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Executive Summary

The English Server (eserver.org), based here at Carnegie Mellon, currently has adequate funds for its hardware and software. However, the time required to manage an Internet file server and publish to Internet reading audiences has increased, rather than decreased, as standards evolved and readership grew, and the technical skills and community support for such work remains to be built. We seek help from this committee in building such a foundation.

Introduction

The English Server is a public humanities resource, online since 1990, which has supported teaching, research, publishing and multimedia production and distribution to the global Internet. Originally a Macintosh Plus shared between twelve graduate students in a trailer outside Baker Hall, in the past five years the Server has grown and become an internationally-known site, today publishing over 830,000 files per month. The EServer is used by our faculty for teaching, by students for collaborative writing, online conferencing and storage of works in progress, our mailing lists and listservs are used by people throughout CMU and around the world and our media workstation is used by students, faculty and staff for many projects. Since we began keeping records in 1993, the Server has hosted over seven million connections, and today we have significant numbers of users in every college of the University.

The need for this sort of investment is important at this point. Chris Werry writes:

My sense is that that it is important that those working in Composition & Rhetoric (as well as elsewhere) become active in theorizing the issues involved in the complex restructuring of relationships that the NII involves.  And that they actively intervene in the debates that surround the future of the net, since it may to a significant extent, directly or indirectly, set some of the terms by which literacy transactions take place.  Certainly, no one else will speak for us. (Lingua Franca, March 1996).

Michael Joyce, agreeing with Werry, asserts that:

More space is devoted in the NII prospectus to discuss automating heating of federal buildings than to Arts and humanities computing. (New York Times, April 14, 1996)

With the rapid recent growth of capabilities and the complexity of modern Internet publishing, the Server today needs more active participation from our faculty and student members to maintain our position as a premiere humanities site, and thus to continue to receive submissions from authors who might otherwise choose other online publishers. In addition, our facility faces having its founder and technical coordinator, Geoff Sauer, graduate in 1997 or 1998. And though the EServer has been dedicated to involving a broad base of users, few people in the English Department are familiar enough with networking and our system to use the local network and global Internet for online scholarship. This is understandable: limited computer facilities in the English Department, slow network connections, the technical difficulty of designing multimedia, and a lack of recognition for such work inside the academy have all hindered our members’ learning skills of online production.

In the past eighteen months, however, facilities in H&SS have steadily improved. Tools now exist in the Department and College to aid multimedia development, the new edition of the MLA Handbook includes standards for citing online publications, and the MLA’s Advisory Committee is said to be considering guidelines to judge Internet publishing as scholarship for promotion and tenure reviews.

In recognition of these changes and to cope with the loss of our founder, we plan in the 1995–96 academic year to increase the knowledge and use of computer networking among faculty and students interested in using the Internet for scholarship.

History of the English Server and Humanities Scholarship

The English Server, because founded in 1990 (well before humanities sites were common on the Internet), has a large presence on the Internet as a publisher of original works in the arts and humanities. Most major sites with collections in the humanities have links to our site. The English Server currently offers ftp, telnet, gopher, world-wide web, e-mail, mailing list and listserv facilities. It publishes three humanities journals (two of which are peer-reviewed), and in all publishes over 12,500 texts to an average of 25,000 readers per day.

Our design in 1994-95 of a peer-conferencing center for student writers to discuss and revise drafts online was a strong success. Students reported that they found the English Server’s conference line more helpful than even the PREP networked word processor in allowing them to discuss ideas and provide feedback about drafts with one another. The conference line is now online twenty-four hours a day and will be available for all 76-100 and 76-101 instructors beginning in the Fall 1995 semester.

In one section of the Spring 1995 semester one section of 76-100 also experimented with publishing students’ final contribution papers on the world-wide web, in an attempt to overcome a cynicism on some students’ part about writing (as the assignment requested) to an audience of their peers; after one student asked how the class could assure itself that it was writing to real people, the 76-100 G section engaged in a tutoring of online publication and the students’ papers are available today from the English Server at <http://eserver.org/classes/>.

Proposal

The English Department is already investing all it can in our facilities: in Spring 1991 it purchased a drive to allow us to found the system; in Fall 1992 the Server received a Mac II; in Fall 1993 the Department funded an ethernet connection, and in Spring 1994 Computing Services, H&SS and English contributed for a new Quadra workstation. In 1994-95 English funded a multimedia room which has since been incorporated into the Server, this summer it has acquired new printing facilities for media work, and the Department has recently made a commitment to upgrade our faculty’s computers to ethernet, allowing them to use the network applications our students already use in computer clusters.

In order to ensure that the Server can continue to run and continue to grow, we request funding to support two elements of this infrastructural investment:

 · A course titled ‘Multimedia and Internet for Humanities Work’ that would provide a detailed introduction to the technologies, institutions and social practices common on the Internet, including image-, audio- and video-editing, desktop publishing, hypertext, animation and HTML, and would survey tools and sites useful for humanities research and online publishing.

 · Funding to allow a successor to Geoff Sauer to train his or herself in the maintenance, support and expansion of the English Server.

course

This would complement the English Department’s investment in multimedia room equipment ($5,000), the new color-management equipment acquired in summer 1995 ($1,500), and its commitment to provide ethernet for faculty offices ($6,600) in the 1995-96 academic year.

The course would be cross-listed as available to both undergraduate and graduate students, and would be offered in the Spring 1996 semester. It would be taught by Geoffrey Sauer, the English Server’s founder who is currently writing his dissertation on issues related to Internet-based research and publishing.

training

Though several graduate students have already expressed an interest in the position, the significant time investment necessary to manage the site have discouraged every serious candidate so far. A partial stipend, either provided for teaching assistantship duties connected to the multimedia course or as a research stipend to support a semester’s work in learning Internet protocols and the UNIX infrastructure.

Conclusion

This proposal requests funding for a course instructor and for a trainee to learn to manage the English Server, so that it may continue its publication of work in humanities scholarship:

 · Stipend for course instructor $5,000.00

 · Stipend for RA/sysadmin trainee   $5,000.00

 · Total Requested $10,000.00

