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Abstract 

Objective – The authors sought to identify link language that is user-friendly and sufficiently 

disambiguates between a digital collection and digital exhibit platform for users from a R1 

institution, or a university with high research activity and doctoral programs as classified in the 

Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education. 
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Methods – The authors distributed two online surveys using a modified open card sort and 

reverse-category test via university electronic mailing lists to undergraduate and graduate 

students to learn what language they would use to identify groups of items and to test their 

understanding of link labels that point to digitized cultural heritage items.  

Results – Our study uncovered that the link terms utilized by cultural heritage institutions are 

not uniformly understood by our users. Terms that are frequently used interchangeably (i.e., 

Digital Collections, Digital Project, and Digital Exhibit) can be too generic to be meaningful for 

different user groups. 

 

Conclusion – Because the link terms utilized by cultural heritage institutions were not uniformly 

understood by our users, the most user-friendly way to link to these resources is to use the term 

we—librarians, curators, and archivists—think is most accurate as the link text based on our 

professional knowledge and provide a brief description of what each site contains in order to 

provide necessary context. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The main library website serves as a prominent access point for the entire enterprise of library resources, 

including print and online materials, services, and spaces. As Polger (2011) described “[t]he library 

website is a living document” (para. 1), changing as new information, resources, services, or features are 

made available. Because a library website makes a wide range of information available to users, it is 

imperative that the resources linked from the site are labeled, described, and contextualized in a 

meaningful way. In order to allow users to make informed decisions about which links are relevant to 

their needs, link labels must make sense.  

 

At the time this study was conducted, there was a link in the main navigation of our library’s website 

labeled “Digital Collections,'' which pointed to a platform that included digital exhibits from our rare 

books department entitled “Digital Exhibits and Collections.” At the same time, we were about to launch 

a new site called “Marble,” a platform for providing access to digitized cultural heritage materials from 

our campus art museum, university archives, and rare books departments. We needed to determine an 

appropriate link label for this new site that succinctly and appropriately described it without introducing 

confusion. The digital exhibit platform primarily featured digital exhibits—interactive sites that feature 

curatorial text and collection highlights—while the new site primarily featured digital collections– akin to 

a catalog of items that are made available with basic descriptive data. This marked the first time our 

library had two separate platforms for these two distinct use cases. As a result, the name of the original 

platform, Digital Exhibits and Collections, would no longer be accurate because the two functions were 

split into two different sites, with collections moved to Marble. Therefore, we needed to identify link 

labels for both of these sites that accurately, meaningfully, and concisely described and differentiated the 

two resources in a way that made sense to users. We also wanted to ensure that any link language 

leveraged would be useful and understandable to both novice and advanced users, as our campus 

population includes undergraduate and graduate students, postdoctoral scholars, and faculty members 

from a wide variety of disciplines. 

 

The need to add a link to the new digital collections site in the library website’s main navigation provided 

an opportunity to learn what link labels users thought best described the types of specialized resources 

found on the digital exhibits platform and digitized collections site. In our local context, because one site 
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primarily featured digital collections and the other platform primarily featured digital exhibits, we 

needed to find out what meaning, if any, the term “digital exhibits” had for our users to determine if this 

would be a useful link label. We sought to test language that would resonate with users and strike a 

balance between the overly general and overly specific.  

We first conducted an environmental scan of Association of Research Library (ARL) websites to see if 

there was consistent link label language used by our peer libraries for digital exhibits and digital 

collections links. Finding none, we looked to the literature to see if other studies had been conducted for 

this purpose. Because no study was identified that tested these specific terms (i.e., “Digital Collections” 

and “Digital Exhibits”) against each other, we determined that we needed to design our own study for 

this purpose. Therefore, we designed a user study to help us answer the question, “What meaningful, 

user-centered, and concise link language accurately describes and differentiates between two sites?” 

Specifically, we were interested in testing how well the terms “digital collections” and “digital exhibits” 

resonated with users, including both undergraduate and graduate students. The intention of this dual 

audience was to see if there was a difference between novice and advanced users. Given that the library 

website is the main portal for the entire student body, we wanted to be sure that any link language used 

would be understandable for all. 

Literature Review 

For the purposes of this research, we focused on the published articles and presentations on user 

experience testing that focus on link labels (or link language) and card sorting activities. This selected 

literature review provided a solid grounding in the theories and best practices of both to ensure we were 

not duplicating research efforts and allowed us to build on previous work so we could be thoughtful and 

intentional in how we designed our surveys. Because our study falls at the intersection of link labels and 

card sorting exercises, we have divided our literature review into these two categories below.  

Link Labels 

Link labels are the words or phrases that display a hyperlink. It is important that link titles contain 

meaningful natural language but are also specific enough to give a clear impression of where those links 

point. There are several factors users consider when determining whether or not to click on a link, one of 

which is the link label (Budiu, 2020). Through various studies, it is clear that using terminology that is too 

broad to be helpful has been identified as an issue in library card sorts (Duncan & Holliday, 2008; 

Hennig, 2001; Lewis & Hepburn, 2010). Alternatively, using very specific language may cause link text to 

be too long (Dickstein & Mills, 2000), leading to visual clutter. While there may be some variation in 

findings based on individual library context, one common theme is that links with branded names are 

unlikely to be interpreted correctly by users (Gillis, 2017; Hepburn & Lewis, 2008; Kupersmith, 2012). 

Based on this information, we did not consider using the branded names—the institutionally-specific 

name used to market and promote a resource or service—of our digital exhibits platform and collections 

site as potential link labels on the main library website and sought to test language that would resonate 

with users and strike a balance between the overly general and overly specific. 

A user-centered approach means using website language that resonates with users; however, as 

Francoeur (2021b) pointed out, it can be challenging “to balance the demands to be concise, clear, and 

understandable” (para. 2). This is especially true when library- or archives-specific language or jargon is 

used (Burns et al., 2019). The terms used to describe materials by information professionals have distinct 

meanings: reducing them to common terms is not only a disservice to our profession and unique skill set, 

73



Evidence Based Library and Information Practice 2022, 17.4 

but also to our users, as overly generic terms can be equally confusing. Moreover, leveraging the 

appropriate term can serve as an educational opportunity, teaching even casual browsers of content the 

nuances between terms, leading to more efficient searching and use of materials in the future. Burns et al. 

(2019), described the importance of the challenge accurately: “More than just an issue of semantics, the 

branding and labeling we employ in digital library interfaces plays a critical role in helping users find, 

utilize, and understand archival and special collections in the online environment” (p. 5).  

The study Burns et al. (2019) conducted presented the closest match to the information we wanted to 

discern in our own case. In this study, the researchers reviewed terminology used by ARL member 

libraries to identify which terms were most commonly used to label digitized cultural heritage 

collections. They identified a variety of terms, noting that the inconsistent use of terms may be confusing 

to users. Burns et al. designed a survey-based study to identify the terminology that users were “most 

likely to associate with different materials commonly found in digital libraries” (p. 5) and the terms that 

“are potentially confusing and likely to be misunderstood by users” (p. 6). Their task-based questions 

asked users where they would click to find various items that typically appear in digital libraries and 

were meant to help identify terminology that would disambiguate the term “digital library.” The label 

options provided to respondents included Digital History Collections, Digital Library, Digital Archives, 

and Digital Collections (Burns et al., 2019, p. 7). Their results suggested that there is little to no consensus 

about the interpretation of these various labels, highlighting the challenge that exists in meeting various 

web usability goals with respect to link labels and terminology. 

While the study conducted by Burns et al. (2019) addressed a very similar question to ours and provided 

a useful framework for the design of our study, theirs did not test or address the use of “digital exhibit” 

as a link or navigation label. Similarly, there was no mention of best terms for digital collections and 

digital exhibits in the document “Library Terms That Users Understand” (Kupersmith, 2012). In our local 

context, because one site primarily features digital collections and the other platform primarily features 

digital exhibits, we needed to find out what meaning, if any, the term “digital exhibits” has for our users 

to determine if this would be a useful link label. A deeper dive into the relevant literature indicated that 

the term “digital exhibits” has not been adequately studied from a user-experience perspective. When 

studying digital libraries, the researchers in usability studies have tended to focus on terms like “digital 

library” or “digital archive” without much analysis as to why those were the terms selected (e.g., Burns et 

al., 2019; Kelly, 2014). Instead, terms like “digital collections” and “digital exhibits” can be, and often are, 

used interchangeably in library literature without much analysis. In some instances, the words are used 

synonymously, e.g., the book Digital Collections and Exhibits is exclusively about exhibits, yet the author 

published under both terms (Denzer, 2015).  

For the purposes of this research, we defined digital collections as a catalog of items that are made 

available with basic descriptive data, and users search and sort as they wish; digital exhibits, on the other 

hand, are highly mediated online experiences that feature specially selected items, extensive curatorial 

text, and often a predetermined path to explore the content. 

Card Sorting 

Card sorting has been used by several libraries to test site structure and nomenclature, and is in fact a 

frequent testing option for libraries (Brucker, 2010). A key benefit of card sorting is that users can propose 

their own organizational and mental models for information and are not influenced by pre-existing 

structure (Faiks & Hyland, 2000). There are numerous variants of the card sorting exercise, all of which 

are used for different purposes (Spencer, 2009). For example, some studies leveraged an open card sorting 
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activity, which allowed testing participants to sort cards into categories they create (e.g., Dickstein & 

Mills, 2000; Lewis & Hepburn, 2010; Robbins et al., 2007; Sundt & Eastman, 2019; Whang, 2008). Others 

have used closed card sorting tests, in which users were provided categories and asked to put content 

into the pre-defined groupings (e.g., Diller & Campbell, 1999; Faiks & Hyland, 2000; Guay et al., 2019; 

Hennig, 2001; Paladino et al., 2017; Rowley & Scardellato, 2005). Others have used a hybrid approach 

(e.g., Paladino et al., 2017), in which participants could sort into predefined groups or create their own. 

Lastly, while card sorting is commonly used for in-person user experience testing, it has also been 

leveraged remotely (e.g., Ford, 2013). 

 

Reverse category tests have been used by some academic library teams to validate or expand upon results 

from prior card sorting activities in preparation for larger website redesign projects (Hennig, 2001; Sundt 

& Eastman 2019; Whang, 2008). In these cases, users were asked where they would click to find specific 

items, resources, types of information, and others, and were provided different categories as answer 

options. These categories corresponded with main navigation categories.  

 

Aims 

 

In order to determine a concise, specific, and non-duplicative term to label the newly launching digital 

library platform, Marble, and relabel the existing digital exhibits platform, Digital Exhibits and 

Collections, the authors set out to answer the question: which link terms do our users not only 

understand, but also find meaningful? How can we, as librarians and information professionals, 

sufficiently differentiate between terms like “Digital Collections” and “Digital Exhibits”— terms that are 

often used interchangeably but have specific meanings? 

 

Method 

 

To address this challenge, our team developed a multi-phased, institutional review board (IRB) approved 

study that was conducted in Spring 2021, when the authors all worked at Hesburgh Libraries, University 

of Notre Dame. First, with the help of student workers, we conducted an initial review of different link 

titles used on the websites of ARL member libraries. This work was critical to confirm that there was no 

consensus on or consistency in application of various terms, as well as to identify potential terms to test 

in parts two and three of our study. Secondly, we developed an initial survey that was a modified open 

card sort—we provided users with items already sorted into groups and asked them to supply labels for 

the groups. Thirdly, using the terms provided from the first survey, as well as from the ARL members’ 

websites, we developed a second survey, a reverse category test, in which users were asked to identify 

which items or features they would expect to find based on various link terms. Data was analyzed to 

identify patterns and themes, and ultimately to inform decisions about link language on the main library 

website. This section provides more details on our methods and decisions. 

 

ARL Link Language Environmental Scan 

 

We chose to focus the initial scan on ARL libraries because they are part of our peer network; many of 

these libraries dedicated similar time and resources to their digital collections and exhibits. We recruited 

student workers to browse the websites of all 148 ARL libraries and record any link related to digital 

exhibits or online collections on the home page or main navigation; anything that was online and could 

be even tangentially related was captured, including terms such as “digital library” and “digital 

resources.” For sites that leveraged explanatory language to clarify their links (e.g., “This site is for X, Y, 

Z”) the title of the link, as well as the additional contextual information, was captured for a holistic view 
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of how these libraries presented their digital collections. While we did capture a few sites with branded 

names, we did not include those in our analysis, as those would be too specific to the institution and not 

helpful for our purposes.  

User Surveys 

Modified Open Card Sort 

As a follow-up to our environmental scan of ARL libraries, we conducted two surveys of Notre Dame 

students. The first survey was designed to operate like a modified open card sort—we provided users 

with items already sorted into groups and asked them to supply labels for the groups (see Appendix A 

for full survey). It was critical that the questions on the survey did not include the language we were 

testing so as to not predispose our users to the language we expected (Nielsen, 2009). The first group of 

items contained screenshots of items and descriptions from the digital collections platform, and the 

second group of items contained screenshots from portions of digital exhibits. All screenshots were 

cropped to remove any site branding or logos. For both groups of items, we asked users two open-ended 

questions: “How would you describe this group of items?” and “What name would you give a group of 

items like this?” Both of these questions were designed to better understand how users interpret these 

items and elicit potential terminology, without suggesting common library terms, like “collections” or 

“exhibits.” While the second question directly asked respondents to provide a group label, the first one 

was purposefully meant to elicit longer responses, with the aim of understanding users’ thinking and 

collecting additional link label terms to test in the second survey. We did not use a formal coding method 

to analyze the survey results but rather noted the frequency of the terminology supplied by our users for 

the link labels as well as in the free-text descriptions of content. We focused on identifying unique terms 

that were used most often, as well as less-used terms that might appear on library websites. 

Reverse Category Test 

The second user survey was designed to operate like a reverse category test, much like the one described 

in the Burns et al. (2019) study. The key difference between their study and ours is our inclusion of digital 

exhibits in the test. The first set of six questions asked students, “If I clicked on a link called [link label], I 

would expect to see…” where the link label was changed to test different words or phrases. The link 

labels tested were: “Digital Collections,” “Digital Exhibits,” “Digital Artifacts,” “Digital Showcase,” 

“Digital Archive,” “Digital Projects,” and “other” where students could provide their own text. We chose 

these labels based on our own local context (“Digital Collections” and “Digital Exhibits” have meanings 

and scopes that are well understood in our own library system), the student responses from the first 

survey (“Digital Artifacts” and “Digital Showcase”), and our analysis of ARL library websites (“Digital 

Archive” and “Digital Projects”). 

For each link label, respondents were asked to select all answer options that applied. Answer options 

included: artwork (e.g., photographs, paintings, sculptures), ephemera (e.g., posters, broadsides), e-

books, archival or specialized collections (e.g., rare books, manuscripts, diaries, letters), scholarly journals 

and articles, item details (e.g., metadata), explanatory information about the items, historical and social 

context of the items, interactive features (e.g., dynamic timelines and maps), related items, datasets and 

databases, and other (with a write-in option). Some of these answer options were included based on 

student responses from the first survey, and some of them were supplied by the authors.
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The second set of questions on the second survey asked: “Below are examples of content linked from a 

library website. What link would you follow to get to each item?” The examples contained screenshots of 

digitized items from our digital collections and digital exhibit platforms, plus descriptive text and 

metadata (see Appendix A for full survey). In order to minimize the visual differences between the way 

that items in these two platforms are presented, we used screenshots of just the item image and cut and 

pasted the exhibit text or collection metadata into the survey platform so that the formatting from the 

different sites would not influence student answers. The answer options were the same as the labels for 

the first part of the survey (“Digital Collections,” “Digital Exhibits,” “Digital Artifacts,” “Digital 

Showcase,” “Digital Archive,” and “Digital Projects” along with an “Other” write-in option). Students 

were only able to select one of these choices.  

These surveys were distributed online through two key mechanisms: the university-wide weekly update, 

which reaches all undergraduate and graduate students, and electronic mailing lists of different 

disciplines, including political science and art history, which reach more targeted groups of 

undergraduates and graduate students. The goal with using the university-wide email was to reach and 

solicit input from users that might rarely leverage online cultural heritage materials, such as students 

from disciplines like business, engineering, or psychology. We chose the political science and art history 

specific electronic mailing lists because we assumed these students would be familiar with online cultural 

heritage materials and might represent our more advanced users. By approaching the survey distribution 

from this perspective, we hoped to represent both novice and advanced users. 

For both surveys, students who completed the survey were entered into a chance to win a $50 gift card; 

for the first survey, one gift card was offered, and for the second, three $50 cards were offered. These 

incentives were funded as part of a grant from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. Contact information 

was collected separately from the survey instrument via a Google Form to keep responses anonymous. 

We reviewed results from the second survey to determine if there were consistent patterns among 

responses that might suggest link labels and terminology that were commonly understood across user 

groups. 

Results 

ARL Link Language Environmental Scan 

Unsurprisingly, we found most institutions used terms like digital collections, digital archives, and 

digital library; however, those phrases were not necessarily applied consistently across institutions. For 

example, link labels of “Digital Collections” on two different library sites did not necessarily point to the 

same types of resources. Some of these digital collections brought together curated, digitized resources 

from the library’s archives and special collections, while others also included scholarship from university 

researchers or journals published by the library or university. We found that links related to digital 

collections were often located alongside or underneath headings such as “Collections” or “Specialized 

Collections.” For libraries that provided access to and publicized online exhibits, these were more 

frequently discoverable alongside digital scholarship projects or events as a companion to physical 

exhibits. 

With no clear consensus on link labels found through the literature or our environmental scan, we 

decided to conduct two user surveys to learn more about how our students understand the terminology 

relevant to our question. While there are numerous ways to evaluate digital libraries, we needed to find 
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solutions that would more closely match our circumstances. As has been demonstrated over the past few 

decades, because “digital libraries are designed for specific users and to provide support for specific 

activities… [they] should be evaluated in the context of their target users and specific applications and 

contexts” (Chowdhury et al., 2006, p. 671. For that reason, we chose to focus on the needs of our students 

and test them directly through online surveys. 

User Surveys 

Modified Open Card Sort 

In the first survey, 52 participants started the survey. Twenty individuals did not complete the survey, 

and incomplete answers, including partials, were removed from the dataset for analysis. One respondent 

who started the survey noted that these items were “a mismatched group of items that I would not find 

particularly interesting,” and did not complete the survey. This left a total of 32 responses. Respondents 

were evenly split between graduate and undergraduate students (n=16). Notre Dame has 8,874 

undergraduate students and 3,935 graduate students (University of Notre Dame, 2022), so our sample 

represents a heavier skew toward graduate students than the general student body. Respondents skewed 

heavily towards College of Arts and Letters students (n=32), though this makes sense because the College 

of Arts and Letters is the largest college on campus, with 3,000 undergraduate and 1,100 graduate 

students. The next largest college is the Mendoza College of Business, with 1,700 undergraduate and 625 

graduate students (Mendoza College of Business, 2022), for about 18% of the student body. In contrast, 

the School of Architecture, the smallest school, only awarded 1.6% of all the degrees conferred at Notre 

Dame between July 1, 2020, and June 30, 2021 (Office of Strategic Planning & Institutional Research, 

2022). Some students listed multiple affiliations, e.g., College of Arts and Letters and College of Science, 

which is why the total adds up to more than the 32 participants. 

Due to the open-ended nature of the survey questions, students’ answers varied wildly. When asked 

what term they would give to a group of items librarians might refer to as digital collections, many used 

terms like Historical (n=10, 31%), Art (n=7, 22%) and Artifacts (n=6, 19%). One user also wondered why 

these items would be grouped together in one space.  

When asked to assign a term to what librarians might call a digital exhibit, students often focused on the 

content of the exhibit instead of the media. We had selected two extant exhibits from our platform: one 

about women’s right to vote, and one about printed representations of animals. As a result, many 

students used terms like “Socio Political” or “Drawings” to describe the two. Others were again 

wondering why these items would be grouped together. At least three respondents suggested a variation 

of “collections” and two suggested “exhibit” or “exhibition.” Based on students’ responses to this survey, 

we identified two terms of interest to test: digital artifacts, because of the frequency in which it showed 

up in answers to the first set of questions, and digital showcase, because it seemed to capture the 

respondents’ focus on “art” in both sets of questions. 
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Table 1 

First Survey Respondents by School or College 

School/College Count 

School of Architecture 0 

College of Arts and Letters 21 

Mendoza College of Business 5 

College of Engineering 2 

Keough School of Global Affairs 2 

The Graduate School 4 

The Law School 0 

College of Science 5 

Total 39 

Reverse Category Test 

In the second survey, 45 participants started the survey and 3 did not complete it. We once again 

removed all incomplete answers from the dataset for analysis. Of the 42 participants who completed the 

survey, 31 were undergraduate students, 10 were graduate students, and 1 was a postdoctoral research 

assistant. Respondents again skewed heavily towards the College of Arts and Letters (n=27). Some 

students listed multiple affiliations, e.g., College of Arts and Letters and College of Science, which is why 

the total adds up to more than the 42. 

Table 2 

Second Survey: Respondents by School or College 

School/College Count 

School of Architecture 0 

College of Arts and Letters 27 

Mendoza College of Business 5 

College of Engineering 6 

Keough School of Global Affairs 2 

The Graduate School 8 

The Law School 0 

College of Science 10 

Total 58 

The questions in the second survey were more close-ended, which allowed us to observe some interesting 

patterns. When we asked users what they would expect to see in each of the six potential link labels 

(Digital Collections, Digital Exhibits, Digital Artifacts, Digital Showcase, Digital Archive, and Digital 

Projects), we found that many expected to find archival or specialized collections in Digital Collections 

(n=36), Digital Artifacts (n=34), and Digital Archives (n=33), while slightly fewer expected to find those 

materials in Digital Exhibits (n=27). More than half the students also expected to find e-books (n=26) and 

scholarly journals and articles (n=24) in Digital Collections, and a significant number of students expected 

to find scholarly journals and articles (n=22) and datasets and databases (n=15) in Digital Archive. 

When it came to features that librarians, archivists, and curators often associate with our work, student 

expectations did not always line up. While a majority of students did expect to see explanatory 
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information about the items (n=22) and historical and social context of the items (n=26) in Digital Exhibits, 

fewer expected to see item details (e.g., metadata) in any of the link labels (n= between 8 and 10). 

 

There was a wide range of responses to the questions that asked students to apply labels to specific 

examples of digitized items. In other words, there was no identifiable pattern, suggesting that there is not 

widespread shared meaning of these terms. 

 

Table 3 

Aggregated Responses to the Question “What Would You Expect to See If You Clicked on the Following 

Link?” 
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Table 4 

Aggregated Responses from the Second Survey to the Question, “What Link Would You Click to Get to 

Each of the Following?” 

Item Name 

Digital 

Collections 

Digital 

Exhibits 

Digital 

Artifacts 

Digital 

Showcase 

Digital 

Archive 

Digital 

Projects 

Where it 

lives on our 

website 

Shoes 

N=8 

(19%) 

N=24 

(57%) 

N=2 

(5%) 

N=3 

(7%) 

N=4 

(10%) 

N=1 

(2%) 

Digital 

Collections 

Peru’s First 

Newspaper 

N=4 

(10%) 

N=8 

(19%) 

N=17 

(40%) 

N=1 

(2%) 

N=12 

(29%) 
0 

Digital 

Exhibits 

Collegiate Jazz 

Festival 

N=8 

(19%) 

N=5 

(12%) 

N=4 

(10%) 

N=5 

(12%) 

N=17 

(40%) 

N=3 

(7%) 

Digital 

Collections 

Meeting 

d’aviation Nice. 

N=14 

(33%) 

N=7 

(17%) 

N=4 

(10%) 

N=3 

(7%) 

N=13 

(31%) 

N=1 

(2%) 

Digital 

Collections 

The Author; The 

Journal 

N=9 

(21%) 

N=12 

(29%) 

N=11 

(26%0 
0 

N=7 

(17%) 

N=3 

(7%) 

Digital 

Exhibits 

The Ferrell Bible 

N=6 

(14%) 

N=6 

(14%) 

N=16 

(38%) 

N=3 

(7%) 

N=11 

(26%) 
0 

Digital 

Exhibits 

New edition of a 

general Collection 

of the ancient 

Irish music 

N=16 

(38%) 

N=4 

(10%) 

n=7 

(17%) 

n=4 

(10%) 

n=8 

(19%) 

n=3 

(7%) 

Digital 

Collections 

 

Discussion 

 

The results of our study suggested that, among our users, there was no consistent understanding of the 

terms most commonly used by libraries to describe the types of digitized cultural heritage items found on 

our digital exhibits and collections platforms. Without a common understanding or interpretation of 

these terms, using those terms alone as link labels would not be enough for most users to clearly 

understand the types of information they would find by following those links. Similarly, the other terms 

suggested by our students were not well-understood across the board in the follow-up survey. There 

were several terms that showed up more frequently in the student responses, such as “archives” and 

“artifacts.” However, these terms have specific meaning to librarians, curators, archivists, and other 

researchers. As mentioned earlier, using them to describe our digitized and contextualized content would 

not be entirely accurate and may in fact cause confusion for more advanced researchers who have specific 

associations with these terms. As such, we would not use these terms as link text to broadly label entire 

digital collections or exhibits sites because of the additional confusion this would cause for internal 

workflows and the work of another key constituency: advanced researchers. 

 

Additionally, more graduate students selected the term “Digital Projects” than undergraduates in the 

second survey. While this term seemed to resonate well with this small group of users, it is an all-

encompassing term that may not provide enough information to users about what they might find at a 

link with that label. Other researchers using card sorting have found that some terms can be so broad and 
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vague as to be unhelpful, such as “resources” (Hennig, 2001) and “services” (Hennig, 2001; Duncan & 

Holliday, 2008). We suspect that “digital projects” might be one such term. 

 

While beyond the scope of this study, an interesting data point emerged related to scholarly articles, e-

books, and datasets: nearly half of respondents indicated they would expect to see e-books and scholarly 

journal articles in Digital Collections (e-books, n=26, and scholarly journal articles, n=24) and Digital 

Archives (e-books, n=19, and scholarly journal articles, n=22). A significant number of participants would 

expect to see datasets and databases in Digital Archives (n=15) (See Table 3). Future research could 

explore this to better understand why users expected to find datasets and databases in digital archives, 

and whether it, too, is a term that is poorly understood.  

 

Based on these results, we determined the most user-friendly way to link to these resources was to use 

the term we—librarians, curators, and archivists—think is most accurate as the link text based on our 

professional knowledge and provide a brief description of what each site contains in order to provide 

necessary context. For example, the link entitled “Digital Exhibits,” could also include the brief 

description: “In-depth explorations of a theme using items from our collections, curated by our librarians 

and staff.” This solution allows librarians and archivists to refer to various digital collections or exhibits 

sites in a clear, distinct, and consistent manner, and the brief description provides necessary additional 

context and serves as a teaching tool to help our users understand what we mean by these link label 

terms. The brief description, when appropriate, can also include words that students might be looking 

for, such as “archives” and “artifacts,” without making inaccurate claims about our digital exhibits or 

collections. Lastly, this approach also allows our library to leverage specific and meaningful terms to help 

educate users on library resources. Less than a quarter of respondents expected to see descriptive 

information (metadata) or related items in any of the options (see Table 3). In leveraging precise language 

to concisely describe the links and supplementing that with additional descriptive text, we can educate 

users not only on the meanings of these words, but also on the different types of resources and support 

available to them. In other words, while our profession has a tendency to use terms like digital collections 

and digital exhibits interchangeably, it is critical that we use terms precisely—not necessarily because 

students intuitively know the difference, but because this is an opportunity to educate users on different 

ways to access content online. 

 

These descriptions could be added in a variety of ways. The link could be accompanied by a brief phrase 

or sentence to provide context. This option would require web content or menu structure that allows for 

links to have additional text next to them. Another option is to provide the descriptive text in a tooltip 

that appears when a user hovers over the link. The method for providing descriptive text could be tested 

further in a usability study.  

 

Limitations 

 

This study has a few limitations. First, this was a relatively small sample size: 32 respondents completed 

the first survey, and 42 respondents completed the second survey. While there was a mixture of 

undergraduates and graduate students who responded to each survey, the total number of respondents 

to each survey overall was not large. Additionally, respondents skewed heavily toward affiliation with 

the College of Arts and Letters. Approaches to research and experience with and awareness of digital 

collections and digital exhibits may be different among students with different primary college 

affiliations. Due to limited responses from some of the colleges, there were not enough data to be able to 

determine whether there were any significant disciplinary differences for preferred link labels. Finally, 

these surveys were sent only to students at the University of Notre Dame. While these survey results 
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represent the thoughts of students at one campus, the results may provide a launching point for other 

institutions’ usability studies. 

 

Conclusion  

 

In this research study, we set out to learn more about users’ understandings of terms related to digital 

libraries, specifically to disambiguate a digital collections site from a digital exhibits site. Following a 

literature review, the authors conducted an environmental scan of ARL Libraries’ websites to get a clearer 

picture of how peer institutions were approaching this distinction. Without a consensus, the authors 

conducted two surveys of undergraduate and graduate students at an R1 institution. The results 

suggested that there was no clear understanding of various terms among users. We suggested the best 

path forward in labeling the links of these sites was to provide additional contextual information to help 

educate users and make links clearer. 

 

These examples demonstrated the importance of partnering user input and feedback with professional 

expertise. While our first instinct may be to leverage language that is most familiar to some users, this 

approach not only minimizes our professional contributions and expertise, but also can be confusing to 

other users. This study affirmed the importance of using meaningful language: while broad terms like 

“digital project” might be catchy, they are ultimately too broad to be helpful. There was no consensus 

among the undergraduate and graduate students surveyed as to what these terms might actually lead to. 

 

This study, building on the work of previous scholars (Burns, 2019) included examples of digitized items 

from our library system; however, the terms tested were not necessarily specific to our context. Therefore, 

the results of this study may provide useful guidance or considerations for other libraries and archives 

attempting to identify appropriate link language on their own organizations’ websites or as a jumping off 

point for developing their own user studies. As libraries, archives, museums, and other cultural heritage 

organizations continue to distribute content online, build and implement new services, and even 

consolidate and sunset previous services, using specific terms to clearly label and disambiguate links will 

be of continued importance.  
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Consent to Participate in Internet Research

Consent to Participate in Internet Research
Understanding Users’ Interpretations of Cultural Heritage

Materials
IRB 21-03-6554

ABOUT THIS RESEARCH 
You are being asked to participate in a research study
about the terms that libraries use on their websites. Your
participation in this online survey will contribute to a better
understanding of how people navigate library websites and
may help us and other libraries improve our website
design. This consent information will tell you more about
the study to help you decide whether you want to
participate. Please read this information before agreeing to
complete the survey.

TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY IS VOLUNTARY
You may choose not to take part in the study or may
choose to leave the study at any time. Deciding not to
participate, or deciding to leave the study later, will not
result in any penalty and will not affect your relationship
with the University Libraries. As an alternative to

Appendix A
Survey Instruments Distributed Through Electronic Mailing Lists

Survey 1
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participating in the study, you may choose not to take part.

WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?
The purpose of this study is to develop a better
understanding of how people understand online library
collections so that libraries can improve their website
design. 

You have been invited to participate because you are a
student at the University.  

The study is being conducted by researchers of the
University Libraries. It is partially funded by The Foundation.

WHAT WILL HAPPEN DURING THE STUDY?
If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to
complete an online survey using Qualtrics. We anticipate
that completing the survey will take between 5 to 10
minutes.

WHAT ARE THE RISKS OF TAKING PART IN THE STUDY?
This survey does not involve any psychological, legal, social,
emotional, or physical risk greater than you are likely to
experience in your everyday life. If you are uncomfortable
answering any questions, you may choose not to answer
them. You may exit the survey at any time without
submitting your answers. There is a risk of potential loss of
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confidentiality: revealing to others that you are
participating in this survey.    

WHAT ARE THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF TAKING PART IN
THE STUDY?
We don’t expect you to receive any benefit from taking part
in this study, but we hope to learn things that will help
libraries design better websites in the future.

HOW WILL MY INFORMATION BE PROTECTED?
Efforts will be made to keep your personal information
confidential. We cannot guarantee absolute confidentiality.
 Your personal information may be disclosed if required by
law. No information which could identify you will be shared
in publications about this study.

Organizations that may inspect and/or copy your research
records for quality assurance and data analysis include
groups such as the study investigator and her research
associates, the University Institutional Review Board or its
designees, The Foundation, and (as allowed by law) state
or federal agencies, especially the Office for Human
Research Protections (OHRP), who may need to access the
research records.

WILL I BE PAID FOR PARTICIPATION? 
After completing the survey, you will have a chance to
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provide us with your contact information to be entered into
a raffle to win $50. This contact information will be
collected in a separate form and will not be connected to
your survey responses.

WHO SHOULD I CALL WITH QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS?
For questions about the study, contact the researcher at
[email] or [phone number].  

For questions about your rights as a research participant,
to discuss problems, complaints, or concerns about a
research study, please contact Research Compliance at
[phone number] or at [email].

PARTICIPANT’S CONSENT
In consideration of all of the above, I give my consent to
participate in this research study. By selecting, “I AGREE to
participate” below, I confirm that I am 18 years old, a
student at Notre Dame, and agree to take part in this study.

Please feel free to make a copy of this document for your
records.

Participant consent
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First Group of Items

Thank you for participating in this study! Your feedback will
help us understand how people navigate library websites
and may help us and other libraries improve our website
design. There are no right or wrong answers to this
survey! We are not testing you, we are testing possible
language we may use on our library website.

Imagine you accessed the following items via a link on the
library website.

I AGREE to participate

I DO NOT AGREE to participate
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How would you describe this group of items?

What name would you give a group of items like this?

Second Group of Items
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Imagine you accessed the following two groups of items
via a different link on the library website.
 

Group 1
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Group 2
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How would you describe these types of grouped items?

What name would you give items grouped like this?
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Demographics

Please tell us a little bit about yourself. After you submit
your survey responses, you’ll be provided with a link to enter
the raffle to win $50.

Are you an undergraduate or graduate student?

Which schools or colleges are you part of? (Check all that
apply)

Undergraduate

Graduate

Other

School of Architecture

College of Arts and Letters

College of Business

College of Engineering

School of Global Affairs

The Graduate School

The Law School

College of Science
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Powered by Qualtrics
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https://www.qualtrics.com/?utm_source=internal%2Binitiatives&utm_medium=survey%2Bpowered%2Bby%2Bqualtrics&utm_content={~BrandID~}&utm_survey_id={~SurveyID~}


Consent

Consent to Participate in Internet Research
Understanding Users’ Interpretations of Website Link

Language for Cultural Heritage Materials
IRB 21-03-6554

ABOUT THIS RESEARCH 
You are being asked to participate in a research study
about the terms that libraries use on their websites. Your
participation in this online survey will contribute to a better
understanding of how people navigate library websites and
may help us and other libraries improve our website
design. This consent information will tell you more about
the study to help you decide whether you want to
participate. Please read this information before agreeing to
complete the survey.

TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY IS VOLUNTARY
You may choose not to take part in the study or may
choose to leave the study at any time. Deciding not to
participate, or deciding to leave the study later, will not
result in any penalty and will not affect your relationship
with the University Libraries. As an alternative to

Survey 2

100



participating in the study, you may choose not to take part.

WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?
The purpose of this study is to develop a better
understanding of how people understand online library
collections so that libraries can improve their website
design. 

You have been invited to participate because you are a
student at the University.  

The study is being conducted by researchers of the
University Libraries. It is partially funded by The Foundation.

WHAT WILL HAPPEN DURING THE STUDY?
If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to
complete an online survey using Qualtrics. We anticipate
that completing the survey will take between 10 to 15
minutes.

WHAT ARE THE RISKS OF TAKING PART IN THE STUDY?
This survey does not involve any psychological, legal, social,
emotional, or physical risk greater than you are likely to
experience in your everyday life. If you are uncomfortable
answering any questions, you may choose not to answer
them. You may exit the survey at any time without
submitting your answers. There is a risk of potential loss of
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confidentiality: revealing to others that you are
participating in this survey.    

WHAT ARE THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF TAKING PART IN
THE STUDY?
We don’t expect you to receive any benefit from taking part
in this study, but we hope to learn things that will help
libraries design better websites in the future.

HOW WILL MY INFORMATION BE PROTECTED?
Efforts will be made to keep your personal information
confidential. We cannot guarantee absolute confidentiality.
 Your personal information may be disclosed if required by
law. No information which could identify you will be shared
in publications about this study.

Organizations that may inspect and/or copy your research
records for quality assurance and data analysis include
groups such as the study investigator and her research
associates, the University Institutional Review Board or its
designees, The Foundation, and (as allowed by law) state
or federal agencies, especially the Office for Human
Research Protections (OHRP), who may need to access the
research records.

WILL I BE PAID FOR PARTICIPATION? 
After completing the survey, you will have a chance to
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provide us with your contact information to be entered into
a raffle to win one of three $50 cash prizes. This contact
information will be collected in a separate form and will not
be connected to your survey responses.

WHO SHOULD I CALL WITH QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS?
For questions about the study, contact the researcher at
[email] or [phone number].  

For questions about your rights as a research participant,
to discuss problems, complaints, or concerns about a
research study, please contact Research Compliance at
[phone number] or at [email].

PARTICIPANT’S CONSENT
In consideration of all of the above, I give my consent to
participate in this research study. By selecting, “I AGREE to
participate” below, I confirm that I am 18 years old, a
student at the University, and agree to take part in this
study.

Please feel free to make a copy of this document for your
records.

Participant consent
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Questions 1

Thank you for participating in this study! Your feedback will
help us understand how people navigate library websites
and may help us and other libraries improve our website
design. There are no right or wrong answers to this
survey! We are not testing you, we are testing possible
language we may use on our library website.

Imagine you are browsing a library website. What kind of
content would you expect to find under each of the
following headings?

If I clicked on a link called Digital Collections, I would
expect to see...
Select all that apply.

I AGREE to participate

I DO NOT AGREE to participate

Artwork (e.g., Photographs, paintings, sculptures)

Ephemera (e.g., Posters, broadsides)

E-books
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If I clicked on a link called Digital Exhibits, I would expect
to see...
Select all that apply.

Archival or specialized collections (e.g., rare books, manuscripts, diaries,
letters)

Scholarly journals and articles

Item details (e.g., metadata)

Explanatory information about the items

Historical and social context of the items

Interactive features (e.g. dynamic timelines and maps)

Related items

Datasets and databases

Other

Artwork (e.g., Photographs, paintings, sculptures)

Ephemera (e.g., Posters, broadsides)

E-books

Archival or specialized collections (e.g., rare books, manuscripts, diaries,
letters)

Scholarly journals and articles

Item details (e.g., metadata)

Explanatory information about the items

Historical and social context of the items

Interactive features (e.g. dynamic timelines and maps)

Related items
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If I clicked on a link called Digital Artifacts, I would expect
to see...
Select all that apply.

If I clicked on a link called Digital Showcase, I would
expect to see...

Datasets and databases

Other

Artwork (e.g., Photographs, paintings, sculptures)

Ephemera (e.g., Posters, broadsides)

E-books

Archival or specialized collections (e.g., rare books, manuscripts, diaries,
letters)

Scholarly journals and articles

Item details (e.g., metadata)

Explanatory information about the items

Historical and social context of the items

Interactive features (e.g. dynamic timelines and maps)

Related items

Datasets and databases

Other
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Select all that apply.

If I clicked on a link called Digital Archive, I would expect
to see...
Select all that apply.

Artwork (e.g., Photographs, paintings, sculptures)

Ephemera (e.g., Posters, broadsides)

E-books

Archival or specialized collections (e.g., rare books, manuscripts, diaries,
letters)

Scholarly journals and articles

Item details (e.g., metadata)

Explanatory information about the items

Historical and social context of the items

Interactive features (e.g. dynamic timelines and maps)

Related items

Datasets and databases

Other

Artwork (e.g., Photographs, paintings, sculptures)

Ephemera (e.g., Posters, broadsides)

E-books

Archival or specialized collections (e.g., rare books, manuscripts, diaries,
letters)

Scholarly journals and articles
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If I clicked on a link called Digital Projects, I would expect
to see...

Item details (e.g., metadata)

Explanatory information about the items

Historical and social context of the items

Interactive features (e.g. dynamic timelines and maps)

Related items

Datasets and databases

Other

Artwork (e.g., Photographs, paintings, sculptures)

Ephemera (e.g., Posters, broadsides)

E-books

Archival or specialized collections (e.g., rare books, manuscripts, diaries,
letters)

Scholarly journals and articles

Item details (e.g., metadata)

Explanatory information about the items

Historical and social context of the items

Interactive features (e.g. dynamic timelines and maps)

Related items

Datasets and databases

Other
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Questions 2

Below are examples of content linked from a library
website. What link would you follow to get to  each item?

Shoes
Andy Warhol (American, 1928 -
1987)
1980
University Museum

Around 1979 Warhol's friend, the
fashion designer Halston,
commissioned an advertising
campaign for his line of women's
shoes, made by Garolini. He sent
a large cardboard box to the
Factory filled with single samples of high-heeled shoes.
When they were spilled onto the floor, the artist liked the
haphazard patterns they made and began shooting
Polaroids. Scores followed, including this print.

from SOURCE
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Creator: Andy Warhol (American, 1928 - 1987)
Date: 1980
Classification: photographs
Dimensions: 4 1/4 x 3 3/8 in. (10.8 x 8.6 cm)
Credit Line: Gift of The Andy Warhol Foundation for the
Visual Arts
Copyright Status: Copyright
Copyright Statement: © Artists Rights Society (ARS), New
York
Subject: dye diffusion transfer prints; shoes
Accession Number: 2008.026.008
Campus Location: University Museum

What link would you follow to get to the item above?

Digital Archive

Digital Collections

Digital Projects

Digital Artifacts

Digital Exhibits

Digital Showcase

Other
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Peru's First Newspaper

In colonial Peru, official information
traveled by word of mouth and in
print. Town criers (pregoneros)
announced royal, viceregal, and
city council orders in public plazas
beginning in the mid-sixteenth
century. Broadsides bearing civic
and religious decrees adorned
public buildings, reinforcing and
complementing the oral
proclamations.      

On January 18, 1744, the Gazeta de Lima joined these
sanctioned sources of information. Although earlier issues
were published, this date marks the beginning of the
regular and continuous publication of this first Peruvian
newspaper. At once an organ of the viceregal government
and an Enlightenment project, the Gazeta de Lima's
anonymous editors viewed their publication as an
American extension of an established European newspaper
tradition.
 
 
What link would you follow to get to the item above?
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Collegiate Jazz Festival,
Location, University
1980-03
University Archives

Location. Judges: Milt Hinton, Zoot
Sims, Dan Morgenstern, Tony
Williams, Billy Taylor, Herb Ellis.

Date: 1980-03
Identifier: DCJF1980
Campus Location: University Archives
 
 
What link would you follow to get to the item above?

Digital Collections

Digital Exhibits

Digital Artifacts

Digital Showcase

Digital Archive

Digital Projects

Other

Digital Collections
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Meeting d'aviation Nice.
Brossé, Charles-Léonce,
lithographer
1910
Special Collections

Poster promoting an early "aviation
meet" or air show to be held in Nice,
France, April 10-25, 1910. Poster
depicts a pilot scattering roses
from his plane over the Nice
coastline.

Creator: Brossé, Charles-Léonce, lithographer
Date: 1910
Publisher: Affiches Photographiques Robaudy, Cannes
(France)
Material Type: Two-dimensional nonprojected graphic

Digital Exhibits

Digital Artifacts

Digital Showcase

Digital Archive

Digital Projects

Other
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Genre/Physical Characteristic: 1 poster
Dimensions: 103 x 69 cm
Language: French
Immediate Source of Acquisition: Gifted by Rosemarie and
Leighton Longhi in 2018 in honor of Leighton's father Edward
J. Longhi, ND '39, Hearst All-American football player (1938)
and College All-Star (1939)
Subject: Posters; Aeronautical sports -- France;
Recreational aviation -- France
Link to Library Catalog: [url]
Campus Location: Special Collections
 

What link would you follow to get to the item above?

The Author
Sarah Corkins was born in 1833, the second child of Joseph

Digital Collections

Digital Exhibits

Digital Artifacts

Digital Showcase

Digital Archive

Digital Projects

Other
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Corkins and Melitta
Morley Corkins of
Whitingham, Windham
County, Vermont. With
the death of Joseph
Corkins in April 1843 the
family household
appears to have
dissolved; Sarah spent her early adolescence under the
care of the proprietors of a local tavern, performing
domestic chores and attending school in the winter. In 1848,
at the age of fifteen, Sarah left Vermont for the textile mills
of Colrain, Franklin County, Massachusetts, where her older
sister Mary (b. 1829) was already working. By mid-century
the manufacture of cotton textiles was an important
feature of the local economy, with mill settlements at
Griswoldville and Shattuckville in Colrain's North River
valley. 

The Journal
The two volumes of Sarah's personal journal contain entries
ranging over a period of some sixteen years, from 19
February 1844 (when she was eleven) to ca. 1860. Volume 1
(22 cm., 55 leaves, with 112 pages of entries; quarter-bound
in sheep, with marbled boards) covers 1844 to 1854;
volume 2, an unbound, hand-stitched booklet with 12 leaves
cut down to match those of volume 1, covers 1854 to about

115



1860. Entries were made
sporadically—just how
sporadically, it is often
difficult to ascertain, for
after 1848 dates are
generally lacking, making
matters of chronology
sometimes ambiguous.
Many of the entries are of
substantial length, however; the entire text runs to perhaps
50,000 words. One of the persistent themes of the text is
the author's love of learning, her determination to educate
herself whatever the obstacles, and this engagement with
education is apparent in the competency of her writing,
even in adolescence. Her prose is confidential, and frank.
Sarah writes a good deal of personal relationships, of her
feelings towards family, friends, and acquaintances, and of
the (generally unwelcome) advances made upon her by
young and older men: "Is there no such thing as friendship
with the other sex?" She also comments a good deal on her
experiences in the mills: conditions there, workplace injuries,
the influx of Irish immigrants, and mill culture generally. 
 

What link would you follow to get to the item above?

Digital Collections
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The Ferrell Bible

The Ferrell Bible (Ferrell
MS 1) is an illustrious
example of the
historiated Bibles
produced during the
thirteenth century, which
were renowned for their fine artistry, innovative techniques,
and intricate detail. Each Biblical book begins with an initial
which depicts scenes from the text and aids the reader in
identifying the context. For example, Genesis begins with a
large initial "I" which contains seven roundels illustrating the
days of creation and an eighth which shows the
Crucifixion. 

The Ferrell Bible was illuminated by the artisans of the Vie
de St. Denis Atelier in Paris, ca. 1240. The Vie de St. Denis

Digital Exhibits

Digital Artifacts

Digital Showcase

Digital Archive

Digital Projects

Other
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Atelier was among the most active paintshops from 1230–
1250, to which over forty different manuscripts have been
attributed. The atelier painted small and large Bibles,
liturgical and devotional manuscripts, civil and canon law
books, and institutional volumes such as the privileges of
St.-Martin des Champs and the Libellus of St.-Denis. A
diverse clientele acquired books from the atelier, which
included local patrons like the cathedral, St.-Denis, St.-
Martin des Champs, St.-Maur de Fossés, and a Carthusian
house in Paris. Regionally, clients from Copmiègne, Rouen,
Sens, and Châlon-sur-Marne also visited the atelier for
books.
 

What link would you follow to get to the item above?

Digital Collections

Digital Exhibits

Digital Artifacts

Digital Showcase

Digital Archive

Digital Projects

Other
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New edition of a
general Collection of
the ancient Irish music
: containing a variety
of Irish Airs, never
before published, and
also the compositions
of Conolan and
Carolan, collected from
the harpers, etc., in the
different provinces of
Ireland, and adapted for the pianoforte
approximately 1800
Special Collections

Date: approximately 1800
Publisher: published by I. Willis, Dublin
Material Type: Notated music
Genre/Physical Characteristic: 1 score (2, iv, 36 pages)
Dimensions: 35 cm
Language: English
Immediate Source of Acquisition: Donated to the Library by
Capt. Francis O'Neill in 1931
Subject: Piano music, Arranged; Folk music -- Ireland; Folk
songs -- Ireland -- Instrumental settings; Songs, Irish --
Ireland -- Instrumental settings
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Link to Library Catalog: [url]
 

What link would you follow to get to the item above?

Demographics

Please tell us a little bit about yourself. After you submit
your survey responses, you’ll be provided with a link to enter
the raffle to win one of three $50 cash prizes.

Are you an undergraduate or graduate student?

Digital Collections

Digital Exhibits

Digital Artifacts

Digital Showcase

Digital Archive

Digital Projects

Other

Undergraduate

Graduate

120



Powered by Qualtrics
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