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Evaluating Public History Web Sites 
The purpose of this section is two fold: one, to introduce and discuss the current conundrums facing public history on the Web; two, to create useable guidelines for students who rely on the Web's resources for their historical research and for public historians who want to create, critique, and review their own sites. Each section contains a discussion of issues surrounding particular criteria.  Links to criteria developed by various librarians are also provided as well as links to example Web sites discussed in the essay. This essay is unique in that it develops criteria specific to the disciplinary concerns of public historians, as opposed to the more general evaluation criteria being put forward. Buttons are conveniently placed at the end of each section allowing the reader to move backward and forward through the essay or return to the beginning. 
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Introduction 

Evidence. Interpretation. Documentation. These are the cornerstones of solid historical work. While the historian's relationship to evidence has changed over the centuries-with new kinds of evidence being accepted and old being placed in different interpretive frameworks-- the task of the historian has essentially remained unchanged. Historians determine and interpret evidence. They glean the meaning of ephemeral activities from the artifacts of those activities that have traveled forward into the present. Finally, historians carefully document the evidence they find and use, creating a discursive space where contemporary and future generations, alike, can retrace, discuss, and debate our understandings of the past. 

The World Wide Web presents historians with several problems and possibilities.  

First, the Web, itself, is a new kind of historical evidence that must be understood, assessed and, if shown to have value, preserved. Are home pages, for example, the scrap books future historians will use to understand the life of the bourgeois in late 20th century America? Should these home pages, which, to many minds seem trivial and unimportant, be saved for what they might reveal to later generations?  

Second, the Web presents traditional preservers of historical evidence-- e.g. curators and archivists-- unparalleled opportunities to make their collections known and available from the publication of indices and finding aids to the digitization and mounting of actual primary source documents.   But, who will be able to afford the expense of digitization?  Who will guarantee that the computers that store these digitized records will not be tampered with?  How will different audiences know where to find these primary sources and if what they find is authentic? 

Third, the Web presents unprecedented publication opportunities for people who may not have had access to traditional venues of historical publication such as peer reviewed journals, newspapers, books, museum exhibitions, and film or television documentaries.  This may allow new and exciting historical interpretations to be voiced.  However, it also necessitates the development and careful exercise of critical thinking skills.  Web users must assess, at a minimum, the accuracy, scope, and bias of these sites.  Unlike research in a university library, for better and for worse, there are no gatekeepers of knowledge on the Web.   

Finally, the Web also presents unequaled commercial opportunities to directly market individuals. Many commercial history sites have arisen with this goal in mind. While these commercial entities may produce interesting, factually accurate sites, their interpretive frameworks are sometimes of questionable value.  Trained public historians need to get on the Web and create sites that perform the dual task of maintaining rigorous standards of evidence and citation as well as engaging the public in a rich, diverse and dynamic understanding of the past as a contested terrain. If we do not, we run the risk that corporate entities will overwhelm public history on the Web, presenting, by default, history as a slick, market-oriented, wasteland of facile dates and facts. 

The purpose of the following essay is two fold: one, to introduce and discuss the current conundrums facing public history on the Web; two, to create useable guidelines for students who rely on the Web's resources for their historical research and for public historians who want to create, critique, and review their own sites. Publication on the Web has collapsed many of the distinctions between writers, editors, curators, publishers, distributors, critics, and readers.  At the opening of the new millennium, we must once again take up many hats and become-- in our apprehension of information-- Renaissance men and women. 
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Over the past several years, many librarians (traditional gatekeepers of knowledge) have developed checklists to help students assess the research value of a Web site. Two easy to use sites are, Widener University/Wolfgram Memorial Library's Evaluating Web Resources and the University of Maryland's Information Literacy: The Web is not an Encyclopedia. An exceptional metasite on this topic is Nicole Auer's Bibliography on Evaluating Internet Resources. These sites, however, tend to focus on general, rather than discipline specific, evaluation criteria. The one exception to this which I've found is, UCLA's College Library Instruction's Thinking Critically about Discipline-Based World Wide Web Resources. While this site provides a list of general questions designed to get the user to think about the structure of information exchange within a field of knowledge, it does not categorize its questions by particular disciplines. In other words, there is not-- to the best of our knowledge-- any resource out there that specifically discusses how to evaluate Web sites for their value within the discipline of public history. 

This section will be added to later to include a brief description of the general criteria discussed by Widener and the University of Maryland. 
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Although no discipline specific evaluation criteria have been published, some institutions, concerned about the quality of information available on the Web, have taken it upon themselves to become "gateway sites." Gateway sites typically provide lists of links to sites that the institution believes are worthwhile. Sometimes these links will be briefly, and descriptively, annotated. However, these sites rarely furnish more than a one-paragraph explanation on why a particular site was chosen, nor do they provide the criteria, if any, which the institution brought to bear on the site. Several members of both the museum, and history communities have called for curators and historians to take a more active role in "curating" or "annotating" the Web. Steve Dietz, the Director of New Media Initiatives at the Walker Art Center, discusses this in his article, "Curating (On) the Web". He argues that Web museums need to get away from the formula of listing links as "sites to check out" and instead provide contextual information about the site which presents a more explicit point of view regarding the site's relative worth. Roy Rosenzweig and Michael O'Malley, discuss the role historians need to play in "mapping" the Web for students and researchers in their article, Brave New World or Blind Alley? American History on the World Wide Web. People cannot simply rely on search engines to take them to the best Web site available on their particular topic. Search engines are non-discriminating or, worse, discriminate on the basis of selection criteria antithetical to solid historical research. Unfortunately, even the best-intentioned sites, like Rosenzweig's own, Best of the History Web, part of The Center for History and New Media, fall prey to the simple calculus of insufficient funds, precipitating a lack of critical annotation and explanation. 

Despite the fact that the user is simply asked to trust the historian's, or the institute's, veiled judgments, the following gateway sites are available. Note: This is not a comprehensive list of gateway sites available. A future direction of this essay will be to add additional sites and annotations to this list. 

American Studies Web and Innovistas available on the American Studies Crossroads Project 

Edsitement's Top Humanities Web Sites 

Website Reviews from History Today 

Read reviews of the above sites 
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Scroll through or follow these links: 

  The American Studies Web/ Innovistas 

  Edsitement 

  History Today 



The American Studies Web and Innovistas 

The American Studies Web is a current, frequently updated portion of the American Studies Crossroads project. Although Innovistas is small and in an inactive portion of the site, the direction that this project began a year ago is worth taking up again. Innovistas asked the creators of sites selected for inclusion the following four questions: "1.What is the content and purpose of your site? 2.How does your site enhance the accessibility of these materials beyond what is available in print? 3.How does new media technology change the reader's experience with these materials? How are these materials enhanced by being in electronic form? 4.How do concepts and scholarship of American culture and history studies influence the way your site presents material?" These are excellent examples of the kinds of questions historians need to be asking themselves prior to placing their work in a Web environment and the kinds of questions historians should be using when evaluating the worth of a particular Web site. 

Edsitement 

Although this site claims that its selections were based on its "nationally recognized merit review process developed by the National Endowment for the Humanities, so you can be confident that these are truly among your best resources for humanities research and learning," due to the fact that nearly all of the sites listed have received funding from the NEH, one has to wonder whether the review process they are talking about was the original review of the grant proposal. Have they actually gone back and reviewed the product of the grant? Also, it would have been helpful if the site had provided a link to a description of the review process. A search of the main NEH Web site failed to turn one up. 

History Today 

History Today is a print and online journal written for a general audience by historians. They have a short list of Web sites that they have reviewed. Their reviews, while lengthier than most, pertain largely to descriptions of scope and content. 
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After assessing the value of a Web-based text, public historians must then turn toward the issue of permanence and preservation. How can public historians assure the permanence and preservation of their own Web-based work? Of Web-based texts constructed by historical hobbyists and commercial enterprises? Of Web-based texts that may or may not have historical value today but may be valuable sources of primary documents of today and the future? 

There are two primary methods by which Web-based texts become inaccessible, loss of the electronic files and loss of ability to read the files. Files are lost primarily when the individual responsible neglects them or removes them from the Web. Why are Web-based texts not preserved like other texts? Two impediments to the institutionalization of processes through which Web-based work could be made more permanent are the lack of standard definitions for how to think about these texts and, the inability to apply older mechanisms governing intellectual property and copyright to these texts. Up to this point, our understanding of the Web and movement toward institutionalizing processes has been based on trying to fit it into the boxes of older mediums and formats, primarily the boxes of "publication" and "exhibit." 

Publications traditionally can be seen as discrete, finished products of a particular entity that are copied and distributed to the public. Through publication, they enter into a discursive public sphere where they can be debated, discussed and expanded upon in future publications, referenced back through the footnote. Collected primarily in libraries, publications are relatively stable in terms of permanence. 

Exhibits collect artifacts (publications in a sense) and, organize and arrange them in particular ways in order to convey meaning to the public that views them. Exhibits are discrete finished products which, while they may travel, are not copied and distributed to the public. Exhibits expire after a set period of time, leaving behind the memories of the visitors, brochures, advertisements, reviews, exhibition catalogues, various records kept by the curator or institutions presenting the exhibit, etc. The individual artifacts that the exhibit collected together also remain, although removed from one another and removed from the authorial voice of the curator. 

While there are some Web-based texts that exist almost completely as publications and others that exist almost completely as exhibits, most Web-based texts produced by public historians blur the boundaries of these two categories. 

Like publications, individual Web pages are discrete texts produced by a particular entity, which are distributed to the public by allowing the public's computers to make temporary copies of the file in their RAM. These temporary files are then read and displayed by the computer's Web browser. These texts enter into a discursive public sphere where they can be debated and expanded upon in additional Web texts, referenced back through the hyperlink. However, at this time, Web pages are not collected in libraries. Like exhibits, Web-based texts are, in terms of permanence, unstable. Like exhibits, Web-based texts are visited by the public, or, perhaps, visit the public by traveling to their home computers. They can expire and be taken down leaving behind memories, temporary cache copies, and usually not much else. Or, the Web-based text may continue to exist but be expanded upon and revised, the original version (important in terms of its value as a primary source document), which may have stood as a "publication" for months, being lost. 

Most interestingly, the use of hyperlinks to exterior sites (sites originating in a different domain or from a different user in the same domain) move the creators of Web-based texts into the category of exhibit curator. Like curators, Web-based text creators collect, arrange, and frame "artifacts." They convey particular meanings about these various Web based texts as a collective whole to the public that views them. Unlike the professional exhibit curator, these Web based text creators may not realize the authorial voice they bring to bear on their categories and arrangements of links to exterior sites. They may not realize that they are providing a particular framework of how those linked-to pages will be read and understood by visitors. It is there nonetheless. Complicating this further is the fact that unlike the exhibit, once a visitor moves on to the next "piece" in the collection, they have essentially moved into a different exhibit complete with a different framework and authorial voice. There is no guarantee that the visitor will return to the page originating the link. 

The conundrum facing the public historian is this: How can one stabilize the permanence of these Web based texts without eliminating the dynamic, distributed qualities that people value in them, while simultaneously protecting people's intellectual labor and recognizing and rewarding their authorial/curatorial status, and maintaining the historic record. Until an institutional answer to this dilemma is put into place, the default solution of turning public historians into impromptu cyberspace publishing houses, with varying degrees of stability, will remain. 

There are several trends public historians are moving towards to ensure the permanence of their work. A brief examination of them will allow us to better understand some of the questions we can ask ourselves when assessing the permanence of free-agent Web-based texts. 

One trend is the publication of a "hard copy" of the Web-based text in a more permanent medium. An example of this is Edward Ayers' Valley of the Shadow project, jefferson.village.virginia.edu/vshadow2/. Supported by the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Institute for Advanced Technology in the Humanities, and the Virginia Center for Digital History, the Valley is, arguably, the most highly acclaimed historical site on the Web. This site has recently been published in book and CD-ROM form by W.W. Norton and Company. 

The Valley is an interesting example because it encompasses so much. In addition to the two categories discussed above, "publication" and "exhibit," the Valley also acts as an archive and, arguably, a classroom. 

In terms of permanence these tend to present public historians with opportunities rather than problems. Documents being archived on the Web typically remain available in their former mediums within more traditional archives. Digitizing these documents allow public historians the opportunity to increase access to documents in a way that helps preserve the originals and ensures availability to future generations. Work that occurs in a classroom has typically not been considered valuable from the point of view of the public historian. The pedagogical methods and texts used by teachers and students have been considered valuable but, typically, not the work of students themselves. Creating virtual classrooms where students publicly mount their work can encourage the development of new kinds of evidence and scholarship within the discourse of history. While student work comes with its own concomitant issues of permanence, intellectual property, and fluidity, this opportunity, presented by the Web, to expand the knowledge production base outweighs potential difficulties. 

An excellent example of a professor utilizing a virtual classroom is Charlene Mires project on the The Centennial Exhibition of 1876. Currently a professor at Villanova, Mires' site combines historical research, collaboration and synthesis among students, and reflective analyses from her which she has since presented at several conferences. Her projects had three distinct phases. 1. Her students were asked to conduct research on one particular aspect of the Centennial World's Fair, for example, one of the international houses, and mount a research paper to the Web. 2. She then asked her students to examine the work of their classmates and draw some overall conclusions about the significance of this historic event. 3. She reflected on their experiences in the class and the startling conclusions that they came up with, namely that Imperialistic trends were starkly evident in this World's Fair, twenty years before the Spanish-American War, which is when most historians date Imperialism in the United States. 

But, will this site remain? Her students have apparently given her permission to "publish" the work at her site, so at least it will not disappear from view after they graduate from Villanova. Mires may also preserve the site as part of her teaching portfolio, taking it with her should she ever leave Villanova, remounting it on a server at a new school. Certainly, evidence of its existence will remain in the conference programs and proceedings where Mires and her students have appeared. These, however, are unsatisfying solutions to a public historian. 

Future directions of this essay include a discussion of what, if any, value a professor can add to work collected from her students and mounted onto a central site owned by the professor. Then, the American Studies Web and its transfer from David Philips' personal Web page to the American Studies Crossroads Project-- a large, institutionalized, funded, Web site-- will be offered as an example of a direction Web creators can take in order to ensure the permanence of their work. Finally, the essay will turn to various suggestions that have been put forward to have universities establish and run e-presses. This would place the burden of preservation and permanence back onto institutionalized publishers who have the longevity and structure to maintain their publications. 
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