
Improving the Past 
(History 389-008/ver. 1.2) 
 
Professor T. Mills Kelly     Office Hours 
Robinson Hall B377a      W/Th 3:00-4:00 
phone: given in class       or by appointment 
email: tkelly7@gmu.edu  
website: http://edwired.org  
aim: tkelly7029 
 
 

And while the future's there for anyone to change, still you know it seems, 
It would be easier sometimes to change the past. 

-- Jackson Browne, Fountain of Sorrow 
 
Introduction 
This course is a bit different from the standard history course in that we will not be covering the 
history of a particular historical moment, group of people, or country. Instead, we are going to 
spend the semester thinking carefully about how and why the historical record is changed, why 
people seem to feel so free to make of history what they will, and how we, as consumers of 
historical information, can be much more critical consumers of that information. Digital media make 
altering the historical record easier than ever, but such alteration is certainly not limited to the digital 
age. As we’ll see, people have been playing fast and loose with the historical record for as long as 
there has been such a record. 
 
A central part of the work in this course is making. Throughout the semester we will be playing with 
the past in a variety of ways – altering sources or aspects of the historical record to make specific 
points about the past. Unlike another course I have taught where students created fake histories and 
launched them into the wilds of the Internet, we are going to be a bit more circumscribed in this 
class—we’ll still be playful, but we won’t be trying to hoax anyone. Instead, we’ll be studying and 
thinking critically about why (and how) people alter to the past to fit their needs. We’ll also spend a 
lot of time thinking about how teaching the past is made more difficult either because the historical 
record has been altered, or because it hasn’t. 
 
Because the production of historical knowledge is, and always has been, a blending of individual and 
collaborative activity, we’ll be mirroring that process in this class. Each student will be responsible 
for his/her own work, but you’ll be working in groups throughout the semester to provide one 
another with analytical advice, technical help, and general all around support. No advanced technical 
skills are required for this course, but if you have any, be sure to let me know. As you will see, the 
room we are in facilitates the kinds of collaborative activity we’ll be engaged in all semester.  
 
Learning Goals 
I hope that you’ll improve your research and analytical skills and that you’ll become a much better 
consumer of historical information. I hope you’ll become more skeptical without becoming too 
skeptical for your own good. I hope you’ll learn some new skills in the digital realm that can translate 
to other courses you take or to your eventual career. And, I hope you’ll gain some new insights 
about blending play and learning. 
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Assigned Materials 
I have not ordered any books for this course. Everything we read will be available online for free. 
See the schedule (below) for more on the readings. However, you should bring a white board 
marker with you to class just in case you need it. At other points, you will need tape, glue, possibly a 
razor blade and some cardboard. Most importantly, though, you need to bring your imagination 
every single class period. 
 
Assignments 
In addition to being a regular participant in class and keeping up with the assigned readings, there 
are several assignments that need to be completed for this course.  
 
Essay #1: A 3-5 page paper derived from our readings on the philosophy of history. [Due February 
12] Topic: What is the nature of historical evidence in the digital age? This is a topic that can take 
you in many directions, which we will discuss in class. 
 
Project #1: A convincing alteration of a historical text, with accompanying explanatory text (1-3 
pages). [Due February 28] 
 
Project #2: A convincing alteration of a historical photograph or map, with accompanying 
explanatory text (1-3 pages). [Due March 28] 
 
Project #3: A larger “improvement” of the past, that includes either altered text, video, images, 
maps, that is loaded to the class web space, and that includes an explanatory essay of 5-7 pages 
(Essay #2). [Due April 25] 
 
Presentation: Each student will present his/her third project to the class. [April 30/May 7] 
 
 
Grading 
A very important part of this course is collaboration. That means that class participation—either in 
person, or online—makes up a significant part of youg grade. Grades for the semester will be based 
upon the following criteria: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Lawyers‘ Chorus (please read them all) 
 
Attendance: Because this is a small class in which we’ll be doing a fair amount of project work, I 
place a high premium on arriving on time. Unlike a lecture course, where you can slip in late, in a 
small class like this one, it is the height of bad manners to show up while someone else is speaking, 
disturbing his or her train of thought. Please extend the same courtesy to others that you would 
expect when you are the one speaking. Also, because class participation is a substantial portion of 

Class participation (on-line and in person) 30% 
First essay   5% 
Project #1  15% 
Project #2  15% 
Final Project/essay 30% 
Presentation 5% 
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your grade, you should plan to attend each and every class this semester. How can you participate if 
you aren’t in class? 
 
ADA: Any student who requires special arrangements in order to meet course requirements should 
contact me to make necessary accommodations (before February 15 please). Students should 
present appropriate verification from the Disability Resource Center.  
 
Medical and other excuses: Every semester someone is forced to miss the due date for an 
assignment either as the result of an illness or a family emergency. If you find yourself in this 
situation, fairness to all students in the class requires the proper documentation, without which your 
excuses will not be accepted. If you need to know more about this process consult me as soon as the 
emergency is taken care of.  
 
Plagiarism and cheating: In a word, don’t. I refer every case of suspected cheating and plagiarism 
to the Honor Committee, so do us both a favor and just say no. If you have any questions about 
what constitutes plagiarism and/or cheating, please see me. 
 
Consumption: In my classes drink is permitted, but food and tobacco products of all kinds are 
prohibited. If you must chew, whether food or tobacco, do it before you arrive or after you leave. 
 
Cell phones: Why do I even have to say this? Please turn off your phone or set it to vibrate before 
you come to class. And if you take a call in class (it’s happened), I will penalize you severely in that 
all important class participation grade. If your phone is your only access point to the Internet, let me 
know that so I won’t give you the evil eye when you get it out to log on and search for something. 
 
Laptops: I am not one of those professors who bans laptops from class (see my blog post on this: 
http://edwired.org/?p=587). In fact, I encourage you to bring your laptop to class. But if you are 
clearly checked out (Anyone? Anyone? Bueller?) to Instagram, YouTube, AIM, League of Legends, 
or wherever, expect me to call on you. 
 
 

Reading Schedule 
 
January 22 – Introduction 
Readings: We’ll read these in class the first night: 

- Sieff, Kevin. “Virginia 4th-Grade Textbook Criticized over Claims on Black Confederate 
Soldiers.” The Washington Post, October 20, 2010, sec. Education. 

- Valerie Strauss, “The Answer Sheet - James McPherson on Texas History Curriculum.” 
Washingtonpost.com, April 2, 2010 

 
January 29 – History and Historians 
Assignment: In addition to the readings, come to class with a specific example of a historical 
controversy with at least a couple of sources for us to look at that support more than one side of 
that controversy. It can be a big controversy, or a small one, but it needs to be a controvery. 
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Readings:  
- Becker, Carl. “Everyman His Own Historian,” December 29, 1931 
- Novick, Peter, “Nailing jelly to the wall,” in That Noble Dream (Cambridge University Press, 

1988): 1-17 
- Collingwood, Robin George, “History’s nature, object, method, and value,” in The Idea of 

History, (Clarendon Press, 1946): 7-10 
- Carr, E.H., “The Historian and His Facts,” in What is History (A.A. Knopf, 1961): 3-35 
- Thucydides. Thucydides Translated Into English with Introduction, Marginal Analysis, and Index. D. 

Lothrop & Company, 1883: 13-15 and 88-93 
- Kulish, Nicholas. “Author, 17, Says It’s ‘Mixing,’ Not Plagiarism.” The New York Times, 

February 11, 2010, sec. World / Europe 
 
February 5 – Teaching history and why it’s hard (to do well) 
Assignment: Examine the Common Core standards for grades 11-12 history and the Virginia 
Standards of Learning for U.S. History 1865 to Present. Then do the readings and come to class 
prepared to discuss why it’s hard to teach history well, but also to begin to think carefully about an 
assignment you might want create later in the semester…not anything specific, just a general idea or 
two. 
Readings: 

- Wineburg, Samuel S. “Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts: Charting the Future of 
Teaching the Past,”Phi Delta Kappan December 2010/January 2011 vol. 92 no. 4 81-94 

- Calder, Lendol. “Uncoverage: Toward a Signature Pedagogy for the History Survey.” The 
Journal of American History 92, no. 4 (March 2006). 

- Bain, Robert B. “Into the Breach. Using Research and Theory to Shape History Instruction.” 
In Knowing, Teaching and Learning History: National and International Perspectives, 331–352. New 
York: New York University Press, 2000. 

 
February 12 – Historical Texts 
[Essay #1 is due on February 12] 
Assignment: Examine the readings below related to George Washington and the issue of slavery. 
Think about how, if you were a teacher, you would have your students work their way through the 
irony of Washington’s fight for freedom and his ownership of humans. Then read his Second 
Inaugural Address carefully and decide how you would alter it to make it easier to teach about 
Washington and his relationship to human slavery. Come to class with several blank sheets of paper, 
a pen or pencil, and a printed image from one of the two pages of the original text (provided below), 
as well as a typescript of the portion of his speech you plan to alter. 
 
Readings: 

- Twohig, Dorothy, “’That Species of Property’, Washington’s Role in the Controversy over 
Slavery,” in George Washington Reconsidered, Don Higginbotham, ed.  (University of Virginia 
Press, 2001): 114-135. 

- “George Washington and the Paradox of Slavery,” Teaching American History in Maryland. 
Documents for the Classroom.  

- “George Washington Stood Here: On the Issue of Slavery,” from mountvernon.org 
- Washington’s Second Inaugural Address, March 4, 1793. Images of the original | Full text  
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February 19 – Historical Texts (continued) 
Assignment: First, read up on the invention of tradition and the creation of national myth (below) 
focusing on a particular example in the history of the Czechs that I’ve provided readings for. Now 
choose a historical text that is used in a history course somewhere – high school, college, policy 
debates – that is also part of the making of a national myth. Bring it to class prepared to make a case 
for why and how altering this could “improve” the past. We will be swapping texts around and 
asking others to improve them for us. 
 
Readings: 

- Hobsbawm, Erik, “Introduction: Inventing Traditions,” in Erik Hobsbawm and Terence 
Ranger, eds. The Invention of Tradition, (Cambridge University Press, 2012): 1-14 

- Mann, S.E., “Václav Hanka's Forgeries,” The Slavonic and East European Review, 36 no. 87, 
June 1958: 491-496 [JSTOR] 

- Lass, Andrew, “Romantic documents and political monuments: the meaning-fulfillment of 
history in 19th-century Czech nationalism,” American Ethnologist, 15, no. 33, August 1988: 
456-71 [Wiley] 

- John Bowring, Cheskian anthology: being a history of the poetical literature of Bohemia, 
Rowland Hunter, London, 1832 

 
February 26 – Historical Texts (conclusion) 
Assignment: Come to class ready to work. Tonight we are going to work on your first project in 
group problem solving mode. Bring the tools you need to improve the past through a text you have 
chosen. This is your chance both to get your first project done (or close to done) and to help others 
in class do the same. The project is due by Friday at 5:00.  
  
March 5 – Historical Photographs 
Assignment: Examine the readings for this week and think about all the ways it might be possible to 
alter a historical photograph without the use of digital tools. This thinking requires you to think 
about how photographs were/are taken, how they were/are turned into prints, and how we as 
consumers of historical information think about photographs as representations of reality. Be 
prepared to discuss all these things, and be prepared to play with photographs a bit in class.  
 
Readings: 

- Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother. Library of Congress. 
- The Commissar Vanishes. The Newseum 
- “Amazing Full-Color Civil War Photos Bring the Era’s Characters to Life.” Mail Online. 

Accessed October 7, 2013. 
- Morris, Errol. “Which Came First, the Chicken or the Egg? (Part One).” Opinionator. Read all 

three parts. 
- The case of the moved body. Library of Congress. 

 
Spring Break – Do not come to class. I will not be here. In fact, I will be here instead. You should 
sign up for this course too. It will be nothing short of awesome. 
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March 19 – Historical Photographs (continued) 
Assignment: Select a historical photograph from a website like the Library of Congress that allows 
you to download a large version of the file. Try altering that photograph twice – once using digital 
tools, once using no digital tools at all. Keep notes about what you did. Why did you choose that 
photograph? Why did you alter it the way that you did? What worked? What didn’t? Come to class 
ready to discuss. 
 
Readings:  

- Bert is Evil 
- Flickr’s Looking Into the Past pool. 
- Colorized photos for sale 
- How to perfect your pictures 

 
March 26 – Historical Photographs (conclusion) 
Assignment: Come to class ready to work. Tonight we are going to work on your second project in 
group problem solving mode. Bring the tools you need to improve the past through a photograph 
you have chosen. This is your chance both to get your second project done (or close to done) and to 
help others in class do the same. The project is due by Friday at 5:00.  
 
April 2 – Historical Maps 
Assignment: First examine the maps of the Northeastern Boundary Controversy between the U.S. 
and Great Britain. How do the various proponents of one boundary or another alter their maps to 
make a stronger claim for their version of how the boundary should be drawn? How are maps 
deployed as arguments? Next, examine the maps on the website StrangeMaps and think about how 
these alternate and playful versions of maps might inspire a different kind of approach to using 
maps as arguments. Come to class prepared to discuss these questions. And, bring with you a map, a 
pair of scissors, some tape or glue, and anything else you might need to play with some boundaries. 
 
Readings: 

- Theibalt, John, “Visualizations and Historical Arguments,” in Jack Dougherty and Kristen 
Nawrotzki, eds. Writing History in the Digital Age, October 1, 2011.  

- Brien Barrett and Genya Erling, “Visualizing Place, Space, and Time” in William Cronon, 
Learning Historical Research. 

 
April 9 – Historical Data (Lying With Numbers) 
Assignment: Think about a historical issue where data really matters. At the beginning of the 
semester we thought about the controversy of the Virginia history textbook where the author cited 
made up numbers about how many slaves supposedly fought for the Confederacy. Another would 
be the controversy over how many people died in the Holocaust. Come to class prepared to discuss 
your controversy and the data that are deployed to support one side or the other. Bring specific 
examples with you for us to work with. 
 
Readings: 

- Lie Factor 
- Jesse Farmer, “Politics and Tufte’s Lie Factor” (May 2008) 
- Open Letter to Kansas School Board 
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April 16 – Project Work 
This class is set aside for collaborative work on your big end of semester project. Come to class with 
everything you need to work on your project – computers, tape, glue, scissors, etc., etc. Also, be 
prepared to help others. 
 
April 23 – Project Work 
This class is set aside for collaborative work on your big end of semester project. Come to class with 
everything you need to work on your project – computers, tape, glue, scissors, etc., etc. Also, be 
prepared to help others. 
Final project (with essay) is due on Friday by 5:00 
 
April 30 – The Big Reveal (presentations) 
Half the class will present tonight. 
 
May 7 – More presentations 
Everyone else will present tonight. 


