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A brief history of the UMW Domains project at the  
University of Mary Washington.

While UMW Domains is relatively young, having 
first received full funding for the 2013-14 academic 
year, the Division of Teaching and Learning 
Technologies (DTLT) began paving the way for this 
project almost a decade ago.

It Begins

In 2004, all DTLT staff purchased individual 
domains and hosting accounts for the purpose of 
“blogging and experimenting in spaces on the web 
that we could control.”2 Using these spaces as a 
platform, the DTLT began to gather in-house, soup-
to-nuts expertise in building what Gardner 
Campbell (then the Assistant VP for Teaching and 
Learning Technologies at UMW) would refer to as a 
“personal cyberinfrastructure.”3

UMW Blogs

This open-ended sandbox approach began to pay off 
in August 2007, when UMW Blogs debuted on 
campus as an open publishing platform. Powered 
by WordPress, any Mary Washington community 
member can create an account, sign up for a blog, 
and begin publishing to their heart’s desire. 

Although many classes have relied upon UMW 
Blogs, the system is not and was never intended to 
serve as a replacement for a traditional LMS. 
Instead, as Jim Groom wrote in 2008, “the group 
vision was, and still is, to enable the UMW 
community to take control of and manage their own 
work, identities and spaces online.”4 Indeed, the real 

magic of UMW Blogs is the way it has helped the 
campus understand and embrace the potential of 
the open web.

While UMW Blogs might be radical in its content 
and usage, it is not particularly radical as a system. 
It belongs to the university and is maintained by 
staff who monitor it for outages. Bloggers must pick 
from pre-selected plugins and themes, or request 
that new ones be installed. Those who use UMW 
Blogs have complete ownership of their work, but 
not of the structure used to present that scholarship.

UMW Domains

UMW Domains is explicitly designed to bridge that 
gap of ownership. Participants are in complete 
control of their website from top to bottom: from 
what software is installed, to how their sites are 
displayed, to how often backups run.

Community members who participate are provided 
with the domain name of their choice and access to 
a hosting interface similar to the one provided by 
most major web hosting companies. This makes it 
easy for those who graduate, or otherwise separate 
from the university, to package up their entire site(s) 

and migrate them to any number of inexpensive 
web hosting services. It also ensures that the digital 
skills they learn via UMW Domains are immediately 
applicable to their post-graduation lives.

The pilot year (2012-13) began with a small group of 
testers, including a small number of faculty who 
requested access for their students as part of the 
curriculum. After a successful pilot, UMW Domains 
was fully funded beginning in the 2013-14 academic 
year. As of this writing, 846 sites are currently being 
hosted on 623 domains, and a number of other 
institutions (including Emory University and 
Davidson College)  have been inspired to pursue 
similar projects of their own.

For many participants, UMW Domains is their first 
exposure to a number of technical issues related to 
hosting a website: what is a subdomain? How does 
DNS work? While we do strive to make many of the 
technical pieces as easy as possible (for example, we 
provide dozens of software packages as one-click 
installers), part of the purpose of UMW Domains is 
to help students become digitally literate. Making 
these processes too easy and slick would deny 
students the opportunity to more deeply grok how 
the web works. The deep understanding that comes 
from engaging with challenging material is critical 
to making informed decisions -- in this case, how to 
craft one’s digital identity, and why it matters in the 
first place. 

As a result of this project, students, staff, and faculty 
alike are creating amazing work using their 
domains. To see for yourself, visit the UMW 
Domains Community hub at:

http://community.umwdomains.com
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Building Community
Our students, faculty, and staff are doing great 
work. How are we making that visible?

The purpose of UMW Domains is to provide Mary 
Washington community members with their own 
individual spaces to explore and build their digital 
identities. As a result, while the support structure 
(i.e. the server used for web hosting) is necessarily 
centralized, the public-facing view (i.e. the 
individual sites created by participants) is 
necessarily decentralized. 

To help bridge the gap, DTLT created a publicly-
available community hub that helps to expose the 
work being done by UMW Domains participants. 
Built in a couple of days by Tim Owens and Martha 
Burtis, new content created on UMW Domains sites 
that are RSS-enabled is automatically syndicated 
onto the front page of the community hub. In 
addition, custom-written scripts automatically 
detect new software installations, take a screenshot 
of the front page of new sites, and display those 
screenshots (along with links to the sites) in a 
searchable, sortable directory. 

This is particularly helpful for those who are using 
UMW Domains as part of a course; upon software 
installation, participants can select their course from 
a drop-down menu, which enables their site to be 
displayed as part of that course within the directory. 
It’s also helpful from a programmatic perspective; 
for example, the History department can see not 
only what is happening within an individual course, 
but in all courses (and/or by all students) within 
that department.

Several DTLT staff members have narrated the 
purpose and process of building the community 
hub in greater detail; for more information, please 
refer to blog posts written by Martha Burtis5, Jim 
Groom6, and Tim Owens7.

Supporting Faculty
An overview of the Domain of One’s Own Faculty 
Initiative and the Digital Scholars Institute.

UMW has a rich history of digital innovations 
related to pedagogy and scholarship. The DTLT 
partners frequently with the Center for Teaching 
Excellent and Innovation (CTE&I) to create 
programming and support for UMW faculty.

The Domain of One’s Own Faculty Initiative has 
engaged 48 faculty in the work of conceptualizing, 
building, and refining their domains, as well as 
owning and developing an online identity more 
generally. This initiative is designed explicitly to 
provide resources and support for any faculty 
member, regardless of technical proficiency. 

Faculty involved in this initiative are grouped into 
small but diverse cohorts that meet regularly to 
discuss a range of issues, from the theoretical to the 
practical to the technical. Each cohorts is led by a 
DTLT staff member, who can also provide 
individualized support by request. To further 
incentivize this process, faculty receive a stipend for 
their work. 

More information about this program can be found 
on the Faculty Initiative website8.

The Digital Scholars Institute (DSI) is a pilot 
program that supports the exploration of ‘digital 
scholarship’ in higher education and aims to 
investigate current uses of digital tools and 
environments for teaching and scholarship. 

The 2014 DSI is comprised of ten faculty fellows 
from a variety of disciplines who actively engage 
with issues of digital scholarship. Two faculty 
members serve as cohort leaders for bi-weekly, face-
to-face, one hour meetings. As part of the DSI, 
fellows receive a small stipend, share and provide 
feedback (online and off) on each others’ digital 
projects, and collaboratively situate their work 
within the broader context of digital scholarship.  

More information about this program can be found 
on the DSI website9.

Values, Front & Center
Liberal arts values frame UMW’s Online Learning 
Initiative (OLI). 

Since the start of the OLI, each cohort of faculty 
have spent a portion of their time identifying and 
defining the liberal arts values they hold most dear. 
The course planning document, which they develop 
as a part of the OLI program, derives from their 
personally identified values, and there is a 
programmatic expectation that these values are 
woven into the development of the course.

Rather than forcing each new cohort to fit itself into 
the value definitions that have come before, we 
encourage them to readdress the value list by 
expanding upon it with new values and/or further 
refining the definitions of older ones.

A list of the values identified in each of the 
program’s three years can be found below. More 
information about these values can be found on the 
OLI website10.

Year One Values:

• Community
• Interactivity
• Active Learning
• Reflection
• Self-Directed Learning

Year Two Values:

• Exposure to New Ideas
• Critical Thinking/”Problematizing”
• Service
• Empowerment and Transformation
• Life learning/Learning into life/Life-

Long Learning

Year Three Values:

• Exploration of New Ideas
• Enhanced Cognition through the 

Experience of Ideals
• Creative Thinking
• Development of Hard Skills
• Understanding the Natural World & 

Scientific Method
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Choosing a Domain
Choosing your domain name is the first step in 
getting started. Your domain name is really just a 
unique Web address that can be used to build out 
your own digital presence. As you make your 
choice, there are a few considerations to keep in 
mind:

• Your domain name must be available. 
Domain names must be unique, which means 
in order for you to claim your own, you need 
to be sure it is not being used by any other 
person, company, or organization. 

• You must choose a Top Level Domain (TLD). 
The TLD is the suffix of your domain name 
(e.g. .com, .org, .net, etc). At this point, the 
traditional uses of TLDs mean very little; the 
“best” TLD is a matter of personal preference.  

• Choose a domain you can live with. Your 
domain registration lasts for a year; while you 
can change it after the year is up, it’s easier in 
the long-run to choose a domain you don’t 
mind using for many years into the future.

• You may wish to include your name. Picking a 
domain that includes your name can make it 
easier for you to achieve higher rankings in 
search engines when someone searches for you 
by name.

• Pick a domain you like. After all, your domain 
represents you and you alone. It can reflect 
your interests, your profession, or it could be 
your name. The “right” domain is the one 
you're most comfortable with.

Registering Your Domain
Once you’ve selected your domain, you’ll want to 
register it with a registrar. The exact process for 
doing this depends on several factors, but the steps 
involved usually include:

• Select a domain registrar. Prices tend to be 
very similar across registrars (around $12/yr), 
so you’ll want to pick a company with a record 
of good customer service. Several options are 
listed in the Reclaim Toolkit.

• Purchase your domain. You will be required to 
provide contact information (mailing address, 
email, and phone). If you are concerned about 
privacy, you may be able to register privately 
for an additional yearly fee.

• Confirm your domain. You are now required 
to verify the email address entered when 
purchasing your domain. You will receive an 
email with instructions. Complete the process 
within two weeks, or your domain will be 
suspended.

Purchasing Web Hosting 
Many companies provide both registration and 
hosting services. If this is your first time running a 
website, you may wish to choose a company that 
provides both. First-timers may also find the 
smallest (and least-expensive) hosting plan is 
sufficient for getting started. Several hosting 
providers are listed in the Reclaim Toolkit.

Installing Software
Most students who participate in the UMW 
Domains project start building their site with 
WordPress. Even though it started as a blogging 
platform, WordPress has matured into a fully-
featured content management system (CMS) with a 
variety of plugins and themes available to change 
not only the look and feel of the site, but also to 
extend what it can do. 

The Reclaim Toolkit provides a number of software 
packages you might consider using to get started. If 
you are using a cPanel-based hosting provider, you 
may also be able to take advantage of some of the 
UMW Domains guides and documentation11 
available online.

Considering Your Larger Digital Identity
Your digital identity is more than just your domain; 
it’s everything you do (or don’t do) online. As part 
of the 2014 Domain of One’s Own Faculty Initiative, 
DTLT and CTE&I staff put together a six-week 
curriculum, including a series of readings meant to 
help faculty think more intentionally about what 
their personal and professional digital identity 
could be. This curriculum (and all of the readings) 
are publicly available online12.

Keep It Up!
Taking control of your digital identity is not a one-
time process; you’ll be most successful if you keep 
putting forth effort over a longer period of time. 
Your digital identity should grow and morph over 
time to reflect your changing skills and interests.
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Reclaim Toolkit
Resources we recommend to make the 
reclamation process as easy as possible.

Domain Registration
To check the availability of your preferred 
domain name, we recommend using WHOis 
(http://whois.net). 

• DreamHost (http://dreamhost.com)
• Hover (http://hover.com)
• Name.com (http://name.com)
• Namecheap (http://namecheap.com)

Hosting Providers
Some hosting providers also register domains; 
you may be able to purchase a domain and a 
web-hosting account in one step.

• A Small Orange (http://asmallorange.com)
• Bluehost (http://bluehost.com)
• DreamHost (http://dreamhost.com)
• HostGator (http://hostgator.com)

Software
DTLT staff frequently recommend starting with 
WordPress, but there are a wide range of open-
source options to choose from.

• WordPress (http://wordpress.org)
• DokuWiki (http://dokuwiki.org)
• Omeka (http://omeka.net)
• ownCloud (http://owncloud.org)
• Tiny Tiny RSS (http://tt-rss.org)
• YOURLS (http://yourls.org)
• ZenPhoto (http://zenphoto.org)

WordPress Themes
To find these themes, search for them by name 
using the WordPress Theme Repository 
(http://wordpress.org/themes).

• Coller
• Flat
• Hemingway
• Neuro
• Omega
• Radiate
• Responsive

WordPress Plugins
To find these plugins, search for them by name 
using the WordPress Plugin Repository 
(http://wordpress.org/plugins).

• Akismet
• BackupWordPress
• FeedWordPress
• Google Analytics
• Google XML Sitemap
• Jetpack
• NextGEN Gallery
• Subscribe to Comments
• W3 Total Cache
• Wordfence Security

A Domain of Your Own
A beginner’s guide to building a domain, including links to recommended resources.
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