Electronic Imaging & the Visual Arts

EVA 2008 Florence

PROCEEDINGS
Editors: Vito Cappellini and James Hemsley

R R

Pitagora Editrice Bologna



Electronic Imaging & the Visual Arts

‘The Foremost European Electronic Imaging Events in the Visual Arts’

EVA 2008 Florence

Conference, Workshops, Meetings, Training & Exhibition

16 — 18 April 2008

Venue: Palazzo dei Congressi, Piazza Adua 1

D

Pitagora Editrice Bologna



INNOVATIVE EXPERIENCES
IN DIGITAL HISTORY OF EDUCATION:
THE CASE OF RESEDUCATIONIS.IT

Gianfranco Bandini
Dipartimento di Scienze dell’Educazione e dei processi culturali e formativi
Facolta di Scienze della Formazione
Universita di Firenze
Via di Parione, 7 — 50123 Firenze, Italia
bandini @unifi.it

Paolo Bianchini
Dipartimento di Scienze dell’Educazione e della Formazione
Facolta di Scienze della Formazione
Universita di Torino
Via Gaudenzio Ferrari 9/11 — 10124 Torino, Italia
paolo.bianchini @unito.it

Abstract — New technologies are revolutionising the shape of communication in our society and the
ways in which scientific knowledge is built. Today, dealing with history on line means working
together on solid projects that make use of the technological infrastructures as powerful cognitive
instruments, and are open to fruitful international exchanges. The portal ResEducationis.it (On-line
resources for the history of Education) was indeed created with the aim of contributing to the
construction of the new digital culture in history, as well as in response to the need to connect the
reader with the historical sources and offer him the keys to building his own knowledge.

INTRODUCTION

The bilingual portal ResEducationis.it (On-line resources for the history of Education) is made up of various
sections, some of which are fully operational, while others can be effectively developed in time. The
following two paragraphs present the main, innovative nuclei of the project which have been realised thanks
to specially developed softwares. The first is a Digital Library dedicated to Italian school texts of the 19" and
20" centuries, constructed in accordance with the specific needs of interpreting and writing history. The
second consists of an international opac that enables readers to carry out searches on national data bases,
which also refer to school and educational texts in a document base of approximately 100,000 records. The
aim of both sections of the portal is to offer multiple and complex interpretations of a source for education
history, which can teach a great deal about the overall changes that have occurred in Italian and European
mentality and society.

THE DIGITAL LIBRARY: AN HISTORIOGRAPHICAL APPROACH

Digital libraries are no longer a novelty either on the international or on the Italian scene.
Nowadays, we can use the experience accumulated in their brief but intense history, and benefit
from the theoretical considerations that have accompanied many of the experiments, from the
fundamental activity of certain national libraries (particularly the Bibliothéque Nationale de France
and the Library of Congress), to the work of groups aiming at on-line cooperation (such as the
Gutenberg Project), close to the open source idea and, in some way, a forerunner of web 2.0.

It becomes clear, then, that the eclecticism of the models (some of which, particularly in Italy, are
strongly conditioned by limited economic resources and the projects’ lack of continuity in time),
cannot be reduced to units, nor can it be limited to-a few predefined types. And not only can it be
ascribed to the evolution of technology, which means monitoring constantly the on-line resource
and assessing carefully any changes: it is more a case of the libraries acting as cultural mediators. In
short, it is in their DNA to stand between the final user and the book: between the user and, more
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generally, everything that we include in the mission of the library, such as articles, bibliographies,
and numerous other digital objects with a specific cultural value [18].

This role, which goes against the trend of “disintermediation” that the Web is undergoing in a huge
way, has some positive features, linked to its important added value and its special formative and
didactic nature. In this sense, the experiences of some museums and libraries are of particular
interest (and should be duly noted): they have opened to what are defined as user-generated content,
and social networking practices [15; 20]. Such experiences are still at an experimental stage and are
not widely known, but they are extremely interesting, so much so that they can be indicated as a
hopeful development of the presence on line of cultural institutions. They are projects that help us
catch a glimpse of some of the characteristics of the technological infrastructures aimed at the
cooperative construction of knowledge [7].

In the field of humanities, and particularly history, it is possible to create stimulating and mutually
positive relationships between professional researchers and those with a passion for the past,
between academic history and the public use of history [1; 16]. At the heart of this view of history
on line stand the digital libraries, representing the great repository of historical sources, duly
organised, labelled and linkable. It should be noted, however, that there is an abundance of libraries
on line but the quantity of documents they contain is not adequate for historical research. Many of
them tend to favour books linked to an event of great artistic value, or associated with the nation’s
historical memory, or are of symbolic and patriotic value. Others, on the contrary, tend to comprise
anything, thanks to easy access or availability. In both cases (and many other similar ones), there is
a total absence of an initial question addressed to the “sources™: in other words, what is missing is
the focus on a historical problem, a question from the past to which we wish to give some answers.
It is not the mass of digitalised books that produce historical knowledge (as is naively supposed),
but their place in an argumentative and demonstrative network which has the aim of defining and
interpreting historical problems [3]. In this paper, I would strongly like to suggest that, starting from
the needs of a specific public, a digital library model with a historiographic orientation is both
useful and necessary [4].

Installing and managing a digital library that takes into account the specific nature of historical
knowledge means guaranteeing that digitalisation is selected progressively, following the research
carried out by historians who define a context (territorial, chronological, and thematic), identify the
sources and determine the interpretative outlines which, in time, become increasingly extensive and
convincing [21]. If the project starts from such assumptions, the point of arrival will be constituted
by at least two parallel digital resources: the library (containing not only books, but also
manuscripts and other sources), and the historical essays which are connected to and discuss the
library’s sources. The digital library thus becomes the alter ego and an indispensable element of
historical interpretation. All this has immediate and profound repercussions on the model of
communication: operations should be transparent and easily modulated by the different users who
have access to the resource (from the occasional browser to the student, from the professional
historian to the local historian and teacher). Many users will thus be able to enter the argumentative
network, writing texts, organising didactic units, virtual exhibitions and processing other types of
material [6]. The sources, then, can be visited and understood according to many, diversified paths
(as The Valley of the Shadow has demonstrated for some time [2]).

What has been said is clearly presented in the intent of the digital library of the bilingual portal
www.RESeducationis.it (Online Resources for the History of Education). This website’s purpose is
the study of educational and schools publications, educational culture and teaching practices from
the 19" to the 20" centuries in Italy, and it comprises various subjects, especially in the primary and
popular schools: Italian, history, geography, etc. The project is meant to develop in time, in
accordance with that combination of contributions to which I referred earlier: several concentric
circles of debate, essays, didactic units, virtual exhibitions, etc. that all refer back to the same
“reservoir” of documented digitalised sources [14]. The books are all scanned to guarantee high-
quality images, and all include detailed bibliographies (designed specifically to respond to the needs
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of historical research). Furthermore, they are all linkable, printable and can be downloaded in pdf
format. The software architecture is designed to divulge culture. Even though the books we scanned
are free from copyright restrictions, we met with many obstacles during the process. We followed
the precise needs of research, endeavouring to stipulate agreements with the various libraries where
the volumes of specific interest to us had been identified. Unfortunately, many of the people
responsible for the libraries (both public and private) give a strict interpretation to the norms
goveming copyright in Italy, which do in themselves penalise heavily any activity connected with
reproducing material on the web. It can only be hoped that some agreement will be reached which
effectively mediates between the undeniable right to protection of intellectual property, and the
cultural and educational demands of the public, which also merit protection and safeguarding.

HISTORY AND SEMANTIC WEB: THE MULIOPAC OF NATIONAL DATA
BASES ON TEXTBOOKS

If the digital library is a collection of sources of a purely qualitative nature, the portal
www.RESeducationis.it aims to provide expert historians, as well as non-professional researchers,
with documents of a quantitative nature [3]. Undoubtedly, they are less attractive from an aesthetic
point of view, but they are no less important from a heuristic point of view. Such a consideration is
behind the conception of the data base, known as Edisco, which covers the publication of Italian
textbooks from the 19" to the 20™ centuries.

From 2000 to the present, Edisco has grown alongside similar projects undertaken in other countries
in Europe and beyond. In order to broaden the potential for research on school manuals offered by
national data bases, an Opac, or Online Public Access Catalogue, has been proposed [22]. This
venture is the first of its kind on an international level, and it has forced researchers in the
participating countries (Italy, France, Spain, Germany, Canada and Brazil) to confront unexplored
technical and historiographical problems.

Indeed, the service which forms the basis for what may be called “generic” Opacs allows
simultaneous searches in some or in all the fields of the data bases, even in different languages,
returning results which, in the majority of cases, can be consulted and further analysed by directly
consulting the individual data bases. This principle is widely used in the field of the conservation
and cataloguing of books, where it gives the user rapid and effective access to libraries and
networks of libraries.

While maintaining a remarkable cognitive value and discreet practical qualities, the underlying
principle of generic Opacs is only partially suitable for specialist Opacs. The Multiopac of the
national data bases on textbooks is an example worthy of note from this point of view; it is forcing
the teams of the participating countries to find new and more complex methods of communication
and interaction between the single data bases.

In the various countries, such data bases started life in the mid-1990s in response to a dual
objective: on the one hand, the safeguard of a cultural heritage of books otherwise destined to
disappear, especially since the texts in question were produced in the past using lesser-evolved
means and designed for hurried use; on the other, the principal advantage of recording the entire
catalogue of books used in a country in a given period of time (normally the last two centuries), is
to be able to study the changes in knowledge that schools have been called on to transmit, methods
that schools have created in order to perform such a duty, and the evolution of the dominant culture
in the given country.

To remain in line with these two functional qualities, the textbook data bases, without being pre-
arranged, are made up of fields which contain two types of information: one is purely linked to the
field of librarian science, the objective data conceming the texts (author, title, publisher, date
published, etc.), and the other is descriptive, relating to the subject matter (subject, argument,
scholastic level and target class).

As can be imagined, the catalogue fields do not prove to be particularly problematic [9]. In fact, the
Multiopac enables searches to be performed in such fields, even though a number of difficulties
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have had to be overcome in order to render homogeneous the pre-selected fields, namely author,
title, publisher and, above all, date of publication. The latter does share, albeit in a lesser proportion,
the characteristic problems which emerge with the subject matter fields, in that it is one of those
pieces of information that, despite appearances, can be open to interpretation.

All texts, in fact, have a life that goes beyond “being in print” and coincides with their use. This is
particularly true for textbooks, especially in the past, which were often reprinted and passed through
the hands of generations of students. For this reason, French historians have replaced the field “date
published” with “duration of publication”, effectively substituting the single example of a book to
be catalogued with the entire series of editions of the text. In any case, in dating texts it has been
easy to find an empirical solution to the problem which has allowed researchers to carry out
transversal searches among all the data bases, in that the reference date assumed for the French data
base is that of the first edition.

However, unless the Multiopac performs a semantic and historical re-elaboration of the data found,
searching the fields relating to the subject matter has neither use nor value [13]. It should be
remembered that in librarian science the subject matter is one of the most complex and
controversial tasks, which is difficult to render objective [10].

The problems multiply when it is necessary to combine not only different languages, but above all,
cultures and education systems which are often only apparently similar. Moreover, the school
cultures in each single country have evolved incredibly over the last two centuries: today’s Italian
ginnasio is only a distant relation to the ginnasio of the end of the 19" century, and has nothing at
all to do with the German Gymnasium or the French gymnase.

It is, therefore, necessary to rely on the discipline of semiotics to construct an International
Thesaurus of educational culture thanks to which the various terms used in the differing countries
can be indexed, compared and mutually understood [5]. The intention, then, is to perform a
semantic analysis of the subject matter fields and identify the meanings common to all the data
bases and hidden behind different symbols. The objective is to integrate Multiopac’s search mask
fields used for cataloguing, with semantic fields, which will be useful not only in understanding the
use and purpose of the individual books, but also the history of the disciplines and of the school
systems in the various countries [11].

In this search for sense, particular attention goes to the Semantic Web, the architecture of which is
represented by multi-level layers, each characterised by its own language based on metadata, that is,
data that describe data/documents.

From the historiographical viewpoint, the Multiopac finds justification in a problem which has not
been explored in the literature. To date, research has been concentrated on the use — legitimate or
not — that countries have made of schools and textbooks for the education their citizens. Very little,
if anything, is known about the contamination in modern and contemporary times between various
European regions and states. There is no doubt that school textbooks, with their methods and
contents, have passed from one country to another. But little is known about how this has happened
and how the contents have been re-elaborated, in order to build not only education systems, but also
national cultures and ideologies.
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