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ABSTRACT 

historia.scribere is an online journal project of three Historical Institutes at the University of 

Innsbruck. The journal works with editorial peer review, including both BA-/MA- and PhD-

students and faculty from the three departments in the review process. One of the goals of the 

project is to improve the quality of seminar papers using the extensive feedback students 

receive. The main focus of the project, however, is to involve students in the scholarly 

publication process, thus qualifying them for the primary job markets for historians: 

journalism and publishing. Also, by submitting papers on the online journal-systems students 

acquire essential online publication skills.  

 

Summary 

An online journal for the publication of student papers at the University of Innsbruck is being 

used both as a tool for qualitative enhancement of student papers and as a tool for gathering 

publication experience – a key competence for historians’ future careers.  
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Introduction 

 

Being a historian means being able to express oneself adequately in written form. Historians 

explore complex problems and must possess the language skills necessary to explain their 

research results. Thus, in the historical sciences research and writing are inseparably bound to 

each other. Writing about history is a process in which questions arising from research 

activities are answered creatively, with convincing argumentation as well as linguistic and 

stylistic refinement (Haber 2008 and 2011, Pfanzelter 2010). Methods of research and 

analysis, as well as reflective writing techniques and sophisticated discursive procedures must 

be learned early on and they should be given priority attention in the history curricula. The 

editors of the online journal historia.scribere (http://historia.scribere.at), first published in 

2009, are convinced that developing students’ high-quality writing skills must occupy a 

central position in historical studies. 

Unfortunately, once these academic works have been corrected, they all too often disappear 

somewhere in the offices or desks of the instructors. And so not only potentially publishable 

research results are lost, universities also forfeit continuously increasing sources of exemplary 

academic materials which might otherwise serve students and instructors as the basis for 

tutorials in the various stages of their studies (Pfanzelter 2007). One major goal of 

historia.scribere is to help remedy this situation. In addition, publishing in the e-journal 

constitutes an important step on the way towards preparing for future career opportunities and 

contributes considerably to enhancing students’ professional development. 

 

Basic Ideas, Motifs and Methodology 

In the summer semester of 2008 the present editors, Gunda Barth-Scalmani, Irene Madreiter 

und Eva Pfanzelter, began to realize some common deficits discernable at the three Historical 
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Institutes of the University of Innsbruck (the Institute of Ancient History and Ancient Oriental 

Studies, the Institute of Historical Sciences and European Ethnology, and the Institute of 

Contemporary History): Too many student research activities were not expanded and 

upgraded into project work, remaining at an elementary presentation level; there were no best-

practice examples to assist students in better preparing written work; instructors had no access 

to standardized writing guidelines recognized at the University of Innsbruck, which could be 

used to demonstrate the requirements and prerequisites for effective writing in different 

departments. The editors believed that one important step towards eliminating these deficits 

lies in the publication of a collection of best-practice examples in an online journal. This 

seems a sound enough proposition, because there is a noticeable trend in the historical 

sciences, as elsewhere – due to the “progressive specialization of the subject area, together 

with a concomitant globalization of the reception practices and research contexts” 

(Burckhardt and Hohls 2004, Gersmann 2007) – towards increasing publication activities in 

journals. Additionally, the following criteria were decisive: 

 

• Making Students’ Research Accessible to the General Public 

It was and is of primary importance that an online journal such as historia.scribere focuses its 

activities on the interface between research and teaching, between archiving and works which 

will have a widespread impact: A continuously growing corpus of outstanding, professionally 

published student papers should be encouraged and presented here. The Latin words 

“historia” and “scribere” stand simultaneously for the program: historia.scribere offers 

students of all historical subject areas at the University of Innsbruck a platform where they 

can professionally revise the works they have written in the course of their studies, and then 

make these works accessible to a broader spectrum of readers. 
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• Financing Problems and the Internet 

In these times of shrinking or non-existent budgets the decision to use the Internet as a 

publishing platform was easy. Thanks to the support of the University of Innsbruck 

Information Technology Services (IT-Center), using open source software, it was possible not 

only to create a website with best-practice examples but also to establish the projected 

periodical. Since in 2008 there was not yet a tradition of online publications in the historical 

sciences, historia.scribere was meant to pioneer the way in this direction, breaking down 

reservations and reducing qualms about the “new technologies”. Because of the dual problem 

of financial shortages and trying to reach a larger circle of readers as quickly as possible, the 

Internet proved to be almost the only feasible alternative for making the scientific research 

results of students accessible to the public. 

  

• Quality Management 

At the same time, historia.scribere is by no means a lone innovative project dedicated to the 

publication of student work. These days there is a wide range of publication opportunities, 

also for young academics. Good examples of this can be found at Hausarbeiten.de 

(http://www.hausarbeiten.de) or Diplomarbeiten24 (http://www.diplomarbeiten24.de) and 

Diplom.de (http://www.diplom.de), where, for instance, publishing houses offer on the market 

students’ papers as Books on Demand, at the same time giving students the opportunity to 

earn money by “exchanging” their works. There are several other projects, such as textfeld 

(http://textfeld.ac.at) or eLIB.at (http://elib.at), the Canadian Hirundo 

(http://www.mcgill.ca/classics/hirundo – incidentally, the only other project known to us 

which works with blind reviews), and the German project Skriptum (http://www.skriptum-

geschichte.de – the only German-language project we know which provides for feedback to 

the students in the form of reviews). These projects survive on the great personal commitment 
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of groups of students or associations, and it is primarily thanks to the proactive initiative of 

students from all study areas that this technology for publishing has been made available. In 

the case of the projects mentioned – with the exception of Hirundo and Skriptum – no 

scientific-academic monitoring or supervision exists, and the review process takes place, if at 

all, via public comments and suggestions. 

The e-journal historia.scribere differs from the “exchanges” primarily in the high quality 

standards it sets: Students are given advice and support along the path to publishing their 

written works, passing continuously through a multi-stage reviewing process, in which they 

are coached and encouraged in the improvement of their works – on the way to the final 

professional publication.  

The reviewing process in historia.scribere conforms to established scholarly standards: The 

instructor’s grading (good/excellent or excellent) forms the first review criteria. Subsequently, 

the article or essay is reviewed by the journal’s editors, as well as by a review team of 

students. The corrected version is subjected to a ranking. 

 

• Professionalization of Education 

One essential reason for following this elaborate procedure lies in the restructuring of 

curricula according to the Bologna Accords: While instructors were faced with intensive 

work-loads in this conversion process to BA-/MA-/PhD-studies the editors wanted to invest 

their energy in quintessential areas: Offering students a maximum of professional orientation 

and assistance during their studies. If nothing else, the new curricula focus clearly on an 

increased professionalization of education during the period of study, as well as on enhancing 

future occupational perspectives.  
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Graduates from the Institute of Historical Science have traditionally found employment in 

publishing, journalism, in school and university fields, in archives and museums. Achieving 

proficiency in academic publishing during the educational process provides a definite 

competitive advantage in these occupational fields. Moreover, job markets in the humanities 

are increasingly oriented towards modern IT skills, in which background knowledge of e-

publishing and practices with communicative competencies are in great demand. In addition, 

the multi-layered process of academic publishing employed in historia.scirbere, with all the 

technical, qualitative and formal criteria it entails, should also benefit students in the 

advanced semesters of their BA-, MA- and PhD-studies, since their collaboration on the 

online journal provides them with many of the publishing skills necessary in their later 

profession. 

 

• Standardization Through a Double Target Group 

One of the ancillary effects inherent in the use of historia.scribere concerns – aside from 

students – a second target group: The instructors at the Historical Institute of the University of 

Innsbruck. Already in the first online edition the faculty members were involved indirectly in 

their evaluation and marking procedures. This involvement of instructors will be increasingly 

encouraged in the journal’s future editions. Historia.scribere has already achieved some 

successes, in that its layout models, citation guidelines and standards have gained positive 

recognition in academic circles at the University of Innsbruck, where unified and standardized 

guidelines for written work have been missing up until now. 

However, not all instructors show a positive attitude towards and willingness to collaborate in 

the historia.scribere project: Some faculty members consider the work of the editorial team as 

a sort of undesirable internal control and supervision, some are apprehensive about possible 

increased correction loads. The Dean of the Faculty of Humanities, Klaus Eisterer, voiced the 
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opinion – on the occasion of the granting of the Best Paper Awards in 2010 – that 

historia.scribere has set in motion unforeseeable changes in thinking patterns among 

university faculties, changes which will not only result in more precise correction procedures 

and stricter evaluation methods, which would hopefully bring about higher quality standards 

in students’ works, but also open up to them the enormous potential benefits of online 

publishing and the internet, which some faculty members perhaps still feel is a threat to their 

traditional methods of research. So far instructors deal with these issues in various different 

ways; however increasingly positive signals sent to the editors are leading them to discern a 

decline in resentments and skepticism. 

 

Implementation 

The publication mode developed for this project offers the opportunity to submit papers and 

other works electronically, to profit from user-friendly maintenance, open content production 

and standardized guidelines – all with cost-neutral administration. Since historia.scribere was 

able to reckon right from the beginning with the full support of the IT-Center of the 

University of Innsbruck, it has an official e-mail contact address 

(historia.scribere@uibk.ac.at). As a logical consequence of the special funding situation in the 

humanities, and in accordance with the editors’ explicit wishes (Gersmann 2007), a 

fundamental decision was made to implement open access software. The Open Journal 

System (OJS, http://pkp.sfu.ca/?q=ojs) was found to be a suitable, broadly implemented tool – 

even though its support is somewhat complex. The editors decided on the Creative Commons 

License 3.0 for Austria as a copyright solution. This allows for the duplicating and publishing 

– as well as further editing – of journal articles, as long as the author is given credit and the 

author’s personal rights are guaranteed, and the article is used solely for non-commercial 

purposes (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/at).  
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One important improvement from November 2011 lies in the use of our website 

http://historia.scribere.at within the framework of so-called selective harvesting. The Austrian 

National Library archives the website and stores its contents in Web@rchiv Österreich, which 

means that the long-term archiving of the contents of historia.scribere is guaranteed –

according to the present technological standards. 

 

• Definition of Standards and Formalities 

From the beginning, determining common formal criteria proved to be time-consuming, but 

quite essential in the course of the submission- and correction-phases. During the preparation 

of the first edition of historia.scribere a series of regulative standards was generated, which 

continuously expanded and improved the submission modalities, the collaborative procedures, 

correction proposals, the ranking of the articles, etc.  

The editors of historia.scribere were counting on eight to twelve contributions for the first 

edition, and they therefore felt that the amount of evaluation work would be manageable, even 

within the team of editors. However, it soon became apparent that with about 34 submissions 

annually additional reviewers would be necessary to take care of the increasing workload. 

These were recruited among the students – in effect peers – who assumed other work duties 

aside from their reviewing tasks. In their case, it was especially important and necessary to set 

up even more precise guidelines for correction work. 

In the initial round of evaluations both content and formal criteria are of highest priority, 

along with copyright questions relative to illustrations within the texts. To facilitate working 

procedures for the submitters as well as for the editors citation and layout guidelines were 

made available on the website (an adapted version of the existing style sheet used by the 

Institute for Contemporary History; these are in turn based on the Turabian citation guide, 

Turabian 2007). The limitations of manuscript correction measures soon became apparent: 
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Since the works in different historical core areas were given varying guidelines by the 

different instructors, many of students showed a remarkable unwillingness to accept advice 

and reviewing comments about their works.  

Because of the above-mentioned experience in the review procedure a list of criteria was put 

together to facilitate the ranking of works for the Best Paper Award: Accordingly, emphasis 

was placed on relevant content, the adherence to formal criteria, the formal structuring, the 

clarity of points at issue and research aims, considerations relevant to the current state of 

research, the differentiation between eventemential representations and theoretical reflection, 

the stringent and convincing manner of argumentation, linguistic expressiveness, timely 

handing in of the work, and the proper implementation of proposed corrections. 

 

Results 

Instead of the expected ten to twelve contributions, 52 submissions were actually made to the 

online journal-system by the end of November 2008. The evaluation outlay rose 

correspondingly and, after a cursory overview of the submissions was made, the publication 

date for the first edition had to be postponed to 1 April 2009. In 2008, after the first round of 

evaluations, 39 submissions made it into the second round and, after corrections by the 

authors, in the end 35 (636 published pages) made it to the final round of the journal’s first 

edition. As to the second edition, the submission period was limited to the preceding four 

semesters. This time, of the 34 submissions, 29 (540 pages) made it to the final round. In 

edition three 18 works (470 pages) were actually published, out of 34 initial submissions. For 

the 2012 edition we (together with the student reviewers) have now selected 22 works (599 

pages) from 34 submissions for publication (Barth Scalmani and Madreiter and Pfanzelter al 

2009, 2010, 2011 & 2012). 
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• Incentives 

From the beginning the editors have asked themselves how they can more effectively 

motivate students to submit their works to historia.scribere. To begin with, bestowing the 

Best Paper Awards, which the Humanities Faculty of the University of Innsbruck endows 

with 400 Euros, was considered a valuable stimulus. On 2 April 2009 four students received a 

Best Paper Award (two each for their proseminar and seminar papers); there were also four 

“Nominations” for these same categories and three “Worthy Mentions”. Beginning with the 

second edition of historia.scribere, in addition to the four Best Paper Awards, two Emeriti 

Awards and three “Nominations” were given. In the third edition “Nominations” and “Worthy 

Mentions” are no longer awarded, since meanwhile four Emeriti receive a prize, allowing us 

to honor eight Best Papers. In addition to prize money, the awardees receive an official 

University of Innsbruck Certificate, which can be included in the student’s curriculum vitae. 

For the editors as well as instructors the prime motivating factor for submitting a work to 

historia.scribere lies in the opportunity for scientific publication based on a peer-review 

procedure, in a journal which is citable with an ISSN number. We assume that the real 

significance of such publications for successful future job searches or research proposals will 

only be appreciated by students at a later point in time. We also consider future work 

opportunities with historia.scribere to be a possible motivational factor towards submitting 

contributions (previous student assistants were recruited from the ranks of the Best Paper 

Award winners). 

It should also be mentioned that – in addition to the intellectual and monetary prizes – we 

have also been able to organize vouchers from the Alumni Association of the University of 

Innsbruck collaborating with the Wagner’sche Bookstore in Innsbruck, the TUI Tirol Travel 

Agency and the Austrian daily newspaper “Der Standard”. 
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• Lessons Learned 

The following conclusions have been reached: 

- To ensure a more optimal transfer of knowledge about scholarly publication procedures 

future BA-, MA- and PhD-students must be involved in collaborative efforts so that the 

editors can more efficiently fulfill their roles as organizers and experts. The first trial runs 

involving this methodology began in the winter semester 2011/12 and are continuing in the 

summer semester 2012.  

- Inhibitions about utilizing online systems have been significantly overcome during the four 

years that historia.scribere has been in existence. Among students there are, on the one hand, 

scarcely inhibition thresholds with respect to the use of the Internet and, on the other hand, 

most historians have meanwhile gained deeper insights the enormous benefits in subject 

knowledge and competency available through advanced IT-proficiency (Danker and Schwabe 

2008). Back in 2008 we were not aware of just how significant this would be.  

- In 2008 it seemed desirable, in the ranking process, to strive for a high degree of 

transparency in the formal aspects of historia.scribere, for example by publishing the 

reviewing procedure or a list of criteria, citation guidelines and style sheets. In the meantime, 

guidelines published online have become, on the one hand, standard for students’ written 

work at the three Historical Institutes; on the other hand, the citation and stylistics guidelines 

are continuously growing, due to the large number of requests and inquiries by instructors and 

students, so that expert attention to these guidelines has meant a tremendous increase in time 

and energy expenditure – especially because since 2010 the reference management and 

knowledge organization program Citavi offered historia.scribere layout guidelines, also 

requiring that all changes inherent in its citation guidelines be implemented and adhered to.  

- Didactically, the editors were always primarily motivated by the thought of participative 

learning from others (Danker and Schwabe 2008). Historia.scribere is first and foremost a 
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“playground” for writing high-quality works, supported by proven selections of best practice 

examples, and for learning e-publishing. Attempts at conveying these didactic insights to 

other instructors and faculty members have met with much skepticism, since publishing 

student works has long been considered a doubtful enterprise in academic circles. 

- The opportunities for added value in university instruction lie above all in the selection of 

Best Papers from the core areas. Gradually instructors can accrue a collection of works to fall 

back on for lectures, pro-seminars and elective subjects, to demonstrate the quality features of 

good scientific practice. This added value is definitely acquirable, according to feedback from 

colleagues: The best practice collection in historia.scribere is regularly used for 

demonstration purposes by instructors at the Historical Institutes in Innsbruck.  

- The hoped-for general qualitative improvements of student written work deriving from the 

online offerings (Epple 2005) cannot realistically be measured. There are still good and less 

good papers; a development towards a presentable, publishable paper unvaryingly depends on 

the insight potential, the willingness to learn, the ability to think critically and the writing 

capabilities of the student authors.  

- Students have still not fully realized the potential benefits of publishing in historia.scribere 

as being one possible step in the direction of their future occupational fields. There has indeed 

been an increase in the citing of previous publications in students’ job applications at 

publishing houses and bookstores, and since this academic year 2011/12 publications in our 

journal have also been increasingly used as references in proposals and applications for 

research funding. However, this also signifies that the transfer value of academic writing first 

becomes evident after the period of studies is finished, or in the post-MA phase. It would be 

important to pursue this matter and possibly search for awareness raising opportunities among 

advanced students.  

 



 

13 

Conclusion and Perspectives 

All in all, in spite of everything positive it has implemented and achieved thus far – open 

content, open access, peer review, ISSN-number, periodic publication, number of 

submissions, degree of recognition, etc. – historia.scribere can only be considered a partial 

success story. 

One critical facet of this story is the fact that we have still have not succeeded in gaining a 

basic funding support for student collaborators. The Faculty of Humanities independently 

finances a student assistant – on a yearly basis. This is sufficient just for the execution of 

technical and formal work tasks. As yet we have not been able to find a sponsor for the 

implementation of the research trainee program in the MA- and PhD-studies, for the technical 

support and professional design, for domain purchase, photocopying, scanning, the 

coordination and recruiting of reviewers, and for all the tasks which are necessary for the 

preliminary printing stages (layout, etc.). Previously we received one-time allocations for 

tutors – once from the eLearning-Department, and twice from the Teaching Representative of 

the Facutly of Humanities – both funding sources will no longer be available for the next 

edition. Thus it will be necessary to promote a higher degree of personal commitment and 

contributions (Burckhardt et al 2007 I and II, Haber 2011) which, in the face of an increase in 

the editors’ other tasks, will likely result in doubtful survival prospects for historia.scribere. 

One further disappointing factor lies in the actual participation of the students, despite the 

high quota of submitted papers: Students make very restrained use of the opportunities for 

submitting their papers to the journal, and that usually only when the submission of a 

particular paper is required of them by an instructor. The amount of work, which they invest 

in incorporating the feedback of the reviewers into their works, is in part very minimal, which 

apparently means that they do not yet recognize the additional value of this professional 

feedback. In the end, the involvement of BA students in the reviewing process during the 
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academic year 2012 shows that the reviewing activities as presented in the historia.scribere 

guidelines are easy to comprehend, and yet the implementation of the required quality 

standards in their own papers is only marginally successful. In this area it is necessary for us 

to find and develop better transfer options and didactic twists, perhaps also by using Web 2.0 

solutions – such as public rating, public reviews (Dogherty and Nawrotzki 2011–12, Roy 

Rosenzweig 2010–12) within the framework of BA- and MA-seminars and cooperative 

evaluations on the basis of the guidelines in historia.scribere – even if this “democratization 

of historiography” is at present still frequently highly criticized by historians (Danke and 

Schwabe 2008).  

And yet in the foreseeable future historia.scribere will remain a writing workshop following 

traditional patterns, which means presenting history in a linear fashion. At present 

historia.scribere has not been conceived for the complete replacement of linear texts by 

means of hyperlinks, or as a system of collaborative work, both of which are desiderata 

addressed to online historiography (Hodel 2008). And the Internet has still not been 

established as a training field for historical understanding, which is one reason for the lack of 

appropriate teaching methodologies (Danker and Schwabe 2008, Haber 2008 and 2011, 

Burckhard et al 2007, Over et al 2005). This stands in diametrical opposition to the interests 

and abilities of the students themselves, which are reflected in the numerous submissions to 

our e-journal (Schmale 2010). 
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