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Learning about History with 
21st-Century Methods
By Professor Jo Guldi

SMU is the home of leading initiatives in Videogame Design, 
Cybersecurity, Cloud Computing, and Creative Computation (where 

painters and composers learn to program). Increasingly, new digital 
methods also belong to disciplines in the traditional humanities and 
liberal arts. Students of history are translating documents from the 
past into digital formats. They are becoming adept manipulators of 
spreadsheets, maps, and statistics, adding a variety of interpretive 
tools to their already sharp skills of synthesizing and analyzing 
primary-source documents.

The Clements Department of History at SMU has been a 
pioneer in bringing the digital humanities to campus. Students 
began studying digital tools in Professor Kate Carté Engel’s 
honors seminar on the founding documents of the United 
States in 2014. Students read eighteenth-century travel 
journals to create digital representations of the past, coding 

maps based on travelers’ journeys. They then transcribed 
documents, analyzed them, and put together a bibliography 
linked to the Texas social studies curriculum (TEKS) so that 
public school teachers can directly apply this to teaching 
religion and the American Revolution. Their website, 
“Religion and the Founding of the United States,” still gets 
a significant number of hits (URL: http://people.smu.edu/
religionandfoundingusa). 

The history department has made strides towards growing a 
uniquely diverse program in the digital humanities through 
building a community of faculty who are constantly pushing 
each other to the cutting edge of methodology. For instance, I 
offered a text mining course in 2017, and invited other faculty 
to attend the class (including three history professors), as 
well as librarians, other SMU staff, and graduate students. 

Some of those professors began to integrate text mining into their 
classrooms. Among their ranks was Bianca Lopez, our newly-hired 
assistant professor of medieval history and already a student of 
statistical analysis. Within a few months of the text mining class, 
Lopez had asked her graduate students to code the history of crime 
and plague in medieval England.  

Students who take these classes have an opportunity to contemplate 
how relevant the study of history can be in an information economy, 
and faculty are energized by witnessing these connections. Lopez 
explains, “Going in, I wanted to introduce students to many of the 
exciting possibilities digital history has to offer. The field is going 
in all of these interesting directions, and I wanted students to feel 
free and confident enough to explore and experiment, and inevitably 
discover one or two favorite methods, tools, or topics that they 
could then use in their own work.” Likewise, Engel notes that she “is 
thrilled at the way that digital history has expanded and germinated 
in lots of different quarters. I think that that’s what’s really exciting: 
it’s not the province of any one department, but our students can 



History Internships Work!
By Professor Jill Kelly

Internships offer history majors tremendous opportunities to develop new skills, gain on-the-ground work experience, and establish relationships 
with community and campus organizations and employers. In 2018, we had fifteen students intern across campus and the city—in libraries, 

museums, and non-profits such as the World Affairs Council of Dallas/Fort Worth, the George W. Bush Library & Museum, and the Commit 
Partnership, a coalition working on equitable education in the DFW Metroplex.

These experiences provide students with the opportunity 
to cultivate skills beyond the classroom. For instance, in her 
internship at the Old Red Museum of Dallas County History 
and Culture, Julia Davis learned how to create and implement 
school group programs for class visits to the museum and 



Travelling through Time
By Professor Melissa Barden Dowling

Stand where Julius Caesar fell. Dance in Marie Antoinette’s delicate footsteps. Pontificate in Parliament in Churchill’s place.

We did. Next summer, you can too.

Students explored the world with SMU Study Abroad 
programs this year. SMU-Rome-Paris and SMU-in-Oxford, 










