Project Proposal: History through 18th Century Clothing

Overview

The project will initially be an ambitious, multi-semester course project, and then become a course tool, with the goal of teaching students about 18th century American history and culture. The project will be part of an interdisciplinary curriculum at a private college preparatory school, Conserve School in Land o' Lakes, WI. As a cooperative effort between instructor and students, the site will be an ongoing project for several semesters, therefore the use of the site as a pedegogical tool will evolve as the site develops.

Project scope

The site will serve as a resource for students to explore the world of 18th century America through clothing. The site will contain information on various aspects of 18th century life, as they relate to clothing. Through a single lens, students will be able to examine topics as diverse as politics, economics, agriculture, aesthetics, and fashion. They will also be able to use the project as a way to improve their technical skills, and use clothing patterns to explore practical problems in geometry.

Since use of the site will require a knowledge of 18th cenutry clothing in order to achieve the other pedegogical objectives, a critical component to the site will be an 18th century clothing primer. The primer will provide basic information about clothing in a combination of graphic intensive “lecture” and participatory formats, including self-quizzes. It will also include a glossary of terms, with written descriptions, and where possible, pictures or drawings of the terms. The primer will be hypertext rich, allowing students to obtain more information from related entries in an easy to use manner.

A 3D immersive world will provide a reconstructed context for students to explore, giving them visual and audio information that will work with the curriculum to develop critical thinking skills, resulting in projects in which the students must analyze the social contexts presented, discussing and explaining them using materials from their research elsewhere.

A document collection will be created by the students over several semesters, teaching students how to work with primary source documents as well as the technical skills needed to build the collection. Students will learn to categorize and classify documents as well as to seek out relationships between documents. Once the collection is built, students will use it to answer questions that are only practical to research with an electronic collection that has advanced search capabilities.

Site structure

The site will have a wide-tree architecture, allowing students to access all main portions of the site from the home page. A constant and consistant main navigation will allow students to navigate among the various sections of the site without having to return to the home page. Sub-navigation will allow students to move about each individiual section. The logical structure and the physical sturcture of the site will not be exact mirrors of each other, this will allow course information to appear both in a stand alone section, as well as being integrated into the appropriate sections. The repetitiveness of this key information should make the site easier to use for the students.

Digital format

The project depends largely on the digital format to make it feasible. The clothing primer could perhaps be achieved with traditional media, although the portions that are graphic intensive would be rather expensive to reproduce in print. The immersive world and the document database are two aspects of the project that could not be done as effectively, if at all, in traditional media.

Review of other sites

To effectively build this project, it is necessary to understand how other similar sites were built. The following reviews include one for the overall concept, one for the clothing primer, two for the immersive world, and one site for the document database. Within the reviews notes indicate lessons taken from the site that apply to the project.

Overall concept—DoHistory

DoHistory (http://www.dohistory.org) leads the visitor through the process of understanding what ordinary people’s lives were like in the past. “It is an experimental, interactive case study” which draws on the book and film A Midwife’s Tale to explore tools available to historians in chronicling lives of the past.

Based on A Midwife’s Tale, the site draws on the current, sound scholarship of Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, as well as an array of primary source material. The site incorporates interactive tools as well as traditional web presentation of primary sources, including graphics of the original diary and typed transcription. It also presents the story of making the film A Midwife’s Tale, as well as a collection of resources for visitors to begin pursuing their own research. It was created primarily for those who wanted to know more: more about Ulrich’s experience, more about Laurie Kahn-Leavitt’s experience, and more about “doing” history.

It is a refreshingly in-depth web site, with careful interweaving of the various components through hypertext. The navigation and layout make it easy to move around the site without getting lost. One of the few aesthetic details that would benefit from slight tweaking are the rollovers present on the home page: the text that appears to further explicate the link is too crowded, and difficult to read.

One of the interactive tools for exploring history, “One Rape. Two Stories. ”, shows the developer’s perceptiveness about visitor’s likely web behavior. Instructed at the beginning to follow one story all the way through, then look at the other story, I nonetheless jumped between the two stories at will. At the conclusion, after asking the visitors what they think, the developers nudge visitors to return to the beginning and follow one path in order to understand better the information available: “If you are like most people, you probably jumped back and forth between Martha's story and the official story. If that's the case, try reading just the official history . . . and then just Martha's story.” It will be important to consider what portions of the project site may need similar guidance provided to the students.

One of the few minor disappointments with the site is at the top of “Teaching with this Web Site,” where there is an outdated announcement for a workshop. In the peculiar manner of the web, that one outdated statement detracts from the rest of the excellent material presented on the page, simply because users have different expectations about a web site’s currency of information than a printed information packet. This issue points to the need to be certain when designing the structure of the project site to be extremely careful about where semester-specific information is placed, so that no outdated content sneaks by from one term to the next. While one of the design requirements is to have course information integrated with the other sections, these two apparently contradictory requirements can be satisfied by using technology such as server side includes. Another minor disappointment is that I wish I could see the map of Hallowell with the detail of JT Imaging technology, found at the Center for History and New Media site (http://chnm.gmu.edu). It will be important to provide detail rich images for the students; a technology such as JT Imaging or Viewpoint will be necessary to achieve this goal. If a reasonable technology can be found that will provide the same level of detail and also allow students to “walk around” the objects, that would be preferable. 

Overall, the site is an excellent combination of information and technology. It provides more than just paper or film alone could provide, taking advantage of the unique qualities of new media to further visitor’s exploration of history. It also fosters and encourages a sense of wonder and excitement about “doing” history.

Clothing primer—Colonial Williamsburg

Colonial Williamsburg (http://www.history.org/history/clothing/index.cfm) combines some of the “look & see” approach of art museums with scholarly articles and educational games for children. The site has six main sections: introduction, women’s clothing, men’s clothing, milliner shop, costume design, and children’s clothing. Since the site reflects what visitors would see at Colonial Williamsburg, there are sections which address African-American clothing and tradesmen’s clothing, as well as the more familiar descriptions of the fancy clothing of the gentry class found at other sites. Aside from some organizational quirks (children’s clothing might be better situated with women’s and men’s clothing rather than after the costume design center), navigational issues (the introduction puts the viewer in a linear structure with no idea how long it is, and no way to navigate it other than ‘previous’ and ‘next’), and minor typographical errors (found in the anatomy of a man’s suit), it is generally well thought-out and put together. 

The most fun and delight comes from an eighteenth-century paper doll. Visitors step through a narration of how a young (gentry) girl would get dressed, and then can test their memory by playing with a virtual paper doll, dragging pieces across the screen and placing them on the doll. The pieces will only ‘stick’ to the doll if they are chosen in the proper order. This engaging game captures the attention of young and young-at-heart alike. It is an example of something that could not be accomplished effectively in a non-electronic method.

The project site will incorporate this variety of formats in the clothing primer, and will include more substantive information in the lecture modules. Rather than simply showing a scrapbook of reproduction clothing worn by interpreters, sections of the primer that discuss the differences of clothing among the gentry, middling sort, commoners, and slave/indentured servant, will contain substantive discussions about the differences in the clothing, and the reasons for those differences. Additionally, the primer will include detail rich images of the clothing.

Immersive world—Theban Mapping Project and Magic, Illusion, and Detection in Turn of the Century America, Fall 2000

The 3D tomb that is part of the Theban Mapping Project (http://www.thebanmappingproject.com) and Magic, Illusion, and Detection in Turn of the Century America, Fall 2000 (http://chnm.gmu.edu/courses/magic/syl.html) are two very different types of immersive worlds. They each draw the viewer in to experience a different place. The one is created using a high-tech laser mapping software to create a 3D world that viewers in essence walk through with an expert in the field; the other uses a more accessible combination of JavaScript and meta tags and users at times wander, at times are taken, through the site. 

The 3D tour of a tomb included in the Theban Mapping Project runs as an animation along a time line, combining commentary by a leading expert with a wire-frame rendition of the tomb and “hot spots” that lead to high resolution images of certain highlights of the tomb. The tour pauses while the user examines these high resolution images (as a side note, the technology for these detail rich images is not quite as good as either JT Imaging or Viewpoint, though it is quite good, and certainly better than Eyespy), and the user chooses to resume the tour when ready to do so. The screen is divided into sections for the tour, the main portion shows the 3D animation of the tomb, and a side portion shows the tour's progress in relation to a map of the overall tomb, so that the user has an excellent sense of where they are at all times.

The world that users enter with Magic, Illusion, and Detection, is a shadowy, mysterious, and somewhat eerie one, appropriate to the theme of illusion and detection. While users explore the site, they are drawn into a world where they have some control, yet not the total control that web users have come to expect. The site, by redirecting the user to certain pages, is able to have characters appear, disappear, and force the user to follow certain paths at certain times. The story arc involves the user, helping the user to connect information that is presented along the way, thereby aiding the user to understand the culture and history of turn of the century America.

Document database—BNA reference libraries on the web

While there are history related sites available on the web that are document databases, the BNA reference libraries (no URLs available for non-subscribers) are closer to the desired goal for this particular document database. The rich tagging of the data in these libraries allows users to perform advanced search functions. The technology used to enable these features is SGML/XML and Folio SiteDirector, the web version of Folio publishing software. The advanced search features include the ability to perform fielded searches, either within a specific collection of documents, or across collections of documents.

In an telephone interview Sandra Duverneuil, former Senior Editor for Medicare and Medicaid Library, discussed the major issues related to creating a site of this kind. For the Medicare and Medicaid Library the primary difficulty was file formats. The source materials collected for the library changed formats from time to time, which caused difficulties in converting the material for use in the site. Since the project site's document database will be using documents that already exist, this should not be an issue for this project. 

Other difficulties included proper training for those who are coding the documents. The document database is only as good as the coding that goes into it, and so it is essential that the people doing the coding know exactly what they should be doing, and why. Explaining why helps to ensure that the coding standards are followed in a workflow where the person doing the coding may not see the effects of their work on the end product. Another critical component for effective searches is to have a standardized list of key words for meta tagging. This standardization helps to ensure the best possible, most comprehensive, search results of relevant documents. Finally, issues such as spelling variations could cause problems with searches. The Folio software has a feature which allows the creator to generate a thesaurus, so that variant spellings of words and synonyms can be found with one search. This feature is an excellent solution to the problem of spelling variations in the primary source documents, where it would be undesirable to standardize the spelling.

Technical plan

There will be a few different methods used to produce the site, a reflection of the various kinds of content that compose the site. The clothing primer will be the simplest portion of the site, predominantly simple HTML pages, with lots of images, some detail rich images, and a few interactive portions along the lines of the Colonial Williamsburg virtual colonial paper doll. These interactive portions will be created with Flash or LiveMotion. The detail rich images will use either JT Imaging or Viewpoint software. The HTML editor will be DreamWeaver, since it is an industry standard, and has advanced features such as templates that will make the site easier to manage. Some of the lecture modules may use PowerPoint slides with audio, rather than just text and images, where appropriate. Most of this material will be fairly straightforward for the faculty to create, requiring perhaps some outside training for producing the Flash or LiveMotion components. Some of the repetitive work could be done by assistants, reducing the workload on the faculty.

The immersive world will include QuickTime virtual reality movies, allowing students to view a series of period furnished rooms, with appropriately attired and positioned manikins, from all angles. Students will be given writing assignments in which they must use the QT movies and their readings to a critical analysis to answer the question. The immersive world will also include a Flash or LiveMotion rendered module that incorporates the expert-guide feature of the Theban Mapping Project's 3D tomb with the self-directed investigation and story arc features of Magic, Illusion, and Detection. Using a story arc where the students investigate allegations of smuggled goods will not only create an explicit link between clothing and political and economic history, it will also draw in both teenage boys and girls. Again this portion of the site could be created by the faculty, with some training, or faculty could collaborate with technical assistants on the project.

The document database will be built using XML coded documents and a software such as Folio SiteDirector to turn the collection of files into the web document database. In the initial phases of the project, students will be trained in the process of classifying documents, assigning key words, and tagging relevant data. This portion of the project will be tied in with their technology course. Students will be provided with electronic (text) versions of the documents for tagging. Primary source documents will include letters, advertisements from newspapers, and inventories. The document database will also contain images of extent garments and period drawings. Being able to search these primary resources based on key words will be a valuable addition to the collection. The database will also include some compiled data, placed there by the faculty. The compiled data will provide statistics useful for the students to know and use.

Once a sufficiently representative sampling of documents has been entered into the database, students will then be required to query the database to find answers to questions, although for a few semesters there may be concurrent assignments, in which students participate both in the development and also use the existing database. 

Home Page (http://mason.gmu.edu/~ameyer3/hist696f02/historyclothing.html)

