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Portrait of a Vermont Town
Overview

Our focus will be on Starksboro, a town located in the northeastern corner of Addison County and about half an hour from Middlebury.  The Orton Family Foundation and Vermont Land Trust have launched an initiative to enrich the context for towns’ long-term planning by integrating the arts more fully into their process of deliberation.  Communities from all around the county applied for a grant that would support a two-year trial of such an approach, and Starksboro’s was the winning application.  The committee that wrote it described their town as an “ecotone,” a term drawn from the science of ecology that refers to the boundary zone where two different ecosystems meet.  Its applicability to Starksboro is twofold.  This is a community situated at the edge between the agricultural lands to the west in Addison County and the heavily wooded uplands beside the Green Mountains.  It is a rural town whose character is strongly influenced by its farms, sugarbushes, and forestry, and at the same time a convenient place to live for commuters to Burlington, Middlebury, and even Montpelier.  In this latter regard, especially, Starksboro might be seen as a laboratory for a deeply rooted community’s ability to maintain its distinctive identity amid the pressures for sprawl.
This class will kick off the two-year experiment by collecting Starksboro’s stories of place and helping to shape them into useful resources for the town’s residents.  With the full cooperation of the town, as well as of Orton and VLT, we will interview senior citizens, elementary school students, and college students looking back at their hometown; farmers, loggers, sugarmakers, teachers, artists, and mill owners; members of the founding families, newcomers, town officials, and people who live in the town’s three large trailer parks.  We will build on these interviews through a variety of publications and presentations.  These may include a pamphlet collecting interviews and photographs; digital stories that include audio, video, and links to pertinent sites on-line; a map-based interface identifying key sites in Starksboro, along with citizens’ recollections, associations, and concerns about them; and a concluding meeting where we hand our work over to the members of the town.  “Portrait of a Vermont Town” will thus be a course that calls on every student for a considerable degree of independence while at the same time offering a rare synthesis between our own academic pursuits and a civic project of a remarkably ambitious, inclusive, and democratic sort.
The following people generously supported the conception and planning for this ambitious new course:  Bill Roper and Betsy Rosenbluth of the Orton Family Foundation, Gil Livingston and Elise Annes of the Vermont Land Trust, Barbara Ganley of the Center for Community Digital Learning, and Joe Antonioli of Middlebury College’s Digital Media Services.

Structure and Assignments
Our class will fall into three broad sections.  In the first several weeks we will prepare ourselves to be effective interviewers and gain the skills to create sophisticated and helpful resources on the web.  This is the part of the semester when readings and workshops will be at the center, and when every student is expected to come to class prepared and intending to participate fully in the discussions.  Then comes the intense period of interviewing, as students get to know the town and its residents, form teams related to specific projects, and begin to work on their own main projects for the course.  Starting with this part of the class, there will be only one regular meeting per week so that people can spend extended blocks of time in Starksboro and teams can also consult with the instructors.  In the final month of the term people will bring their projects to completion and get them ready for presentation in a final community meeting on December 4th.
A blog will provide the context for many aspects of our work together.  Students will find a number of their readings and links on the blog during the first weeks, keep detailed logs of their individual efforts and team projects on it, and eventually present their digital stories and maps through the same medium.  The web address for the blog is:  http://blogs.middlebury.edu/starksborostories/wp-login.php
We are fortunate indeed to have Diane Munroe associated with “Portrait of the Town”; she will set up and support the blog, train members of the class in a cluster of related skills, and also consult with students in a number of other logistical areas as they seek to achieve final products of professional quality.  Both John Elder and Diane Munroe will be working closely with individuals and teams starting around September 30th, but students will have the responsibility to schedule both their work in Starksboro and their conferences with the instructors.  John’s office is in Hillcrest 216, his extension is 5281, and his regular office hours are Mondays, noon till 2 and Thursdays, 10:30 till 12:30.  Diane’s office is in Hillcrest 218, her extension is 5925, and her office hours are on Wednesdays from 10 till noon.   Both instructors will also be available at many other times, though.
Grading for this course will be determined by the totality of students’ achievements in class-activities, in independent interviewing and other field-work, and in contributing to one of the final team-projects.  Each student will have a mid-term conference with John Elder and Diane Munroe to evaluate his or her work to that point and will submit a self-evaluation at the end.
Reading
Dave Isay, ed., Listening is an Act of Love (Penguin)

Wendell Berry, The Memory of Old Jack (Counterpoint)

Robert Putnam, Better Together (Simon and Schuster)

David Sobel et al., Place-Based Education (Orion Society)

Articles and Excerpts

Gregory Sharrow, “Ethnographic Inquiry as a Tool for Community Discovery”

Theodore Rosengarten, “Stepping Over Cockleburs:  Conversations with Ned Cobb”

Barrie Toelken, “Cultural Patterns of Discovery,” from The Anguish of Snails
Bruce Jackson, “Interviewing,” from Fieldwork
Edward Ives, “Folklore, History, and Heroes,” from George Magoon and the Downeast     

Game War:  History, Folklore, and the Law
Henry Glassie, “Crossing Drumbargy Brae,” from Passing the Time in Ballymenone:  

Culture and History of an Ulster Community
Jill Hindle, “Growing up in the Waterworks: An Interview with Earl Bessette” from Voices of the Land: An Introduction to the Waterworks
Examples of Community Stories on the Web

http://www.vermontfolklifecenter.org/multimedia/index.htm
http://youthradiovermont.org/
http://franklincountyarts.org/stories.html
http://www.mcht.org/mchtnews/other/2007/05/learn_from_five_stories_on_mai.html
http://www.storymapping.org/
http://www.storymapping.org/placemeant.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/audiovideo/sites/galleries/pages/capturewales.shtml
http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/print/resource/128
http://www.storycenter.org/canada/index.html
http://www.storymapping.org/
http://www.storymapping.org/placemeant.html
http://storiesforchange.net/
http://www.ourmedia.org/
http://homepage.mac.com/dave7/ArtMobs/FileSharing52.html
http://murmurtoronto.ca/
http://www.museudapessoa.net/ingles/
How-to’s

Ira Glass video: Tips on Storytelling http://www.presentationzen.com/presentationzen/2007/03/ira_glasstips_o.html
Alan Levine’s INVALUABLE resource on telling Web 2.0 stories: http://cogdogroo.wikispaces.com/50+Ways
Other Ways of Thinking about Community-Expression/Connection

http://www.frontporchforum.com/
http://daviswiki.org/
http://outside.in/Cambridge_MA
Schedule
September 9

Introductions; writing workshop
September 9*
Meeting in Starksboro with members of community and representatives of Orton Family Foundation and Vermont Land Trust 

September 11
Listening is an Act of Love

September 16

Listening is an Act of Love; sharing personal stories in class
September 16*
Digital technology workshop with Barbara Ganley and Joe Antonioli (held 
in Media Lab in library)
September 18

Better Together
September 23

Better Together; writing and discussion on our own experiences 

of community; Robinson School’s digital story on Stoney Mason
September 23*
Workshop with Greg Sharrow of Vermont Folklife Center on techniques 

of interviewing (held at Vermont Folklife Center); “Ethnographic Interviewing as a Tool for Community Discovery” and “Interviewing”
September 25

Following up on workshop with Greg Sharrow; practice interviews in 



class; introduction to recording equipment; suggestions about logging 



interviews.  Background: “Growing up in the Waterworks: An Interview 



with Earl Bessette” and Vermont Community Stories on-line 




http://www.vermontfolklifecenter.org/multimedia/index.htm
 


http://youthradiovermont.org/
Assignment for September 30:  45-minute recorded interviews with colleagues outside of class.  These should be completed before September 30 and brought into class on a CD.  In addition, each interviewer should write one to two pages describing the interview in general and identifying the most interesting themes or anecdotes that emerged from them.

September 30

Discussing recorded interviews and preparing for workshop in Starksboro.  



Background: Place-Based Education
 
September 30*
Meetings and interviews in Starksboro, leaving from in front of 




Adirondack at 1:00, returning by 4:30
October 2

Map-based story-telling; http://www.storymapping.org/



and http://www.storymapping.org/placemeant.html
October 7

Brainstorming about possible projects
October 7*
Interviewing in Starksboro, leaving from Adirondack at 1:00, returning by 4:30.
October 9
Formation of teams for final projects

October 14

Fall Break

October 16

Memory of Old Jack
October 21

“Cultural Patterns of Discovery,” “Stepping Over Cockleburs,” “Folklore, 

History, and Heroes,” “Crossing Drumbargy Brae” 
October 21*

Interviewing in Starksboro


October 23

Independent Work and Project Consultations
October 28
http://cogdogroo.wikispaces.com/50+Ways  and http://www.presentationzen.com/presentationzen/2007/03/ira_glasstips_o.html
October 28*

Independent Work and Project Consultations
October 30

Independent Work and Project Consultations
November 4

http://www.frontporchforum.com/, http://daviswiki.org/ and
http://outside.in/Cambridge_MA
November 4*

Reports by Individuals and Teams, with Calendars for Remaining Work

November 6

Independent Work and Project Consultations
November 11

Independent Work and Project Consultations
November 11*

Independent Work and Project Consultations
November 13

Independent Work and Project Consultations
November 18

Technical Aspects of Final Publications/Presentation
November 18*

Independent Work and Project Consultations
November 20

Independent Work and Project Consultations
November 25

Independent Work and Project Consultations
November 25*

Independent Work and Project Consultations


November 27

Thanksgiving

December 2

Discussing and Refining Culminating Projects
December 2* 

Culminating Projects
December 4

Final Presentations in Starksboro:  6:30 – 8:30 pm
