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Executive Summary  

Significant accomplishments: Briefly enumerate and describe the unit’s three most significant 

accomplishments in AY2025-26.  

• The Institute for Spatial History Innovation amplified the arts, humanities, social sciences, and 

professions (2.5) by building out and operationalizing an organization dedicated to advancing 

interdisciplinary research in the spatial humanities. Accomplishments for this year include hiring two 

early-career Research Associate scholars; forming two advisory committees; establishing governance 

structures such as bylaws and a workload policy; supporting one graduate student assistant and three 

undergraduate research assistants; and creating a welcoming, inclusive space for collaboration that is 

frequently used by affiliated students, staff, and faculty. ISHI also amplifies our story (4.5) through its 

website, ishi.pitt.edu, and regular newsletters that reach our 327-person mailing list. ISHI is one of only a 

few institutions in the world focused on spatial history, a field that is growing quickly and sits at the 

intersection of the humanities, social sciences, and digital methods. Although we are a new institution, we 

are highly visible in this global field and are gaining a reputation as one of the few stable, well-funded 

institutions dedicated to this work. We are also actively networking with leaders in the field and 

strategizing how to leverage our capacity to most effectively amplify the arts, humanities, social sciences, 

and related professions.  

• ISHI elevated multi/interdisciplinary discovery and collaboration (2.2) through World Historical 

Gazetteer (whgazetteer.org) initiatives. This year the WHG underwent the most substantial infrastructure 

change since the platform launched: a full rebuild of the reconciliation index, a new phonetic search 

capability, and an automated clustering system that links place records across independent gazetteers. The 

rebuild was made possible by increased compute and storage capacity provided by Pitt’s Center for 

Research Computing (CRC). The rebuild elevates interdisciplinary discovery and collaboration by 

increasing the WHG reconciliation index from 13.6 million records to 67 million records, which allows 

researchers across fields to identify the same places despite differences in language, spelling, or historical 

context. The WHG is also a tool that increases research (2.1) by providing the infrastructure needed to 

connect and analyze place-based data across disciplines. Since September 2025, whgazetteer.org has 

attracted 16,400 unique visitors, maintains 1,239 registered users, and has supported researchers by 

publishing and integrating 30,185 places from their contributed research datasets. 

• ISHI has expanded global engagement (3.5) primarily by strengthening our international research 

networks, increasing participation in global scholarly communities, and making our work more visible 

and interoperable worldwide. ISHI serves as the co-institutional home of the Pelagios Place Working 

Group, an international community of researchers and scholars that are developing shared infrastructure, 

standards, and methods for linking and integrating historical place information across diverse gazetteers 

and spatial datasets. Our global engagement was reinforced through publishing data with international 

partners, further embedding ISHI within global scholarly and digital humanities infrastructures. 

Goals (retrospective):  

Since ISHI was founded in 2025, there are no prior-year goals to report on. However, we are excited to build on 

this foundation and focus on advancing our goals for the future. 

Future Goals:  

https://ishi.pitt.edu/
https://whgazetteer.org/


New goals: if your unit determined that there are new ways in which it can positively impact the 

University’s progress in achieving the Plan for Pitt 2028, please explain the new goal, initiatives planned for 

the goal and set tentative target metrics for AY2026-27.  

• We will propel undergraduate scholarship, creativity, and motivation by training 10+ students through 

ISHI’s Interconnected Places Lab Internship during AY2026-2027. The internship supports student 

research by training interns to investigate historical places and trace their connections across local, 

regional, and global networks. The goal of the internship is to ensure excellence in preparation and 

academic programming (1.5) by providing structured, hands-on training in historical research and digital 

storytelling, building skills in digital humanities methods such as GitHub, QGIS, Leaflet, basic 

JavaScript, and spatial analysis. These skills are aimed at preparing students for advanced academic work 

and professional pathways. Target metrics include training at least 10 students throughout the year, 

achieving 100% of interns demonstrating proficiency across core digital tools through project-based 

assessment, and producing a minimum of 10 publicly shareable digital research outputs. This internship 

was inspired by the successful Digital Atlas Design Internship which was previously organized by the 

World History Center.     

• We will continue to expand global engagement (3.5) by establishing and strengthening international 

partnerships, increasing participation in global conferences and workshops (target: participation in 2-3 per 

year), and enabling the reciprocal exchange of expertise and data by publishing global place-name data in 

the World Historical Gazetteer (target: 15 new dataset contributions). Much of this will be done through 

the establishment of a Global Spatial History Collaborative, a network of peer centers and institutions 

from Europe, Asia, North America, and South America dedicated to advancing spatial history. Success of 

the group will be measured by the number of formal partner institutions enrolled (target: 6–10 within one 

year), the number of joint research projects or shared datasets produced annually (target: at least 3 per 

year), participation in coordinated workshops or conferences (target: one global meeting per year), and 

the growth of cross-institutional outputs such as co-authored publications, shared teaching resources, and 

contributions to the World Historical Gazetteer.  

• We will increase distinguished awards (2.6) by strengthening mentorship and research support for 

students and faculty, expanding opportunities for high-impact scholarly output through the World 

Historical Gazetteer, and building local and global collaborations for competitive applications. Target 

metrics include a 25% increase in award nominations over three years, submission of at least 3 

competitive external fellowship or major award applications annually, and securing at least 1 

distinguished award per year across students, faculty, or affiliated researchers. 

• We will advance a digital future for everyone (5.4) and increase research (2.1) by developing, 

maintaining, and supporting infrastructure to link and integrate information about historical geography. 

By building infrastructure and standards, ISHI enables new forms of analysis, comparison, and 

visualization across time and place, fostering collaboration and making historical geographic information 

more accessible, interoperable, and useful for scholarship and teaching. In addition to the World 

Historical Gazetteer, ISHI will support other scholarly initiatives aimed at expanding interoperable spatial 

data systems (target: 2 per year).  

• We will represent the communities we serve and expand opportunities (3.1) and increase engagement 

across the communities we serve (3.4) by growing a Pittsburgh Spatial History Working Group (target: 10 

members who meet regularly) and developing a community-based project that brings local partners, 

researchers, and students together to co-design and contribute spatial history research grounded in 

regional place-based knowledge (target: phase one of a larger project completed by the end of AY 27). 

• During AY25-26, we began the process of exploring paths to promote innovation and tech 

transfer/commercialization (2.3) of the World Historical Gazetteer platform. Specifically, we completed 

an Invention Disclosure Form and connected with a Licensing Manager from Pitt’s Office of Innovation 

and Entrepreneurship to discuss future pathways for WHG commercialization that would still allow the 

https://www.plan.pitt.edu/pillars/cultivate-student-success
https://www.worldhistory.pitt.edu/education/digital-atlas-design-internship


project to keep its commitment to open-source infrastructure. We also met with representatives from 

Invest in Open Infrastructure, an organization that offers strategic support for open-source projects, to 

discuss future commercialization, licensing, or consulting opportunities. We will continue to explore these 

possibilities throughout AY26-27 with the target of making a plan for a sustainable, mission-aligned 

revenue model by the end of the year. We will also continue to explore cross-licensing with other digital 

infrastructure projects.  

Other Initiatives:  

Describe any goals you have established for your department or unit that are not explicitly included in the 

Plan for Pitt 2028 but contribute to the unit’s mission, vision and strategic direction.  

• Convene meetings and workshops that broaden engagement with global spatial history (target: two per 

year), aligned with ISHI’s mission to develop and sustain infrastructure that links and integrates historical 

geographic data. In AY26–27, ISHI will host two meetings. The first, held in conjunction with the Spatial 

Humanities Conference, will bring together 12–15 leading scholars in place-based history to advance 

work on a shared ontology of places. The second, hosted at Pitt, will focus on Environmental Dimensions 

of Place (EDOPS)—a computational platform and data service that generates rich, machine-readable 

environmental descriptions of places, enabling comparative analysis of environment–culture relationships 

across time. As a supporting development partner, ISHI is collaborating with EDOPS originator Dr. Karl 

Grossner on platform refinement and integration with the World Historical Gazetteer and related research 

initiatives. This meeting will be explicitly interdisciplinary, convening historians and geographers 

alongside environmental scientists, geologists, and other scholars in environmental studies. Findings from 

both meetings will be synthesized into scholarly articles and other publications to disseminate results and 

advance the field. 

• During AY26-27, ISHI will continue to build a scholarly network of scholars, practitioners, and 

researchers at Pitt by hosting workshops about new methods in spatial history (target: 2 per semester), 

convening working groups such as the Spatial Humanities Works in Progress Seminar (target: 3 meetings 

per semester) and Pittsburgh Spatial History Working Group (target: 3 meetings per semester, plan for 

next steps for integrated Pittsburgh Historical Atlas), and collaborating with other units on campus on 

spatial history related initiatives (target 2-3 new or expanded collaborations).  

Briefly comment on any steps that your unit has taken to increase efficiency. 

• A key development that has increased efficiency for ISHI has been our transition to using an established 

server from the Center for Research Computing (CRC) for the World Historical Gazetteer project. This 

has allowed us to leverage established Pitt infrastructure, technical support, and best practices rather than 

relying on building standalone systems or commercial options. This has improved both scalability and 

reliability while reducing redundant technical overhead and costs.  

Fiscal responsibility is a critical priority. Please describe, in detail, any steps your unit has taken to reduce 

costs, manage resources wisely, and demonstrate financial accountability. 

• In our first year, we took a deliberately conservative approach to spending.  We prioritized establishing 

core staffing, governance, and research relationships, and we limited discretionary or large-scale 

programmatic expansion until those foundations were in place. This approach ensured that resources were 

allocated strategically to long-term capacity-building, rather than short-term costs. As a result of this 

resource management, we anticipate a budget surplus for the current fiscal cycle. Looking ahead, we 

expect that we will need to fully use allocated funds in AY 27, as planned activities expand significantly, 

including scaling research infrastructure, deepening international partnerships, and supporting a larger 

cohort of students, researchers, and collaborative initiatives. 

https://www.plan.pitt.edu/pillars/cultivate-student-success


• Please share your ideas for reducing costs within your unit and/or division. 

• Describe your unit’s efforts to review your curriculum and instructional capacity, any adjustments you 

have made or plan to make in AY27, and any additional steps you plan to make in AY27. 

Other Information:  

Collaboration: note any ways in which you have collaborated with other units over the last year (if 

applicable) and suggest any areas where collaboration might be fruitful in the coming year.  

• ISHI is collaborating with the Center for Latin American Studies on the Brazilian Quilombo dataset 

project, supporting the research, organization, and preparation of data on approximately 3,000 Brazilian 

quilombos for integration into the World Historical Gazetteer, thereby improving the historical visibility, 

recognition, and representation of marginalized communities. 

• ISHI is collaborating with the University Center for Social and Urban Research on the Pittsburgh Urban 

Maps Project, beginning with the hiring of a student worker to conduct an initial assessment of a 

historical map and archival collection. Future phases of the project will engage additional local partners, 

including the University Library System, the Heinz History Center, and the Office of Community 

Engagement, to explore opportunities for external grant funding to preserve and expand access to these 

materials. 

• ISHI builds a collaborative network across campus through the following initiatives: ISHI Works-in-

Progress Seminar, Pittsburgh Spatial History Working Group, Global Appalachia Series, and Pittsburgh 

Urban Maps Project. These initiatives have brought together scholars from across seven DSAS 

departments and programs (History, Anthropology, Urban Studies, History of Art and Architecture, 

Economics, Sociology, Music) and eight university units (School of Computing and Information Science, 

School of Education, School of Public and International Affairs, School of Law, Swanson School of 

Engineering, University Center for International Studies, University Library System, and Center for 

Social and Urban Research).  

• Building on an existing collaboration with RDS@Pitt (Responsible Data at Pitt), ISHI will continue to 

collaborate with Hub for AI and Data Science Leadership (HAIL) on our shared interest in responsible AI 

and data use. This collaboration is focused on advancing and implementing best practices for ethical, 

transparent, and accountable AI within the World Historical Gazetteer and other ISHI initiatives. In AY26, 

ISHI contributed to this effort by presenting a set of core principles for responsible AI use to HAIL, 

which will inform ongoing joint work in AY26–27. 

• Through a collaboration with the Mascaro Center, ISHI Director Ruth Mostern advanced ISHI’s 

exploration of the relationships between environmental discourse and spatial information, laying 

groundwork for integrating environmental perspectives into spatial history research and infrastructure. 

This is a fruitful connection we hope to build on in AY26-27, specifically to bring more practitioners of 

environmental science and sustainability into conversation with spatial historians.  

External recognitions:  

• ISHI Director Ruth Mostern is the new co-author of Worlds Together, Worlds Apart, the best-selling 

college-level textbook in the field of world history. She has also written several new articles on Chinese 

and world history. She serves as President of the World History Association, Vice President of the Pitt 

chapter of the American Association of University Professors, and Leonard Peters Faculty Fellow and 

Research Lead at the Mascaro Center for Sustainable Innovation. She received the Distinguished Asianist 

Award from the Mid-Atlantic Region Association of Asian Studies. She was the keynote speaker at the 

Sustainable Databases in the Humanities Conference, and she has spoken to large and public audiences on 

civic matters at an American Historical Association webinar and a World Affairs Council roundtable. 



• Palak Vashist began the role of Research Associate and Managing Editor of the World Historical 

Gazetteer in 2025. She has two research articles forthcoming, she is serving the profession as a peer 

reviewer, and she has presented her work at academic conferences.  

• Alexandra Straub had a paper accepted for presentation by the American Society for Environmental 

History 2026 conference.  

• ISHI Graduate Student Assistant Jiating Lui had a paper accepted by the Annual Meeting of the Mid-

Atlantic Region Association for Asian Studies. She received the Yu Early China fund and the Hsu 

endowment award from the Pitt History Department; the Kathy Linduff Study Abroad Travel to East Asia 

Scholarship from the Asian Studies Center; and funding from the International Studies Fund from the 

University Center for International Studies.  

Other: please share any important information that has not yet been addressed (for example, efforts that 

contribute to ongoing operations and functions).  

The following initiatives contribute to the unit’s mission, vision, and strategic direction based on ISHI’s pillars of 

activity.  

• Building a scholarly network: ISHI builds a scholarly network across campus through the following 

initiatives: ISHI Works-in-Progress Seminar, Pittsburgh Spatial History Working Group, Global 

Appalachia Series, and Pittsburgh Urban Maps Project. ISHI also contributed to building its scholarly 

network by being an exhibitor at the American Historical Association Annual meeting (January, 2026) and 

the upcoming World History Association Annual Meeting (June, 2026). These two conferences were 

chosen to strategically engage interdisciplinary audiences in history and global studies, expand awareness 

of ISHI’s spatial history infrastructure, and foster new partnerships with scholars, educators, and 

institutions working across historical, geographic, and digital humanities domains. 

• Developing and maintaining infrastructure to link and integrate information about historical geography: 

This year, we reframed and relaunched the Pelagios Place Working Group by revising its charter to focus 

on building infrastructure for linking historical place information across independently maintained and 

heterogeneous gazetteers, and convened its first general meeting. We supported the development of the 

Environmental Dimensions of Place Service (EDOPS), with an eye toward future integration with the 

World Historical Gazetteer platform, and planned participation in the Open Metadata Exchange (OME) 

initiative by contributing WHG data to strengthen interoperability across open educational resource 

systems. In addition, we developed and submitted grant applications to the NEH Endowment for the 

Humanities (with encouragement from Pitt Research and in collaboration with the Division of 

Philanthropic & Alumni Engagement) and the Spencer Foundation Research Grants on Education. These 

funding decisions are currently pending. We applied for a Templeton Foundation Grant with partners at 

the U of Michigan and a Pitt Un-Challenge Grant. These applications were not selected for funding.  

• Publishing structured data and scholarship about global historical geography: This year, we advanced our 

publishing efforts by releasing the Historical Gazetteer of Central Asia dataset collection, which included 

ten spatial datasets focused on the region along with eight accompanying lesson plans to support teaching 

and reuse. We also published six additional new datasets, adding a total of 30,185 place records to the 

platform. In parallel, ISHI associates contributed to the scholarly literature through the submission of the 

article “Symphonym: Universal Phonetic Embeddings for Cross-Script Toponym Matching in Geospatial 

Data Integration” to the International Journal of Digital Earth. 

• Promoting digital justice and reparation in the spatial history domain: by supporting the Brazilian 

Quilombo dataset project with the Center for Latin American Studies. We also contributed to public-

facing education through a Tennessee Geographic Alliance video for the “What’s in a Name?” teacher 

workshop, highlighting how place names reflect histories of migration, power, identity, and cultural 

memory. 

 


