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COURSE DESCRIPTION AND OBJECTIVES 
This course will provide a history of digital books and context for understanding how 
ebooks have affected literary study, the publishing industry, and reading. Classes and 
outside reading will give an overview of ebook reading platforms, tools for designing and 
developing digital content, and platforms for discovering and marketing ebooks. Students 
will be required to read publishing news and blogs for current examples and analysis of 
how the digital market is evolving. Teaching ebook production and development skills will 
be a major focus of this class. 

Questions students will be able to answer after taking this class: 
• What are ebooks in the broadest sense, and what are ebooks in commercial publishing? 
• How have digital books evolved? 
• What does the customer see when she reads an ebook? Why does it vary across reading 

platforms? 
• What tools are used to make ebooks? 
• What makes a good ebook? 
• What are the different selling/purchasing models for ebooks? 
• How are ebooks marketed and discovered? 

After taking this class, students will be able to: 
• Discuss ebooks knowledgeably 
• Engage with ebook-related news with historical and trade context 
• Make an ebook 

Students will have short weekly written assignments, a midterm exam, and a final project. 
The midterm will cover key concepts discussed in the preceding weeks. For the final 
project, students will create an ebook consistent with current publishing industry 
standards using skills developed over the course of the semester. 
  

mailto:nadxinietoccny@gmail.com


COURSE MATERIALS 
All materials will be available digitally. I strongly recommend reading them this way so that 
you can engage with digital texts as you read for class. Read print versions only if you must. 
 
Devices: I encourage you to bring e-reading devices of any kind—including laptops, 
tablets, and smartphones—to class. 
 
Ebook reading software for Kindle, Nook, Apple, Kobo: Please download these 
applications on your mobile devices and computers. 
 
The following books are required: 
• Jerome McGann, Radiant Textuality (Palgrave Macmillan, 2004) —This is the only title 

not available as an ebook. 
• Michael Bhaskar, The Content Machine: Toward a Theory of Publishing from the Printing 

Press to the Digital Network (Anthem Press, 2013) 
• Hugh McGuire and Brian O’Leary,  Book: A Futurist’s Manifesto (O’Reilly Media, 2011)  
• Liz Castro, Epub Straight to the Point (Peachpit Press, 2010) 
• Andrew Albenese, The Battle of $9.99 (Publishers Weekly, 2013) 

Essential daily reading: 
Publishers Weekly:  http://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/email-
subscriptions/index.html 
Publishers Lunch: http://www.publishersmarketplace.com/lunch/subscribe.html 
Digital Book World: http://www.digitalbookworld.com 
Good e-Reader: http://goodereader.com/blog 
A Kindle World blog: http://kindleworld.blogspot.com 
Ink, Bits, & Pixels (formerly The Digital Reader): http://the-digital-reader.com 
New York Times Books: http://www.nytimes.com/pages/books/index.html 
E-Book Newser: http://www.mediabistro.com/ebooknewser 
http://www.mediabistro.com/ebooknewser 
Publishing Perspectives: http://publishingperspectives.com  
 
COURSE ASSIGNMENTS  
Each week you will have take-home reading and writing assignments. Writing will be 
graded on content—thoughtfulness, clarity, precision—and writing proficiency. All written 
assignments must be submitted online by 9am on the Thursday they are due. If you will not 
be able to post your assignment by then—for a legitimate reason—you must let me know 
by 7pm Wednesday. 
 
You must read the news every week.  Come to class prepared to discuss at least one news 
piece that examines a topic or event that will impact digital publishing. 
 
The midterm exam will be held on Thursday, March 17. Final projects are due Thursday, 
May 19. 



 
All students must be signed up for access to Blackboard. 
 
ATTENDANCE  
Attend class on time. Three late arrivals equal one absence. You must attend at least 12 of 
the 14 class sessions to receive a grade of A or B. Notify me as far as possible in advance if 
you expect to miss class—for a legitimate reason. It is your responsibility to get notes and 
assignments from a classmate. 
 
PARTICIPATION 
Good participation means coming to class on time, having studied the material assigned for 
the day, being prepared to contribute your views on the assigned material, showing a 
positive attitude, collaborating appropriately, and showing respect to your classmates and 
to me. Disruptive behavior, including private conversations during class lectures or 
discussions will reduce your participation grade.  Should there be any factor that hinders 
your ability to participate, please speak with me, and we will work together to resolve the 
situation. 
 
GRADING 
20% Assignments and class quizzes 
15% Class and group participation  
25% Midterm 
40% Final Project 
 

 

 

CLASS SCHEDULE 
PLEASE NOTE: This calendar is tentative and ALWAYS SUBJECT TO CHANGE.  The best and 
only way to keep up with assignments is by attending every session, and checking 
Blackboard. 
 
February 4: Introduction to Digital Texts 

Introduction to course, course goals, and discussion of the role of the book in 
contemporary society. 

 
HOMEWORK 
Reading: McGann, Radiant Textuality, chapters provided on Blackboard 2/7   
Assignment: You are a literary scholar tasked with determining the author 
of a famous, anonymously authored novel. How would you have approached 
this challenge before the availability of digital tools and corpus analysis? How 
would you approach it today? What are the merits and what are the 
disadvantages of computer-aided literary study? 

 



February 11: Ebooks in Publishing Overview 
 
HOMEWORK 
Reading: Bhaskar, The Content Machine, introduction, chapters 1 and 2  
Assignment: Outline the ebook publishing process, from book acquisition to 
distribution to a customer. Is there anything you would change? 

 
  
February 18: Ebook Reading Systems, Formats, and Reading Experience 

 
HOMEWORK 

  Reading: Castro, Epub Straight to the Point (chapters TBA) 
Assignments:  
• Complete Introduction to HTML modules on codeacademy: 

http://www.codecademy.com/en/tracks/web 
• Download samples of the ebook we looked at in class on as many reading 

systems as you have available to you. Which reading system do you think 
is best and why? 

February 25:  Ebook Design and Development Part I 
   

HOMEWORK 
Reading: Castro, Epub Straight to the Point (chapters TBA) 
Assignments: 
• Complete all HTML structure modules on codecademy: 

http://www.codecademy.com/en/tracks/web 
• Find three ebooks with interesting elements. For each example, list: a link 

to the sample, title, author, publisher, date of publication, platform where 
you read the book, and how you found it. Describe what is uniquely 
interesting about each. Due Wednesday by 5pm. 

March 3:  Glitter and Macaroni: Enhanced Ebooks  
  

HOMEWORK 
Reading:  
Ebooks Fly Beyond Mere Text: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/29/books/29ebook.html 
Blowing Up the Book:  
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB100014240529702044680045771690013 
5659954 
The Real Reason Enhanced Ebooks Haven’t Taken Off: 
http://www.digitalbookworld.com/2014/the-real-reason-enhanced-ebooks-
havent-taken-off-or-evan-schnittman-was-right-for-the-most-part/ 
Assignments: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/07/29/books/29ebook.html
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB100014240529702044680045771690013%205659954
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB100014240529702044680045771690013%205659954
http://www.digitalbookworld.com/2014/the-real-reason-enhanced-ebooks-havent-taken-off-or-evan-schnittman-was-right-for-the-most-part/
http://www.digitalbookworld.com/2014/the-real-reason-enhanced-ebooks-havent-taken-off-or-evan-schnittman-was-right-for-the-most-part/


• Complete Introduction to CSS modules on codecademy: 
http://www.codecademy.com/en/tracks/web 

• Choose a book that you think could benefit from enhancements. How 
would you enhance it so that the additions would truly augment the 
reading experience? 

 
March 10:  Marketing and Discoverability 

 
HOMEWORK 
Reading: Book, A Futurist’s Manifesto, Chapter 22 
And “Here’s the Problem with Publishers Discoverability Problem” by Laura 
Hazard   Owen:   http://paidcontent.org/2013/02/15/heres-the-problem-
with-publishers-book-discovery-problem 
Assignment: Complete CSS classes and IDs and element positioning modules 
on codecademy: http://www.codecademy.com/en/tracks/web 

  
 
March 17:  Midterm 
 
**Post-midterm reading and assignment details to come** 
 
March 24: Ebook Design and Development Part II  
March 31: Computer Lab Skillshare 
April 7: Metadata / Digital Rights Management and Piracy  
April 14: Self-Publishing  
April 21: Ebook Distribution Models: Own, Subscribe, Borrow  
April 28: SPRING BREAK / NO CLASS 
May 12: Make Your Own Ebook Clinic  
May 19: Presentation of Final Projects 
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