conceptual framework. Enter one of the King’s speeches from Shakespeare’s 1 Henry IV, for instance, 
and the program throws the King’s repetition of possessive and subject pronouns into sharper relief than 
what they see in their textbook’s rendering in iambic pentameter. In addition to contemplating the role 
those parts of speech play in Henry’s condemnation of his son’s actions and behavior, students can also 
see very clearly the extent to which the King defines his sense of sovereignty through words and images 
associated with seeing. Wordle.net also works well to highlight textual variants in literary texts. I 
especially enjoy sharing Wordles of the 1603 Quarto and 1623 Folio’s renderings of Hamlet’s “To be or 
Not To Be” with my students. They are quick to discern how the distinct diction in the two speeches 
affects our perceptions of their tone: the Wordle directs our attention to a single, striking instance of 
“hope” in one version, a stark contrast to the other version’s “dread.”  
 
In some courses, I also use the library’s subscription-only database Early 
English Books Online (EEBO) to reveal textual variants in printed editions. 
I compare two printed versions of the Earl of Rochester’s “The Imperfect 
Enjoyment,” for instance, and sometimes also share with students an 18th-
century edition the poem’s Ovidian source. EEBO also allows students to 
compare the way our Longman Anthology organizes Anne Finch’s political 
and personal poems with the very different ordering apparent in the 18th- 
century edition. As these examples suggest, EEBO facilitates discussions 
on a range of important topics, from editorial practice and censorship to the 
material conditions and economics of early print. Indeed, with the ability to 
download PDF scans of thousands of books printed between 1476 and 
1700, students can view the books in nearly the precise forms in which they 
circulated before their earliest readers, and therein see the extent to which 
books are technologies in and of themselves. When EEBO puts a 16th-
century book on the desktop of the 21st-century computer, it opens a window 
into the past, showing students the diverse range of books that printing 
presses offered readers, not just those they have taken for granted as the 
“best.”  

 
Title page accessed through Early English 
Books Online, from the 1608 edition of A 
Yorkshire Tragedy.  
 

 
Shakespeare’s 1 Henry IV (3.2.31-93), rendered at http://www.wordle.net 
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To expand their sense of what texts “matter,” I sometimes use EEBO to share with my students a set of 
title pages from plays now considered by many scholars as “Apocryphal” that were once attributed to 
“VV. Shakespeare” by a printer and bookseller named Thomas Pavier. The Pavier Quartos enable 
conversations about authorship and its status at different moments in history; before EEBO, these and 
other compelling objects could be invoked, but not so visually present in a classroom with no access to a 
rare book library or other similarly elite institution with substantial early modern holdings. 
 
Whereas EEBO allows me to traverse centuries and bring my classroom back in time, other forms of 
technology help extend its physical borders into an ever-evolving present. Through Blackboard 10.0 and 
secure third-party companies such as Wordpress.com, Blog and Wiki applications allow us to share 
resources and discuss our class subject matter at all times, not just when class is not in session. More 
significantly, they provide an excellent way for students to actively contribute content to the course; 
unlike Blackboard, where students may submit material only when their instructors set up certain tools, 
Blogging sites more emphatically transform student writers into published authors, with greater license to 
shape the topics and tenor of their online environment. With or without formal writing assignments, Blogs 

foster communities in which even students that do not 
like to speak up in class readily participate. 
 
In addition to Blogs and Wikis, and other Web 
applications, I have also implemented other forms of 
digital media in some of my courses in order to explore 
its impact on Classical and Modern conceptions of 
narrative. In “This Hofstra Life,” a course I designed for 
the First-Year Connections Program, my students and I 
used sound editing software called Audacity to make 
Podcasts about issues affecting the University and its 
various communities. Students applied many of the skills 

necessary for strong academic writing in creating narrative 
episodes of “This Hofstra Life,” a program for iTunesU, in 

the manner of those on the show that inspired my course, Chicago Public Radio’s This American Life.  
I learned more than just how to use Audacity, however; in this particular course, I also learned to marvel 
at it. One group of students used the software to digitally manipulate their own voices and thereby 
presented a set of fabricated interviews that were engineered to sound as if they had separate discussions 
with people outside of their group. Less than a month prior to the deadline for the project, all members of 
the class had met with a Hofstra librarian to learn about “Fair Use” and Copyright Law, but I had not 
anticipated this particular brand of academic dishonesty. Like no other experience, this instance of 
“Cheating 2.0” heightened my awareness of how the digital world brings complex gradations to the 
subjects the teachers have long been confronting offline. My students’ lack of integrity in this instance is 
not neatly akin to Pavier’s printing of the suspect Quartos––whereas I could digitally edit my students’ 
voices back to confirm their original state, early modernists have no way of knowing whether Pavier was 
willfully initiating a hoax. But both instances are good reminders that humans and human motives are far 
more prodigious than any machine. 
 
From this experience, in particular, I am more committed than ever to helping students think as carefully 
about their own technology use in all contexts—academic and otherwise––as I do about my own use of it 
in class. Although is it the nature of technology to be outmoded by new forms, one does not completely 
fall away as a new one emerges. This notion of remediation (both practically and conceptually) underpins 
my relationship to technology in my scholarship and my classroom; and so, with continued enthusiasm 
and careful reflection, I will continue to draw productively on “old” and “new” technologies as I develop 
new courses and expand my research. 

Screen-shot from the Blog for English 291A, a graduate seminar 
on Shakespeare. http://warsandwarriors.wordpress.com   


