
 
Figure 2. Lines from topics in documents MALLET output showing chapters with relatively high percentages of 
topic 38. (Burra, 2015) 

It is only the time when they explore ‘‘topics in documents’’ output, they realize that the chapters in which 
characters exchange letters and worry about unsent notes gesture to that earlier genre and even proffer an 
alternative configuration for the novel. The topics in documents output even points to one chapter in which the 
narrator announces that for the moment he will regress to the genre of the epistolary novel for the length of the 
chapter. (Burra, 2015) 

The students are being told that this example was a project done by Rachel Sagner Buurma, associate professor in 
the Department of English Literature at Swarthmore College. They are referred directly to the article for further 
studies in detail.’ 

3. Summarization and reflection, circa 15 minutes 

The teacher engages the student to summarize what they learned or discovered during their exploration in the 
output files. It is the time that the students express how they interpret the data. During this discussion, the students 
are being clarified about the notion of Topics in their literary analysis. It is actually the most important part of the 
designed scenario which is, to avoid misinterpretation about the topics. 

Accordingly, in the final phase of the scenario, the students are being clarified that the topics, alone, are only the 
co-occurring of the words, which is for the computer strings of tokens, together more than it is expected and some 
particular documents are composed of a certain number words with comparably high probability of belonging to 
this topic. 

Dr. Buurma (2015) suggests, the topics can connote in a simple way as author‘s notes toward his novel to open us 
new windows to look at the novel. This author is nobody rather than the content itself. Moreover Dr. Buurma 
(2015) proposes to look at Topic Models of literary corpuses can be considered as hints to forms and versions 
which even fell out of use at the time or still underlying form of the new reformations. Topic modeling is not a 
mean of propelling to an objective target, but a stimulant step which is needed to be investigated and evaluated 
again and again. 

Teaching Scenario analysis 

To work with topic modeling, we require some prior conditions, which all correspond to the assumed Teaching 
Scenario. First of all, to have an acceptable outcome of the LDA model and to make a right decision about using 
the Topic Modeling Tool, we have to consider the size of the data set. In the case of small number of documents, 
Topic Modeling Tool is not useful and simple frequency counting Tools are suggested. This criterion applies to 
the notion of Distant Reading and its appliance into our experimental Teaching Scenario, we assume relatively a 
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big collection of literary texts. In other words, the notion of Distant Reading is not applicable to small teaching 
material which requires the classical Close Reading style. (Brett, 2012) 

Secondly, it is advisable that the target group has already a general familiarity to the subject of the chosen corpus. 
It is expected that in the following teaching scenario, students of the major English Literature, have most probably 
this perquisite. In this case, the subject of the course is Victorian Literature and the students have already had the 
lectures about the Victorian Novels and its characteristics. 

Thirdly, the teachers should decide about the digital tool according to the expectations and target of the Literature 
course. Different tools are available in Topic Modeling. MALLET is a favorite tool being used by humanities 
scholars. The graphical user interface or "GUI" of MALLET, is a useful alternative to introduce MALLET to the 
students and to ask them to investigate the output files. 

Although the chosen tool and method brings a lot of challenges with itself, it is assumed that MALLET is the most 
appropriate tool to be introduced for the appliance of Topic Modeling. 

There are other suggesting tools and methodologies to be applied to the teaching scenarios. The visualization tools 
such as Voyant and word trees or word clouds can be used to investigate the patterns in words and in sentence 
structure in especially smaller corpus. Visualization technologies can illuminate more than patterns in sentences: 
they can also provoke new insights about geography in texts. Using Word cloud is absolutely easy. word clouds 
are visualizations of word frequency in texts, in which words are larger the more times they appear Word Trees, a 
more sophisticated level than a word cloud allows, so they switched to “word trees,” which, as Wattenberg and 
Viégas (2008) have explained, are graphical versions of the traditional keyword-in-context method that enable 
rapid querying and exploration of bodies of text. Word trees provide a more granular display of sentence 
construction and patterns by showing how particular words appear in context. (Swafford, 2016) 

Other Tools that which have been developed for the purpose of quantitative text analysis such as the tool AntConc 
from the Waseda University in Tokyo, “Voyant” from the Canadian universities of McGill and Alberta, or “CAT-
MA” from the University of Hamburg have the sufficient popularity and success. (weitin, 2015) 

Finally, in applying LDA in Topic Modeling, to get an optimal setting for parameters, it is suggested to run the 
MALLET with different parameter to observe the cohesion of the results. One of the important parameter is the 
number of Topics that the algorithm uses in computing the documents. The second important parameter is the 
iteration number, which as default, it is possible to follow the following formula: 

For T<100 default iterations = 200  

For T>500 default iterations = 1000 

Else default iterations = 2*T 

The suggested value for the topic proportion threshold parameter is 5% which is recommended to be increased for 
shorter documents. (Google Code Archive) These explanation depending on the type of is not explained in the 
planned design but is available and addressed to the students. 

Discussion: Pros and Cons 

Weighing up the Teaching Scenario, it is observable that the presented example is implicitly a good evidence for 
what Noah Wardrip-Fruin refers as a better understanding of art and literature as it is referred before. This 
practically means, it is expected that such scenarios provide the chance for the students to think above the 
limitations in the classic ways of looking at learning literature. (Simanovwski, Schäfer & gendolla, 2010) 

Firstly, the totalization vision attained in this example implies the notion of Distant Reading of going beyond 
limitations and expectations. This notion is brought to existence from the investigations on the resulted data which 
suggest the students a different model of looking at the novel, consistent or in consistent with the theoretical ideas 
which already exist. 
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Moreover, each group of the students are able to manipulate the topics and compares it to the neighbor group, 
although the general setting is designed and fixed. In case of this scenario, as the numbers and adjustments are 
calculated before, all the groups should find similarities in the resulted topics. In the other words, this claim is put 
forward that Topic Modeling with MALLET and the input adjustment should be tested and performed before by 
the teacher or who makes the teaching plan in order to avoid to let the student face directly a variety of unrelated 
result and be distracted from the goal of the teaching subject. The main premise behind this scenario is that if the 
student run the MALLET themselves for the first time, they will not have the convincing results which motivates 
them to relate it to the subject of the course. Most probably, they hardly find any relations in the suggested topics 
and moreover, it is a time consuming process which does not fit the limited time of a subject plan. 

All thing considered, it seems reasonable to assume that a fulfilled project of Topic Modeling should be introduced 
for the first time to the students to make them able to achieve the understanding of the advantages of the new 
adventure using a digital tool in their literacy curricula. 

It is possible to design this scenario in another way. This is, the case that the teacher does the whole procedure of 
Topic Modeling with MALLET together with the students. In this case, while, there is no certain variable for the 
number of topics or iteration number, the “best” comes by trying altering variables and making a list of resulted 
data to find an acceptable variable. VERY BASIC STRATEGIES This activity is practically what Zuern considers 
it as a positive aspect of Digital Literature, as the students have to concentrate to gather evidences, follow up the 
hints, and evaluate different interpretations. (Simanovwski, Schäfer & gendolla, 2010, p. 234) However, 
considering the significant deviation from the target of this scenario and the barriers in the actual Teaching 
scenarios, as it will be mentioned in the following, the first design is preferred here. 

In conclusion, both designs of scenario share three important achievements: Firstly, this structure ensures that 
students receive both theoretical and practical experience with each methodology and can see first-hand its 
strengths and weaknesses. 

Secondly, the students get ready to read the computational process through an interpretive perspective. 
(Simanovwski, Schäfer & gendolla, 2010, 240) This ability corresponds to the educational objective of Critical 
Thinking in the teaching scenario. If the students are expected to think in a critical way, the teacher has to make 
the didactic structure in a way that it activates their mental process to consider all the details and they be able to 
gather the relevant information, have a careful and skeptical analysis, make judgements and think in a 
metacognitive way to be able to have higher order planning. (Li, 2012) 

Thirdly, from a general point of view, the teacher in such scenarios turns the students’ role to researchers which 
are able to develop their own thoughts, views and insights about literature. (Simanovwski, Schäfer & gendolla, 
2010, 282) 

Despite the significant positive consequences, rebuttal aspects can be argued here. Most students find digital 
technology intimidating, as they are aware of the limits of their knowledge and are afraid to experiment enough to 
figure out how programs work.The teacher’s role to overcome these difficulties is really important. The teacher 
should give the students access to the detailed instructions, both written and verbal, for every lab day. (Swafford, 
2016) 

At this point, the teachers and the students face another challenge: The teachers are not often distinctly more 
informed about the digital aspect in their Teaching scenario compared to the students. It is even more likely that 
the students are more prepared to face the digital world, although the teacher is still supposed to be enough 
informed about contextualization of Digital Literature. Although the necessity to have educated teacher in this 
field is undeniable, still there is the probability that in this case the student encounter situations that they know 
more than the teacher. 

Other critique refers to a more fundamental aspect of this scenario. The notion of Distant Reading has skeptical 
critics among the literary historian and scholars. There are still hesitations whether Moretti and other digital 
pioneers will be capable of demonstrating, to those who are more skeptical of the relations between materials, data, 
evidence, and facts that such a massive upheaval is worth the effort. (Fitzpatrick, Galloway & English, 2013) 
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In the light of these kinds of critiques, is it convincing to practice such new notions in the didactic realm and make 
the fragile generation of the students encounter it at all? 

The integrative concept of “Scalable Reading” is deserved to be mentioned here as an alternative perspective to 
the whole scenario analysis especially considering the implicit presence of both qualitative methods of 
hermeneutics and quantitative methods of statistics in the presented scenario. Martin Müller proposes the notion 
of Scalable Reading, which indicates that Close Reading and Distant Reading mutually inform one another 
methodologically. This concept can be considered as a fundamental systematic advantage that make it more 
possible to understand the continuous existing sequence of qualitative and quantitative methods in the research 
projects. (weitin, 2015) 

Conclusions and Implications 

In the offered scenario, it is tried to support the premise that using Topic Modeling and MALLET tool follows the 
notion of Distant Reading in looking different at the texts of literature. Teaching Digital Literature is not an easy, 
completely developed field. The task of designing curricula and related canons is a new demand under developing. 
In this respect, new-born challenges should be expected in the related scenarios. Further research in this area may 
include preparing projects on the determined materials of teaching literature, using the appliance Topic Modeling, 
especially in the courses of the History of Literature. 
 
References 
Blei, David M. (April, 2012). Probabilistic Topic Models. Journal of Communications of the ACM. vol. 55, no. 

4. Retrieved from http://www.cs.columbia.edu/~blei/papers/Blei2012.pdf 
Brett, Megan R. (2012). Topic Modeling: A Basic Introduction. Journal of Digital Humanities. Table of Contents 

for Vol. 2, No. 1. Retrieved from http://journalofdigitalhumanities.org/2-1/topic-modeling-a-basic-
introduction-by-megan-r-brett/ 

Buurma, Rachel Sagner. (2015). The Fictionality of Topic Modeling: Machine Reading Anthony Trollope' s 
Barsetshire Series. Big Data and Society. Volume 2, Issue 2. Retrieved from 
http://works.swarthmore.edu/fac-english-lit/286/ 

Fitzpatrick, Kathleen, Galloway, Alexander R. & English, James F. (June 27, 2013). Franco Moretti’s “Distant 
Reading”: A Symposium. Retrieved from https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/franco-morettis-distant-
reading-a-symposium/ 

Grigar, Dene. (July 20, 2009). Electronic Literature: Where is it? Retrieved from 
http://www.electronicbookreview.com/thread/technocapitalism/invigorating 

Handel, Martin, (2014) Mallet GUI. Retrieved from https://confluence.cornell.edu/display/map6pub/Mallet+GUI 
Lauer, Gerhard. (August 26, 2009). Literatur rechnen: Lektüre im Computerzeitalter Frankfurter Allgemeine 

Feuilleton. Retrieved from http://www.faz.net/aktuell/feuilleton/geisteswissenschaften/literatur-rechnen-
lektuere-im-computerzeitalter-1840973-p2.html 

Li, Na. (2012). Approaches to Learning: Literature Review. International Bacaulaureate Organisation. Retrieved 
from http://www.ibo.org/globalassets/publications/ib-research/approachestolearningeng.pdf 

London, Daniel. (April 13, 2016). Of Nuance and Algorithms: What Conceptual History Can Learn from Topic 
Modeling. The Blog of the Journal of the History of Ideas. Retrieved from https://jhiblog.org/tag/distant-
reading/ 

Meeks, Elijah, Weingard, Scott B. (2012). The Digital Humanities Contribution to Topic Modeling. Journal of 
Digital Humanities, Vol. 2, No. 1, Retrieved from http://journalofdigitalhumanities.org/2-1/dh-
contribution-to-topic-modeling/ 

Mitkov, Ruslan. (2004). The Oxford handbook of computational linguistics. Oxford University Press. 
Müller, Martin ( June, 2015). Scalable Reading: Paul Heyses, Deutscher Novellenschatz zwischen Einzeltext und 

Makroanalyse. Data. LitLingLab Pamphlet. Number 1. Digital Humanities Center, University of Konstanz. 
Retrieved from http://www.digitalhumanitiescenter.de/wpcontent/uploads/2015/03/scalable_reading.pdf 

Schulz, Kathryn. (June 26, 2011). What Is Distant Reading? Sunday Book Review. Retrieved from 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/06/26/books/review/the-mechanic-muse-what-is-distant-reading.html 

Simanowski, Roberto, Schäfer, Jörgen, & Gendolla, Peter (2010). Reading Moving Letters. Digital Literature in 
Research and Teaching. Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag. 

Swafford, Joanna. (June 16, 2016). Teaching Literature through Technology: Sherlock Holmes and Digital 
Humanities. The Journal of Interactive Technology and Pedogogy. Retrieved from 
https://jitp.commons.gc.cuny.edu/teaching-literature-through-technology-sherlock-holmes-and-digital-
humanities/ 

The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education - April 2021 Volume 11, Issue 2

www.tojned.net Copyright © The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education 91

https://jitp.commons.gc.cuny.edu/teaching-literature-through-technology-sherlock-holmes-and-digital-humanities/
https://jitp.commons.gc.cuny.edu/teaching-literature-through-technology-sherlock-holmes-and-digital-humanities/


Wallace, Andy. (October 29, 2012). Very basic strategies for the interpreting results from the Topic Modeling 
Tool. Journal of Digital Humanities. Retrieved from http://journalofdigitalhumanities.org/2-1/topic-
modeling-a-basic-introduction-by-megan-r-brett/ 

Weitin, Thomas. (March, 2015). Thinking slowly. Literatur lesen unter dem Eindruck von Big Data. LitLingLab 
Pamphlet. Number 1. Digital Humanities Center, University of Konstanz. Retrieved from https://kops.uni-
konstanz.de/bitstream/handle/123456789/30686/Weitin_0-285900.pdf?sequence=1 

The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education - April 2021 Volume 11, Issue 2

www.tojned.net Copyright © The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education 92




