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Abstract
HumBox is a community repository for humanities-focused resources. It was created using a co-design process that revealed that for
the repository to successfully support a community its users needed to have an identity in the repository, control of their own resources
and lightweight communication tools. Now that HumBox has been running for over two years it is possible to reect on these ideals
and the tools that support them, and in this paper we present a survey of HumBox users that has discovered that the community tools
were used to rene resources, encouraged engagement and led to a perceived improvement in pedagogic practices.

1

Introduction

HumBox is a community repository for humanities-focused Open Educational Resources (OER), reusable teaching
and learning resources available under an open license (Caswell et al., 2008). HumBox has achieved wide success
amongst the UK OER community and has successfully survived the ending of its initial funding through the
continuing engagment and eorts of its community members.
The HumBox site has been running since June 2009 and has attracted nearly 1400 open educational resources. Any
of the site's academic members can upload new resources, but a lightweight peer-review culture in the HumBox
community has ensured that most resources are of a high quality. A resource can consist of as many les as its
creator considers valuable, these are gathered together on a single page with in-line previews so that they can be
read/heard/watched within the browser. Example content includes videos, transcripts and student exercises, and
all content is Creative Commons licenced. The peer-review culture fostered by the original HumBox project has
meant that often resources will have a rich discussion surrounding them, leading to their subsequent renement.
In this paper we ask in what ways the tools and facilities of the HumBox site have provided value to the community
of people using it. Using an online survey we have discovered that the value is in the form of more easily available
resources for teaching humanities and that this has in turn led to improved pedagogical practices. These benets
are not from the technology itself but arise from the community that the software facilitates.

2

Community Focused Design

The HumBox is based on the EdShare platform (White et al., 2009) and was originally co-designed with stakeholders
from the target community (humanties academics who were potential users), enabling them to identify tools that
were appropriate for their discipline, and the ways in which they intended to use the system. The aim of the
project was to establish an OER repository for the Humanties that encouraged enagement, reuse and the remixing
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of resources (Lamb, 2004). User involvement in design brought the user community together at an earlier stage
than would otherwise be possible and meant that it had longer to mature over the course of the project. It also
forced the repository developers to focus on the community's needs from the beginning.
Three features were identied as essential to build a strong and successful community:

• Strong sense of user identity within the repository
• Complete control over the materials
• Mechanisms for communicating between repository users
These essentials were satised in the folllowing ways:
Identity: Each user has their own user prole with an internally facing page for feedback about how people are
interacting with their resources. The prole also has an externally facing page which allows users to discover each
other and contains a basic biography and information about their contributions to the repository.
Control: The repository is open edit and has no formal review or curation process because users wanted exibility
and control of their content throughout its life cycle. This means users can amend mistakes easily. They can also
withdraw a resource at any time (for example, if they discover a problem with copyright or someone complains
about the content of the resource).
Communication: Users have a lightweight mechanism for commenting on resources which have been uploaded. This
allows them to discuss how they re-used the resources and suggest improvements to other users' resources. More
complex communication mechanisms were discussed, but a comments system was familiar to users, and was felt to
be less brittle than a more structured discussion system.
This resulted in a more lightweight and exible approach than seen in traditional Learning Object repositories
(Neven and Duval, 2002). During the design and build phase of the project the HumBox team ran workshops for
project members and other potential users. The aims of the workshops were to get the users of HumBox talking to
each other face-to-face and to build connections between them that would make the digital experience of using the
HumBox more grounded. The workshops provided an excellent opportunity to discuss and share experiences of the
practical problems associated with open content. They also provided an opportunity to give hands-on training and
support to less condent users and increase awareness of copyright issues.

3

Methodolodgy and Aims

The HumBox repository has now been running for two years, one year longer than the initial funding period, and
the community has continued to use the site, upload resources and comment on each other's contributions. We felt
that this was the ideal opportunity to review exactly how users were contributing materials, to nd out whether
there were genuine pedagogical benets and to examine which repository features and interactions encouraged
engagement.
We conducted an online survey of the 400+ Humbox users to nd out how using the repository had aected their
teaching practices and received 55 responses. The survey was comprised of 22 questions of which 16 were multiple
choice and 6 were open-ended. The survey was emailed to all registered HumBox users, circulated in the HumBox
project network and advertised on the front of the repository and was open for 4 months. Participation in the
survey was voluntary, which may lead to a sample bias of the more enthusiastic members of the community.

4

Survey Results

The full results of the survey including the questions asked can be found at http://eprints.ecs.soton.ac.uk/22063/.
Below we present a brief summary.
A quarter of survey respondents said most materials uploaded to the HumBox had been previously used in teaching.
Engagement with the HumBox community then further renes these resources. Although the resources are already
of teaching quality when they are uploaded a fth of survey respondents said they had changed a resource as the

4 Survey Results

3

result of a comment they received. The public way peer renement is carried out in the Humbox community opens
resources to a cross-institution academic audience increasing the scope for feedback. Fig 1 shows that this feedback
is being used to improve the teaching materials. Respondents said they made a range of renements to their
resources from polishing up, to xing broken hyperlinks, to republishing in dierent le formats. One respondent
mentioned that they had won an award for one of the resources which they had rened.

Fig. 1:

Respondents reactions to comments

Commenting enables the community to rene their work but also to gives some measurable indication that their
work is receiving attention. An analysis of Humbox usage data shows that users who receive comments contribute
more to the community. There is a correlation between the comments a user receives and deposits that they make
to the system (Pearsons correlation coecient of 0.883 df=439). Users can also see their most viewed items and
how often they have been viewed and there is also a demonstrated correlation between a users average views per
item and the number of deposits they receive (Pearsons correlation coecient of 0.407, df=439).
About 1/5 of respondents had reused another user's resource in their own teaching. A quarter of those respondents
reuse the resource unchanged. Over half of the respondents which had reused also said they had modied the
resource to suit their needs (see Fig. 2). These respondents remix existing resources to create new resources or
remix their existing resources with other existing content.

Fig. 2:

How respondents reused resources

Some users are changing their pedagogic practices as a direct result of using HumBox. About a fth of the
respondents said that they had been inspired to change their pedagogic practices by a resource they had found
in HumBox. Over half the respondents who reused a resource in their teaching had perceived a change in their
pedagogic practice (see Fig. 3).
Respondents said their pedagogic practices improved in many ways. Examples include:

• Using methodologies from other resources in their own teaching
• Looking at open content for ideas and materials before writing their own materials
• Experimenting with new types, styles and formats of teaching material
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Fig. 3:
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Reusing the resourses of others

Conclusions

The HumBox is a repository of Open Educational Resources that has been live for over two years, with a small
but active community (of more than 400 registered users). To build the community we brought users together in
workshops and oered them tools to establish identity, control their resources and communicate with each other.
The intention was that tools for communication would not only lead to renement of resources but would also
encourages users to engage with content and others in the community.
In this paper we have presented a survey investigating how engagement with the repository has impacted on users
and their teaching. We have discovered that community interaction (such as downloads and commentary) encourages
engagement and that enabling the reuse and community renement of teaching materials has had a positive inuence
on the wider pedagogic practices of users, in particular those that have chosen to use open educational resources
from the repository in their own teaching.
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