Consultant Notes on the Dataverse Project
The World-Historical Dataverse project maintains a program of consulting with visiting scholars. For the academic years 2007-2008 and 2008-2009, these visits of consultants were supported by a Faculty Research and Scholarship Projects grant from the Faculty of Arts & Sciences at the University of Pittsburgh. Notes from the consultants and the ideas they provoked are provided below.
Patricia Seed, March 5 – 6, 2009.


Patricia Seed, Professor of History at the University of California – Irvine, presented a March 5 seminar on "Mapping West Africa: Defining Peoples, an Ocean, and a Continent.” Her major project on Portuguese Mapping of Africa is outstanding both for its techniques of data management and for the new historical interpretations it is generating. Prof. Seed met with Dataverse project co-directors and staff for two days. Here are notes on the ideas, questions, and suggestions that emerged during those discussions.
1. Ownership. Questions of ownership of the archived datasets and public availability. Does Dataverse own the datasets that it downloads and transforms? The Medical school and university library are already involved in such issues and can give guidance. S. Chandra’s data on boundaries of British India are a test case. Pre-1923 publications are generally in public domain.
2. Wikis. To address larger problems of database design, people are setting up Wikis (websites that can be modified by anyone with access to them), both open and hidden. Open Wikis are unmoderated; hidden Wikis are moderated or by admission – advisors but maybe also clients could have access.
3. Facebook. Network knowledge is a hot topic. Is Facebook close to supporting a Wiki? Facebook may be good for access to grad students.
4. Other projects. We should get grad students to go through descriptions of major grants awarded, learn who is doing what.  Grants by EU, NSF, NIH, etc. Example of EU-supported project coding ships’ logs.

5. Additional consultants. Human Resources Area Files (HRAF), SIL International (on language) as groups that have handled large amounts of data, and from whom we should bring in visitors.
6. Suggestions for Dataverse website.
a. Change our site definition to increase page hits. Here are the initial revisions:
<meta name="keywords" content="dataverse,datasets,data sets,data archive,data portal,historical data,social science data,world data,world historical data,global historical data" />
b. Change names of dataset sites to “World Historical data – external” & data archive to “World Historical data – Pittsburgh”

c. Change summary of Data Portals to “Data gateway to many data sites” & Data Sites to exclude second sentence.

d. Design improvement: mouse-over changes the link colors.
e. In the spreadsheet and on the Data Archive site, make sure quality control methods are clearly stated.
f. Add graphics.
g. Include a biographical page for people involved in the project.
Ruth Mostern, April 9 – 10, 2009.


Ruth Mostern, Assistant Professor of History at the University of California – Merced, presented an April 9 seminar on “Mapping the Past:  New Insights from Spatial History, With Examples from China and the Silk Road.” This talk, based on her forthcoming book on Song-dynasty China, emphasized the importance of a digital gazetteer as a reference work with a structured dictionary of named places and as a basis for place-based search and display. In addition, Prof. Mostern consulted with Dataverse project co-directors and staff for two days. Here are notes on the ideas, questions, and suggestions that emerged during those discussions.

1. Metadata. Systematic metadata should be placed on each unit we point to in the Gateway section of the Dataverse site. A variable within a dataset can be extracted if it includes a metadata. This allows for cross analysis, improves searching of variables within various datasets. On metadata, see the work of Michael Buckland. Dataverse project will need to plan and appoint staff to work on metadata for the Gateway and the Archive.

2. Clearinghouse. A website can be considered a “clearinghouse” rather than a “portal” when metadata on the site are consistent. See Metadata Guide of the Electronic Cultural Atlas Initiative (www.ecai.org): in it, one can select datasets for a text term and map them all at once. For the functionality of a clearinghouse, see Google Earth Community (http://bbs.keyhole.com/ubb/ubbthreads.php/Cat/0) and the Library of Congress. These types of websites compile datasets, manage data by format, and possess the functionality to make data work together. Data are uploaded, all in KML format. But Google Earth has zero editorial and curatorial activity.
3. Gateway. The Gateway section of the Dataverse site will include three categories of links: portals, clearinghouses, and datasets.
4. NINES. www.nines.org,  website that archives scholarly works in the 19th century. This site at the University of Virginia, directed by John Unsworth, focuses on peer review, with advanced tools and interfaces. The implication is that carrying out peer review of the datasets will increase their credibility. Nines gives us two creative ways to manage electronic data:
i. Nines created a contribution incentive by introducing a peer-review system.

ii. Nines displays data in a “tag cloud”: http://www.nines.org/tags
1. Tags are added by users (vs. metadata [added by the people who maintain the website]). Benefits of using a tag include it shifts the burden of identification to the community, and tags uses common search terms (vs. sophisticated search terms that are employed by the web designers)

2. The search terms that has more tags will appear larger in the “tag cloud”
5. Tagging vs. structured metadata.  The choices are equivalent to the approaches of “flickr” vs. “del.icio.us”. It is possible to take both approaches on the same site. That is, project staff creates metadata, users add tags.

6. Timeline. “Intute” is a site with a good timeline, showing dates to which listed items apply (see their metadata). This suggests that a basic timeline could be created for the Dataverse Archive. Use intute.ac.uk as a model for classifying data archive. E.g.: http://www.intute.ac.uk/socialsciences/cgi-bin/fullrecord.pl?handle=20081022-13293715 (Note that: controlled = metadata and uncontrolled = tags).
7. Open source. “Creative Commons” as a good site on open-source thinking. They do licensing. http://creativecommons.org/about/
8. Microdata. Add website: “Historical Microdata Around the World”, which houses five countries census data: http://www.rhd.uit.no/nhdc/micro.html
9. Topic for the year. This is the idea of emphasizing data collection on a given topic for each year, to focus attention on getting ample materials, which can then be assembled. The year’s activity can be followed up with an Annual Report summarizing the results. Possible topics: opium production, trade, and consumption; silver stocks and flows; calculations of calories consumed per day per person or rice equivalents consumed per day per person

10. Publication. Either in web or print format, the Dataverse will be publishing the archived datasets. These publications should be emphasized as scholarly production by the contributors.

11. Virtual fellows. Appoint virtual fellows who will complete work of collection or transformation of data. For graduate students and faculty members, these could be competitive awards of perhaps $1000 per year. These virtual fellows would become co-authors of the integrated database.
12. GLUE. General Language for Uniting Events, a version of XML and a history browser.

13. Online resources. “Humanist,” the digital humanities listserv; International Journal of GIS; Association of Digital Humanities Organizations (ADHO), with its annual conference.

14. Historical GIS conference, Taiwan. Conference July 6-12, 2009, at National Taiwan University, Taipei (http://gis-taiwan.ntu.edu.tw/).

