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...as undergraduate researchers on the AdArchive
team... we achieved many broad and transferable
skills; more importantly, we were taught to be
researchers on a team, not simply trainees.

- Wolfgang and Tiffany

...it has been empowering to use what I have learned
as a student outside of my regular classes.

- Tiffany

rom 2022 to 2024, we-Dr. Jana Smith Elford
(she/her, Medicine Hat College) and Prof. Michelle
Meagher (she/her, University of Alberta)-held a
national grant for “AdArchive: Tracing Pre-Digital
Networked Feminisms,” a two-year pilot project in which
our team «collected and digitised hundreds of
advertisements  published in feminist movement
magazines in a single year (1979). This project is part of
an ongoing multi-institutional feminist digital humanities
project that examines the history of feminist publishing
networks. In the larger AdArchive project, we examine the
important roles that feminist magazines play in making
social connections and sustaining relationships between
readers, writers, publishers, and feminist organizations.
Focusing on the advertisements, we trace the rich, diverse,
interconnected, and overlapping pre-digital feminist
networks in the United States during the 1970s and 80s.
AdArchive is an explicitly feminist project. We understand
feminism to be a practice and an orientation, which means
we take a feminist orientation to our objects of study: the
advertisements and the data our team produces to
represent these ads in digital form. We also take a feminist
orientation to building a collaborative team and, vitally, to
student mentorship and training. Between 2018 and 2022,
research funding and competitive grants for this project
were held at the University of Alberta, a major research-
intensive university, and we drew our research assistants
from graduate programs in gender and social justice
studies, library and information studies, and digital
humanities. The grant awarded in 2022, however, was
held at Medicine Hat College, a small regional
undergraduate-only college where students work on two-
year diplomas or pursue vocational degrees in social work,
graphic design, education, nursing, or trades. Two of the
co-authors of this paper, Wolfgang Edwards Van Muijen
(he/him) and Tiffany Braun (she/her), were Research
Assistants on the project and undergraduate students at
Medicine Hat College, completing coursework towards BA
in Social Work (BSW) during the granting period.

This paper describes and discusses the difference that
research  assistant opportunities can make for
undergraduate students. In our team’s close collaboration,
we came to fully understand the impact of research
opportunities on the specific total learning experience of
the students with whom we worked. One of the key lessons
of our experience is that research opportunities need not
be reserved for graduate students, or for students at major
research institutions. While their paths diverge from
typical undergraduate students at research-intensive
institutions, the undergraduate student researchers on the
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AdArchive team developed practical and transferable skills
while also gaining learning opportunities that contributed
in meaningful ways to their full undergraduate learning
experience. As they describe below, and indeed
throughout this article, undergraduate research assistants
also benefited greatly from the opportunity to undertake a
research assistantship on a collaborative, federally-
funded, cross-institutional project.

Written collaboratively, this article maintains a
distinction between the voices of the team leads -- Jana
and Michelle -- and the team undergraduate researchers -
- Wolfgang and Tiffany -- in order to ensure that our
various situated experiences of working together on this
project are represented. The practice of writing this article
together as co-creators and co-authors neatly illustrates
how our approach to training cultivated supportive
relationships in this research team. The paper begins with
a discussion of the conflict between the institutional
demands of skills-based student training and a feminist
approach to mentorship. This is followed by a description
of the feminist ethic of care that shaped our approach to
student researchers on the team. These sections are
written collaboratively. The remainder of the paper is
written in a way that highlights our individual voices. These
sections describe the process of building a collaborative
team, the way that we apply feminist research methods
and a feminist ethics of care to our research practices, and,
finally, our personal reflections on working together as
researchers on AdArchive. Overall, our experience
suggests that the team’s feminist collaborative practices,
grounded in feminist ethics of care -- or more specifically,
what we are calling here feminist ethics of care pedagogies
-- enable meaningful and engaged learning for the
students involved in the project as research assistants and
co-creators of knowledge.

Background: From Student Training to
Holistic Skill Development

The term “training,” with its disciplinary connotations,
is one that we come to through institutional demands and
expectations. Like many humanities and social science
researchers in Canada, we rely on institutional grants and
financial support from national bodies like the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) to
sustain our work. SSHRC is the premier source of research
funding for Canadian academics. An important value of this
funding scheme is the training of undergraduate and
graduate students. Application forms require that
researchers requesting funds consider students as
members of a “research team,” and applicants must
provide detailed descriptions of “proposed student training
strategies” to ensure “high-quality training for students.”
Significantly, SSHRC describes training to include both
“academic research competencies” and “general
professional skills... that [are] transferrable to a variety of
settings” (Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council). Though we were committed to working with a
research team, and to writing student researchers into our
grant application, we also found ourselves asking big
qguestions about the relationships we wanted to establish
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within our research team. While we had worked with
graduate student research assistants in previous grants,
the 2022-24 SSHRC was held at MHC, which meant that
we would be working primarily with undergraduates who
were not in honors programs or following a direct path
towards graduate school. We wanted to be more
intentional in our approach to their training. How would we
imagine “the specific roles and responsibilities of students
and research assistants”? How would we determine “the
duties, especially with respect to research, that they will
be undertaking”? What kinds of “skills” and “training”
would we provide to our students? How would we ensure
that in addition to training, we would provide opportunities
for research creation and knowledge production? How
would we respond to the tendency of granting programs
like SSHRC to highlight skills and training over a more
robustly defined educational experience (see Zacharias,
2011)?

Despite the instrumentalist orientation of many
granting agencies, including SSHRC, we argue that large
nationally-funded research projects like the AdArchive
project may still prioritize holistic development over
transactional skills acquisition by emphasizing a feminist
ethic of care. In so doing, project directors may facilitate
learning environments that value meaningful engagement
with knowledge creation, fostering a deeper understanding
of the collaborative and relational nature of research itself.
Participating in research on our team is what Tsang et al.
(2024) describe as “High Impact Educational Practices” or
HIPs. In their article discussing the impact of a student
fellowship program at a small undergraduate liberal arts
institution in Ontario, Tsang et al. (2024) describe a range
of meaningful educational practices or approaches that
include community service learning, internships or
capstone projects, learning communities, and, most
relevantly for our goals here, transformative collaborations
in undergraduate research. They argue that there are a
myriad of positive impacts on the students and faculty
involved in such programming: they draw on a rich body
of scholarship on teaching and learning (SoTL), which
suggest that undergraduate research opportunities “foster
broad knowledge of human culture” and strengthen
“intellectual and practical skills, such as technical writing.”
(Tsang et al., 2024, p. 1) Students involved in research
opportunities “derive personal and intellectual benefit,”
“greater persistence in post-secondary studies,” and an
“increase in understanding, confidence and awareness
related to their field of inquiry” (2024, p.1). Moreover,
participation in HIPs programs and programming,
including participation in research teams led by faculty
supervisors, facilitates transformative or engaged
learning. One key example of the way that HIPs
accomplish this is by providing students the opportunity to
participate in the creation of knowledge. SoTL scholars
have identified the creation of knowledge in independent
or collaborative ventures as having a higher impact than
more traditional classroom experiences, in which students
are expected to consume knowledge -- to memorise, to
assess, and only rarely apply (Tsang et al., 2024). The
Research Assistant role in AdArchive, made possible by a
SSHRC grant and other institutional supports, offers
undergraduate students participation in a high impact
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educational practice. Our priority was to support
undergraduate student research assistants in developing a
broad range of technical, scholarly, and administrative
competencies that would be transferable to future projects
within and beyond university settings. Undergraduate
student researchers on the AdArchive team learn about the
recent feminist past by working with print culture artifacts
drawn from movement magazines. They contribute to
feminist scholarship by supporting the work of creating
and connecting digital archives. They learn how to practice
feminist research methods in the digital humanities. But,
most importantly, they contribute to a collaborative team
not only as trainees but as co-creators of knowledge.

Feminist Ethics of Care

Insofar as our project takes up feminist content and
practises feminist research methodologies in the digital
humanities, it is vital that the relationships that we build
with student researchers are grounded in feminist ethics
of care, or more specifically, what we are calling here
feminist ethics of care pedagogies. First articulated by the
American feminist ethicist Carol Gilligan (1982), a feminist
ethics of care was an explanation of how women -- trained
from childhood to value connection to and responsibility
for others -- develop a moral orientation that emphasizes
context and relationships when making decisions. Though
contemporary feminist scholars push back against the
claim that there might be a singular ethical approach
shared by a clearly definable group called *women,” or that
female-identified children are all trained in the same ways,
a feminist ethic of care urges us to consider what it might
mean if the values of caring that are often relegated to the
private and interpersonal sphere were prioritized and
incorporated into public discussions (Joan Tronto 1993, p.
161, see also Kaufman-Osborn 2018, p. 1).

Applied to the context of the university, a feminist
ethics of care is an orientation to both students and
colleagues that decentres an individualist and
individualizing productivity paradigm (Johannson et al.,
2024, see also Dwyer et al, 2021). Incorporating care into
scholarly  research  projects fosters “a deeper
understanding and acceptance of diverse perspectives and
varied trajectories in academic career progression”
(Johannson et al., 2024, p. 2242). In terms of scholarly
research relationships between experienced researchers
and students, practising an ethic of care can enable
transformative learning experiences that are grounded in
“empowerment, inclusivity... and reciprocity” (Goerisch et
al 2019 in Abeyasekera 2025). Collaboration has the
capacity to disrupt institutional hierarchies and displace
the logics of power that structure the modern university,
with its neoliberal push for increased productivity and
responsibilization. Embracing a feminist ethics of care is
one way that we, as team leads for AdArchive, cultivate
supportive relationships that foster deep learning and
enable all team members to play a role in knowledge
creation. For research assistants, this results in a richer
sense of their role as researchers who can take what they
have learned on the project and apply it to other parts of
their educational experiences.
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Collaborative Team Building

Jana and Michelle: We began to collaborate on the
project that would come to be AdArchive in 2018, just as
Jana was completing her doctoral research and taking up
her first full time teaching position at a regional
undergraduate college and as Michelle was moving from a
regular teaching position at a research-intensive
institution into the role of department chair. From the very
start, we were both committed to fostering a balanced and
collaborative research relationship. We both had much to
learn from one another, and our combined scholarly
interests and expertise could, we believed, enable us to
ask exciting questions about feminist histories, feminist
cultural production, feminist digital humanities, and the
way that the feminist movement -- itself so often
committed to and grounded in collaborative relationship -
- was sustained. We were studying feminist texts that
valued collaboration and foregrounded diverse voices,
distinct methods, and even at times, disagreements.
Authentic collaboration begins with relationships grounded
in trust and respect, which we extend to each other and to
our students. When we won a SSHRC grant in 2022, we
were eager to create a research and learning environment
that would offer student researchers opportunities for
learning, experimentation, and reflection. Respecting the
student research assistants who have participated in our
team meant, and continues to mean, recognizing their own
areas of expertise and unique embodied experiences,
while acknowledging that they are inevitably on an
unequal footing with us, who are not only their research
collaborators, but also their professors and their
employers.

Wolfgang: I came to the project in 2022 as a mature
student in my second year of social work education. With
limited formal education, I was coming from a family of
tradespeople, having just left a long-term career in the
construction industry. A passion for social movements,
feminism, and ethics drew me to apply for the job, as I
was hoping to develop my technical skills and align myself
with research, since that is one of my future goals. Framed
by course assignments and stories from a friend in medical
school, I expected to be prescribed text to translate into a
machine-readable format, and little more. In a way, I
thought I was going to be doing strict technical tasks on
behalf of more skilled researchers so that they could focus
on more important work. After the interview, I knew that
I was in for something a little bit different. I was asked not
only about my technical skills but also my familiarity with
feminism and social movements. They made it clear that
the work I was about to be doing would require critical
thinking and reflection; that I would be adopting and
utilising an ethical framework and not just following some
schematic or blueprint. This was all exciting for me
because it meant that I could put to use overlapping
knowledge that I had been gaining from my education as
well as actively using the knowledge I would gain on the
project.

Tiffany: Like Wolfgang, I came to the project in 2022
as a mature student in the second year of my social work
education. I returned to school after several years of
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working in the graphic design field following the
completion of a 2-year visual communications diploma. I
was intrigued by the exploration of ads within obscure
feminist publications; I had a passion for research
assignments and a desire to expand my knowledge of early
social and feminist movements. Curiosity drove me to
apply for the position. During the interview, it became
clear that the position offered more than an opportunity to
grow my knowledge and technical skills. It would afford
me the chance to implement my social work education
through critical reflection and collaboration, and to be a
part of something innovative and exciting.

Jana and Michelle: Although we knew early on that we
wanted students to develop a broad range of technical,
scholarly, and administrative competencies that would be
transferable to future projects within and beyond
university settings, we also wanted to go beyond technical
training to a full learning experience. In this learning
environment, we would teach student researchers a range
of instrumental skills and those skills would be applied to
move the research project forward, but ultimately, it was
vital that we create an environment in which all members
of the team are involved as “as people rather than simply
as human resources to be exploited for academic
publication and the winning of grants” (Johannson et al.,
p. 2242).

With an awareness that research collaboration -- like
mentorship and teaching -- is “often embedded in the
logics and structures of power” (Russo, 2019), we were
committed to nourishing collaborative research learning
environments that would benefit our project as well as all
members of the research team. One way that we
addressed power differentials in the team was to be open
and explicit about expectations related to pay and working
hours. We were explicit that students were able to work at
a pace that made sense to them; they were paid for hours
worked, not for projects accomplished. We placed
emphasis on taking the time required to develop skills as
a way to counteract the pressure that research assistants
felt to get things done quickly. Another way that we battled
the tendency of students as research employees to feel
pressure to produce perfect data quickly was to describe
our work as an experiment; we made making mistakes an
option. Finally, collaboration was something that we
modelled in regular team meetings and in the process of
writing about the project in the current article. Michelle
and Jana frequently write collaboratively and in
preparation for writing this article, we practised
collaborative writing with Tiffany and Wolfgang in low
stakes writing projects like conference abstracts and grant
proposals, which we wrote together in Google docs. In this
way, undergraduate researchers experienced first-hand
the way that we worked through ideas, challenged or
changed each other's words, and moved, sometimes
painfully slowly, from messy notes to a more carefully
structured narrative. Seeing this work -- and the
collaborative working relationship of the team leads, which
is grounded both in care and reciprocal trust -- Wolfgang
and Tiffany came to understand the value of sharing ideas,
even when they are only half-formed.

57

DOI 10.5195/rt.2026.1416


http://radicalteacher.library.pitt.edu/

Caring for Data: Our Team’s Approach

The primary research activity assigned to AdArchive
student researchers was to support the project’s
exploration of advertisements in second-wave feminist
periodicals. Specifically, Wolfgang and Tiffany were tasked
with compiling information about the advertisements they
found in social movement magazines and then storing that
data using digital tools. This involves remediating the
contents of an advertisement so that it can be machine-
readable and standardized. We use the term “data
authoring” to describe the work of representing the
contents of advertisements as machine readable data.
Authoring refers to the act of transcribing each element of
an advertisement into the Extensible Markup Language
(XML). We wuse the term “authoring” instead of
“transcribing” because it is vital to recognize that
whenever we work with data, we are engaged in an active
process of re-mediation and meaning-making. The process
of data authoring is neither neutral nor objective. As we
write elsewhere, "We argue that all researchers need to
recognize their role as interpreters, and that digital
humanists working in LOD [Linked Open Data] need to be
particularly mindful about the ways that our interpretation
of data transforms or remediates the artifacts that we
study” (Smith Elford & Meagher, 2023). As researchers,
we are present in the data that we produce.

While we are aware that the language we use to
describe the concepts presented in the advertisements is
shaped by the individual who is authoring data, we are also
committed to remaining faithful to the intentions of the
original work. We relied on feminist values and
methodological frameworks to serve as the foundation for
decisions about how to describe the contents of
advertisements and how to represent them in XML. As an
example, when making decisions about how to represent
what we saw in an advertisement, we often thought about
the women -- and often feminist collectives -- who had
made these ads. We nourished a sense of responsibility to
honour their voices; we considered a responsibility to
feminist publishing activists to be part of the decision
making process. Questions that drove this work include
not only, “have we accurately and completely described
what we see?” but also “does this description accurately
represent what the maker may have meant?” and “does
this description illuminate that maker or conceal her?”
Asking these questions set the conditions for reflecting on
feminist research ethics, which in turn drove us to consider
how feminist research ethics ought to inform our
relationship as researchers. In other words, the feminist
orientation to data that we were practicing in the research
reflected the feminist orientation -- indeed, a feminist
praxis -- to the team, and to the training of research
assistants on the team. This feminist approach to research
is, we argue, also a form of feminist pedagogy that can
contribute to ongoing discussions about feminist teaching
and feminist approaches to high impact educational
practices, including but not limited to undergraduate
student research opportunities. In addition to completing
the specific task of data authoring, research assistants
were also brought into ongoing and iterative discussions
about the decisions we were making about the process of
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data authoring. As members of the research team, they
were deeply engaged in the production of knowledge.

Wolfgang: The start of my work looked a lot like I
expected: checking over XML and familiarising myself with
the Oxygen application. Once I learned how to write in
XML, I began to understand that my work would involve
forming deep relationships with the materials, meeting the
demand of a much more holistic approach. Thankfully, my
AdArchive training had involved getting me up to speed
with a feminist ethic of care when approaching the data. It
was empowering to be trusted with the data; this work
enabled me to exercise my abilities as a feminist thinker
and to expand my capabilities through active practice.
Additionally, engaging with feminist periodicals offered
many opportunities to get first-hand experience with the
materials that mobilised the movement in the 1970’s. That
has been the greatest joy of working on this project.

Tiffany: In the beginning I found the authoring
process challenging and I had to reach out for help while I
was in the training phase of the authoring process. In
retrospect, I can see how these challenging aspects were
a necessary part of the process. They pushed me to
navigate complex problems, seek clarity, and take
ownership of my learning. In time, and in collaboration
with our team members, I began to feel confident and
familiar with the data authoring tools. Like Wolfgang, I also
felt empowered when I realized the team trusted me with
the data.

Wolfgang and Tiffany: Our primary role was to use
digital tools to provide rich descriptions of each
advertisement. For any ad, we begin the authoring process
by defining the ad creators, connecting them to an
address, defining their roles, then going about describing
each part of the advertisement. We always proceed by
defining the main subject, copying any texts or lists, and
then describing the contents of the text with concepts,
publications, products, services, events, dates, and finally
any order forms and prices. Through the project's feminist
data ethics and praxis, data authoring became more than
a technical exercise. Through reflexive thinking during the
authoring process and the logical inductions required for
accurate description, we were given greater opportunities
for engaged learning.

Representing the data in the advertisements means
that we develop close relationships with the
advertisements, and with the women who produced them.
These women often worked in collectives with
anticapitalist ideologies while simultaneously operating in
the market to promote their work and the movement itself
(see Meagher and Burton, 2021). The people,
organizations, and businesses that were advertised in
these publications make up the networks that we are
working to represent in our online tool. Highlighting these
relationships not only underscores the importance of
second-wave print publishing but also the importance of
well-defined data ethics to our research praxis. We learned
to pay careful attention to the way we represent this
network -- carefully authoring and checking ads to ensure
that all text and images reflect the correct intention,
demographic, and events being represented. These
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networks are expressions of human connections. We are

off our backs
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FIGURE 1: COVER OF OFF OUR BACKS, VOL. 9, NO. 9, OCTOBER 1979

tasked with representing them digitally. This demands the
utmost respect and care in representation.

AdArchive in Action: Examples from the
Data

Wolfgang and Tiffany: For example, one of the many
items in the AdArchive collection is an advertisement by
Galaxia: Women Enterprises, a music label out of Woburn,
Massachusetts (off our backs, 1979). We located this
advertisement in off our backs, volume 9, issue 9, which
was published in October of 1979 (see Figures 1 and 2).
Galaxia signed and distributed music by women --
particularly lesbian musicians -- and sponsored numerous
live music events over the years. The women who
operated this business were pioneers. They made space
for artists who were actively being excluded from their
industries. It’s worth noting that despite the importance of
this organisation, Galaxia does not currently have an
online presence, which effectively means that the
organisation and the women’s contributions to it are
invisible to contemporary researchers and students.

Although our work as research assistants requires that
we describe the contents of the advertisement in XML, this
advertisement is not just a set of data points. It is a
historical artefact that represents the labour, vision, and
voices of pioneering feminists of the second wave. This
perspective on these artifacts shapes the ways in which we
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engage with them, emphasising respect,
contextualization, and preservation. In this specific case,
Galaxia was advertising the release of Maxine Feldman’s
album titled Closet Sale (1979, see Figure 3). This ad has
two endorsements, which are a vital part of the network of
feminist publications. As such, the endorsements not only
validate the album and organisation as valuable feminist
aligned materials, but also demonstrate how feminist
networks support and amplify each other's work. Kate
Millett, known for her 1970 book Sexual Politics (Millett,
1970), can be seen throughout many of these publications,
reviewing and endorsing various feminist aligned products
from a broad range of different publications. Rita Mae
Brown is another American feminist writer who can be
found throughout the publication network.

The representations of these key figures are vital to
illustrating the network of American feminist journals
published in 1979. By producing endorsements for Closet
Sale (Feldman, 1979), Rita Mae Brown and Kate Millett
allow us to connect various publications, products, and
individuals, facilitating the dissemination of information
and empowering the agents of second wave feminism.
Including rich detail about the influential figures and
cultural concepts in a digital environment are significant
because they allow us to to understand the network of
influence that would otherwise remain obscured.
Visualizations of this network have the potential to help
illustrate the transmission of movement ideologies through
periodicals, organisations, cultural events, and people.
This is why our ethical framework for treating the data in

advertisements
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advertisements is so important. If we are engaging with
tools that can represent the interaction of artifacts,
individuals, and the environment in a way that traditional
wikis and archives cannot -- then we must operate with
the highest ethic of care.

Wolfgang: In addition to accurately describing the
contents of advertisements, we are also charged with
describing, as accurately as possible, what an
advertisement is about. This involves curiosity, respect,
self-reflexivity, and care. For instance, when authoring an
advertisement for the Federation of Egalitarian
Communities from the periodical off our backs (1979), I
might want to describe the advertisement using the term
“communism.” However, if I were to simply use the term
“communism” to describe what the ad is about, I would be
doing a great injustice because the authors of this
advertisement did not identify it as such. In the research
space, the use of the term communism would connect this
Federation of Egalitarian Communities to communist and
consequently Marxist philosophy, which would be a
misrepresentation. Instead, it is important to represent
the data how its producers intended and so I chose to use
the terms “egalitarianism” and “intentional community.”
Critical thinking is vital to making representative
inductions when authoring data. In addition to the social
justice and scholarly implications, the practice of making
these inductions offer constant learning opportunities and
the potential for growth not only as future social workers
but as well-rounded, thoughtful, individuals.

Tiffany: Much like the collectives who produced the
publications we are archiving, we cannot do it alone.
Authoring data is collaborative -- we check each other's
work and bring questions and images we encounter to the
full research team for discussion. With regard to data,
making logical inductions in the authoring process would
force me to consider “is this the intention of the author or
is it my thought supplanting the materials?” Often it is not
possible to know with certainty what was intended. When
meaning was not clear, I would collaborate with team
members to consider the author's intention. Together, we
learn as much as we can about the advertisement from its
contents so that we can make the clearest possible
conclusions of what was intended by the particular text or
image. We would then all be responsible for the co-
creation of that particular line of text.

Wolfgang: During the collaborative process, it has
been interesting to see parts of our individual identities
manifest in the code. For example, I tend to identify
concepts beyond the scope of my duties and so the team
member tasked with checking my authoring might have to
delete some tags or provide better encompassing ones so
that the data can be more focused. In the same breath,
when checking others' authoring, there are instances
where I can identify concepts that might be missing from
our data and so I must insert them for sufficient
representation. Thus, I learned that the ethic of care
involves acknowledging that we bring our own identities to
the code we write and the way we represent the data. This
is why collaboration is important. Instead of a singular
perspective, we come to our understanding together,
making decisions about how to represent the material in
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FIGURE 3: ADVERTISEMENT FOR GALAXIA, OFF OUR BACKS, VOL. 9,
NO. 9, OCTOBER 1979, P. 33

ways that are as close as possible to the original data, with
many voices participating.

Wolfgang and Tiffany: We have collaborated not only
in data authoring, but also through meeting and learning
with graduate student RAs, liaising with researchers and
technical experts in LINCS (a national DH organization),
preparing public presentations for conferences, writing
proposals, and, finally, in writing this article. AdArchive's
collaborative team model has made space for people of
different backgrounds and training. From these different
backgrounds, in collaboration, and as collaborators, we co-
create knowledge. The collaborative approach to the DH
project fosters a sense of shared purpose in a unique way
because of the relatively flattened hierarchies (to the
extent they can be), producing a greater sense of agency
and involvement in all aspects of the project.

Wolfgang: The AdArchive Project has also enabled us
to reconceptualize how we gain knowledge and discuss the
ways that it has taught us that systems of knowledge are
never neutral. Prior to my job as a research assistant, I
would have relayed something about cultural relativism,
subjectivity, and the fact that everyone has biases. That is
to say, my understanding of knowledge neutrality was very
general. I had never really reflected critically about the
partial positionality of knowledge. Engaging with feminist
materials and then being reflexive about them, I started
to understand more clearly how hierarchical systems
reinforce and reproduce ideologies and how social
movements are built and mobilised. As for my approach to
data authoring, my awareness of situated knowledge
brought me to focus on the intentions of the content
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creators as opposed to how I might interpret them -- with
a parallel understanding that my partial position cannot be
simply removed.

Student Reflections: A Total Learning
Experience

Wolfgang and Tiffany: When we reflect on the learning
experience of working as undergraduate researchers on
the AdArchive team, we learned to be researchers. We
learned how to practise an ethic of care in relation to our
data and were taught to take ownership over the
knowledge that we, as a team, were creating together.
Although we achieved many broad and transferable skills,
more importantly, we were taught to be researchers on a
team, not simply trainees. We were encouraged to practice
critical thinking, and to understand both interdisciplinary
scholarship and the intersections of gender and digital
technologies. We learned that our work challenges
instrumentalist methodologies by offering new and careful
approaches. We learned how feminist ethics can redefine
mentorship, expand/animate research, and unsettle power
dynamics.

Thinking about the impact of our AdArchive work on
our total educational experience requires thinking about
how it relates specifically to our training in the field of
social work. Although the classroom space also allows for
deep learning, our work on this collaborative digital
humanities research team helped us synthesize our
knowledge and transform our awareness. Because we are
being relied upon and trusted to do right by the data, the
consequential aspect of working as a research assistant
adds higher stakes to the work that are non-existent when
we are simply writing an essay for a humanities course.

As research assistants and future social workers, our
relationship ~ with  identity is  multifaceted and
intersectional. We are charged with acknowledging the
diverse identities we engage with from a place of respect
and an ethic of care. In the social work classroom, we are
taught to understand how identity forms, and to consider
the fact that all subjects have their own identities. Our
identities as future scholars and social workers are
constructed through the materials that make up our theory
and practice. The highest impact that the AdArchive
project had on us was helping us to integrate what we
learned in the social work classroom. In our AdArchive
work, we put our social work training into practice by
representing the contents of the advertisements with
sincerity, care, and justice.

Tiffany: With regard to data authoring, we often
treated the data like a client in social work, carrying other
people's voice in an authentic way, attempting to reach a
mutual understanding, accessing resources when a
particular issue is beyond our purview, then creating
something productive out of it all. We are then “gifted” the
opportunity to grow from these experiences, which reflect
the deeply meaningful feminist action of the periodical and
advertisement creators. In this way, our work as research
assistants provides us with an opportunity to grow into
more thoughtful and better-informed feminists ourselves.
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From that point, the after- and during-work introspections
would help set the stage for future knowledge synthesis.

Wolfgang: There are other important parallels to our
social work training. Careful, intentional use of language,
and being mindful of the value of semantics has been
extremely impactful on me and will inform my practice
forever. Additionally, the ethical frameworks that inform
the AdArchive project overlap significantly with many
ethical approaches to social work. First of all, we are
taught about a feminist ethic of care in the introduction to
social work course. A social worker must be careful about
how they treat all people, with absolute respect and
integrity. In my undergraduate elective choices, I was also
given the opportunity to take a range of courses that
further primed me for my time on the AdArchive project.
From a course in ethics, to reason and argument, to
deviant group theory, gender studies, and many more, it
has been empowering to use what I have learned as a
student outside of my regular classes. In particular, my
ethics course made it much easier to adopt the feminist
praxis for AdArchive because it taught me about different
ethical theories, including a chapter on feminist virtue
ethics which employs a similar feminist ethic of care that
we use to approach our data.

Wolfgang and Tiffany: Indeed, the AdArchive project
encompasses many of the theories that we learn about in
school and will adapt into our future social work practice.
These early, obscure feminist publications we document
and review share passion for advocacy, self-
determination, and integrity, and thus overlap with our
social work values and beliefs. Learning from those who
helped to pave the way is important for us moving forward.
The integrity of the AdArchive project also fits with our
understanding of how power and privilege can affect
individuals, and the impact of the voices of publishing
women.

Tiffany: The AdArchive project is also grounded in
feminist social justice models and an intersectional
approach. In the field of social work, this is often described
as having an Anti-Oppressive Practice (AOP) lens. This
social work lens helps us as RAs to recognize the structural
origins of oppression and social transformation that
existed during the late 1970s. While authoring and
checking these publications we question why we choose to
use the descriptions we do, and what the impact that it will
have on others reading our work while preserving the
creator's intention. It has encouraged us to reflect critically
about the thoughts that arise during the authoring and
checking of the ads that we are sitting in front of, and how
we represent all facets of them. Feminist theory and
intersectionality work hand in hand with having an anti-
oppressive practice; the key theme throughout focuses on
how power structures are based on gender, race, and
class, and affect social opportunities. It is important for us
to acknowledge the intersectionality of both oppression
and empowerment. It is important for us to honour these
as it allows us to understand the creator’s vision and the
ad, and meet them where they were during their creation.
Being culturally competent as social work students allows
us to ethically engage with the diversity we discover while
working on this project. It will also provide valuable
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experience for our future practice when including
interventions that are informed.

Wolfgang and Tiffany: Looking forward, the
opportunities that have come our way by working on this
project have inspired a great deal of gratitude and
excitement for the future. Digital archival environments
and research spaces propose innovative approaches to
research, with tools that have the potential to advance the
ways that we interact with bodies of knowledge. Adopting
the partial positions of our work by enacting particular
ethical approaches has provided meaningful learning
opportunities and proven to us that the outcomes of our
RA experience and education can be applied beyond our
working careers and into our living thoughts and
experiences. Working with the AdArchive project gave us
the opportunity to adapt to different methodologies and
embrace the idea of research early on in our academic
careers. This has prepared us for future teamwork, lets us
see alternative ethical frameworks in action, and fosters
greater social, cultural, and political sensitivities.

Thinking Pedagogically: Towards a
Conclusion

Over the course of a two-year period, SSHRC funding
allowed the AdArchive team to hire undergraduate
students to participate in an innovative, interdisciplinary,
and multi-institutional digital humanities project that
examines the history of feminist publishing networks. In
this article, we have described the ways that a feminist
ethic of care pedagogy informs the approach that the
research team takes to training, teaching, and mentoring
undergraduate researchers. Writing collaboratively, four
members of the team have described a model that enables
critical thinking and reflection, promotes relational
learning, and practices a collaborative approach to
research that aspires to flatten hierarchies in order to allow
for “a fuller sense of participation and a holistic
representation of the insights offered by any one
individual” (Mauro et al., 2017). We describe how a
feminist ethic of care shaped the approach we take to the
data that we represent in digital form. We describe how
this ethic of care structured our relationships within a
collaborative research team, and we reflect on how it
enabled a broader understanding of how working in a
research team can be a transformative and expansive
experience for everyone involved.

As Jana and Michelle note above, at the onset of the
project, their goal was not to extract labour from research
assistants, but to contribute to a total learning experience
that would increase student self-determination and
empowerment, and to foster a sense of agency (Savonick
& Tagliaferri, 2017). As team co-leads, they have learned
that hiring undergraduate research assistants to
participate as collaborators rather than trainees ultimately
does something profoundly different than simply free up
time and reduce labour. As undergraduate student
researchers, Tiffany and Wolfgang developed technical
skills that supported the aims of the AdArchive project.
They learned to work in an interdisciplinary and
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interinstitutional team, to author data for a digital
humanities project, to collaboratively write and present
their work to an audience (Braun et al 2024), to publish
an article in an undergraduate journal (Edwards Van
Muijen 2024), and to work on successful grant
applications. But, most importantly, they became research
collaborators and co-creators of knowledge. As our work
as a team taught us, a feminist ethics of care pedagogy
grounded a holistic approach to mentorship and
scholarship, and ultimately set the conditions for
innovative research and transformative learning.
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