Building a “Virtual University of the Past”: 

Archives and Electronic Media in the 21st Century

This interdisciplinary course will give students hands-on practice in using new technology to save scholarship now in danger of being permanently lost.  It will emphasize the traditional goals of liberal arts education while teaching applications for new technology, giving students better understanding of both research and media literacy.   Each student first will recover the research of one retired L & S scholar whose work is not in the University Archives or another electronic database, then create a web site and put this work into an electronic archive, a “virtual university of the past,” accessible to all students and faculty.

Background

In early 2002, Dean Phillip Certain sent a questionnaire to all department chairs in the College of Letters and Science asking them what records of historical significance they retained. More than 50 departments responded that they have large volumes of historical records dating back to the 1960s that have not been turned over to the University of Wisconsin Archives. Many of these materials pertain to the work of individual faculty members as well as to the mission of the different departments. These records, which are important to the University and to society-at-large, are in danger of being lost.

This project seeks to complement, not duplicate, other efforts by the UW Library System and elsewhere to put scholarship online while at the same time teaching students both how to find and evaluate historical documents and how to use new technology effectively in their studies. One immediate result of this course will be facilitating interdisciplinary teaching and research. The course will be open to undergraduate and graduate students and will require students to recover the life work of one retired L&S scholar whose work is not already in the University Archives or any other electronic data base (e.g., JSTOR). Each student will create a web site presenting the scholar’s work. These sites will be added to an electronic archive that was created for the School of Journalism and Mass communication (SJMC) in 2001. This archive was pilot project designed to serve as a model for all departments at UW (http://college.library.wisc.edu/~leeloo/sjmc ). A long-term goal of the electronic archive is to create a large database linking work in all L & S departments.  With the ability to search this database randomly, powerful linkages between students and faculty across departments will be created, improving their ability to study common problems. This “virtual university of the past” will be a resource for all faculty and students working in liberal arts.

Students need to be made aware of the difficulties involved in saving and retrieving materials created and stored on electronic and other non-print media. To illustrate this problem, a primary objective of this course will be to explore ways to save student web sites permanently. Learning how to save data that are created and stored digitally is a major problem confronting scholarship today. Special attention would be paid to other related problems, such as retrieving data created and stored on technology now obsolete. It is likely that many of the scholars whose research is studied will have put at least a part of their work on media that are no longer used.

If multimedia records of UW scholars’ research, courses, and more, can be kept, future students would have the opportunity to “sit in” on classes from earlier eras.  Imagine the impact on students - and on their parents and even their grandparents - if today they could still “attend” a course taught by Frederic Jackson Turner, John R. Commons, or any number of great scholars from UW’s past.

Project Description

This course will use new technology to invigorate liberal arts education and to preserve the university’s history. It will emphasize the traditional goals of liberal arts while using new technology. The course will engage each student in the substance of an individual’s work and will help him or her to understand better the history of the discipline under consideration. It will ask the students not only to learn how to use the new technology but also to learn how to evaluate research and to consider what merits preservation for future generations. Students will be asked to think about the nature of history, about what constitutes a historical document of permanent value, and about what factors determine whether or not documents are saved.

The course will challenge students to think about how technology influences knowledge as it shows them how to use that same technology more effectively. It will teach media literacy, one part of which will involve learning how to construct a web site and to use the World Wide Web as a form of discourse. But media literacy involves much more, including developing an understanding of each medium’s relationship to the past. The course will consider how technology influences what future generations will know of the past. Each medium – paper, film, video or audio tape, computer discs, to name a few–provides different evidence from the past. High quality paper offers a relatively stable way to save written communications. Sound film and videotape capture visual and audio experiences impossible to record on paper but their life expectancy is much shorter than that of paper. Understanding the advantages and disadvantages unique to each medium’s capacity to capture and preserve the past will enable students to make more intelligent judgments about the many competing interpretations of history they see daily.

Initially this course will be adapted to courses and projects already in existence. The course would be offered in a Special Topics class that I teach on New Media and Society (J676) and build on techniques used there. Since 1999, students in J676 have been constructing individual web sites, and to date, about 100 sites have been created (http://www.journalism.wisc.edu/~vaughn/newmedia ). Where possible, this project will also use and expand on a large annotated bibliography about the history and social influence of new media that I published online through the UW Library system in 2000 ( see http://newcomm.library.wisc.edu ).

The project has three phases: 1) preparing a model biography for students to use; 2) selecting appropriate retired L&S scholars for study; and 3) engaging students in the process of recovering scholarship.

Student involvement would begin in spring, 2004.  The class would have 16 students (limited by the computers in our lab).  By May, 2004, scholarship from 16 former L&S faculty members would be recovered, archived electronically, and available online.  This archive should continue to grow as future classes build on what this first class accomplishes.

The technology that would be needed includes: 1) a DocuImage 620S scanner; 2) PixView (for image capture); 3) Text Bridge Pro (for Optical Character Recognition); 4) Photoshop.  When printed documents relating to a scholar’s work are located, they will need to be scanned and run through an Optical Character Recognition program so that they can be accessed randomly.  The SJMC electronic archive used this procedure effectively to recover the School’s newsletter and faculty minutes going back to 1949.
