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The Little Things: 
Uncovering Identity on 
Campus through Dress 
and Adornment (Case Study 
of a Class Exhibition Project) 
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accessories	
  as	
  objects	
  could	
  be	
  gifted	
  and	
  re-­‐circulated,	
  becoming	
  powerful	
   links	
  between	
  people	
  
by	
   giving	
   physical	
   substance	
   to	
   emotional	
   connections.	
   We	
   asked	
   what	
   interviewees	
   were	
  
communicating	
   through	
   their	
   choices	
   and	
   whether	
   those	
   communications	
   were	
   intended	
   to	
  
persuade	
   others	
   or	
   to	
   confirm	
   a	
   personal	
   sense	
   of	
   self.	
   In	
   many	
   cases,	
   the	
   examples	
   pointed	
   to	
  
seemingly	
   ubiquitous	
   and	
   mundane	
   items	
   that	
   had	
   been	
   transmuted	
   by	
   wearers	
   into	
   personal	
  
symbols	
  of	
  important	
  relationships,	
  transformative	
  events,	
  or	
  future	
  goals—qualities	
  that	
  could	
  not	
  
be	
   visually	
   detected.	
   In	
   this	
   manner,	
   we	
   outlined	
   the	
   communicative	
   potential	
   of	
   dress	
   and	
  
adornment	
  as	
  seen	
  through	
  our	
  collected	
  examples.	
  	
  
	
  
I	
  asked	
  students	
  to	
  think	
  about	
  what	
  our	
  exhibition	
  could	
  contribute	
  to	
  visitors’	
  understanding	
  (see	
  
Exhibition	
   Timeline).	
   What	
   were	
   we	
   uniquely	
   positioned	
   to	
   illustrate	
   through	
   our	
   fieldwork?	
  
Quickly,	
   the	
  class	
   realized	
   that	
   their	
   conclusions	
  were	
   limited	
  by	
   the	
  uniformity	
  of	
   their	
   research	
  
sample.	
   They	
   could	
   not	
   present	
   the	
   phenomenon	
   of	
   dress	
   and	
   adornment	
   comprehensively,	
   but	
  
they	
  had	
  much	
  to	
  say	
  about	
  how	
  it	
  revealed	
  shared	
  experiences	
  of	
  being	
  a	
  college	
  student.	
  As	
  we	
  
turned	
  our	
  attention	
  to	
  student	
   life,	
   the	
   large	
  thematic	
  categories	
   for	
  the	
  exhibition	
  began	
  to	
  take	
  
shape.	
  	
  
	
  
Several	
   class	
  members	
   expressed	
   dissatisfaction	
  with	
   how	
   college	
   students	
   are	
   depicted	
   in	
  mass	
  
media	
   as	
   destructive,	
   irresponsible,	
   and	
   over-­‐privileged.	
   Some	
   of	
   their	
   collected	
   examples	
  
uncovered	
  deeply	
  moving	
  stories.	
  One	
  man	
  highlighted	
  a	
  necklace	
  he	
  always	
  wore,	
  a	
  final	
  gift	
  from	
  
a	
   terminally	
   ill	
   woman	
   he	
   had	
   cared	
   for	
   through	
   a	
   church	
   program.	
   Another	
   young	
  man	
   talked	
  
about	
   his	
   favorite	
   pair	
   of	
   sneakers,	
   the	
   first	
   expensive	
   possession	
   he	
   had	
   ever	
   purchased	
   with	
  
money	
   he	
   had	
   earned.	
   For	
   him,	
   they	
   represented	
   his	
   potential	
   for	
   self-­‐determination	
   and	
  
independence.	
   One	
   Muslim	
   woman	
   described	
   her	
   approach	
   to	
   wearing	
   hijab	
   both	
   as	
   a	
   visual	
  
commitment	
  to	
  her	
  faith	
  and	
  as	
  an	
  artistic	
  pursuit,	
  daily	
  matching	
  scarves	
  to	
  her	
  outfit	
  and	
  mood.	
  
The	
  class	
  wanted	
  the	
  exhibition	
  to	
  articulate	
  these	
  examples	
  of	
  dedication	
  to	
  others	
  and	
  struggles	
  
for	
  adulthood.	
  College	
  is	
  a	
  time	
  of	
  transition	
  and	
  change	
  when	
  students	
  often	
  negotiate	
  conflicting	
  
feelings	
  of	
  nostalgia	
  for	
  their	
  childhoods	
  and	
  longing	
  for	
  future	
  self-­‐reliance.	
  	
  
	
  
Following	
   this	
   line	
   of	
   thinking,	
   the	
   class	
   determined	
   three	
   sections	
   for	
   the	
   exhibition	
   based	
   on	
  
recurring	
   themes	
   they	
  discovered	
   in	
   the	
  narratives:	
  Origins,	
  Transformations,	
   and	
  Constants.	
   For	
  
some	
  interviewees,	
   the	
  stories	
  they	
  told	
  were	
  about	
  where	
  they	
  came	
  from,	
  while	
   for	
  others	
  they	
  
were	
   about	
  what	
   they	
  hope	
   to	
   become—a	
   transformation	
   into	
   independent	
   adults.	
   Some	
   stories,	
  
however,	
  revealed	
  the	
  ways	
  that	
  items	
  of	
  adornment	
  could	
  serve	
  as	
  constant	
  guides	
  over	
  a	
  lifetime,	
  
if	
  not	
  across	
  generations,	
  passed	
  between	
  family	
  members.	
  	
  	
  
	
  
Once	
  these	
  themes	
  were	
  established,	
  students	
  had	
  to	
  consider	
  how	
  they	
  would	
  actually	
  convey	
  this	
  
information	
   in	
   a	
   compelling	
   museum	
   display.	
   When	
   they	
   considered	
   the	
   examples	
   of	
   dress	
   and	
  
adornment	
   first	
   as	
   objects,	
   they	
   saw	
   drawbacks	
   for	
   exhibition.	
   Many	
   items	
   were	
   not	
   visually	
  
interesting.	
  Tattoos	
  or	
   things	
  worn	
  on	
   a	
  daily	
   basis	
   could	
  not	
   be	
  borrowed.	
   I	
   asked,	
   is	
   this	
   show	
  
really	
  about	
  necklaces,	
  sneakers,	
  and	
  hijabs?	
  Or	
  is	
  it	
  about	
  the	
  way	
  individuals	
  instill	
  these	
  objects	
  
with	
  meaning?	
  In	
  response,	
  they	
  deemed	
  the	
  personal	
  stories	
  to	
  be	
  the	
  real	
  source	
  of	
  interest,	
  easily	
  
presented	
   as	
   label	
   text.	
   (The	
   exhibit	
   title	
   emerged	
   from	
   this	
   conversation	
   about	
   the	
   power	
   of	
  
ordinary	
  “little	
  things”	
  to	
  uncover	
  important	
  truths	
  and	
  experiences.)	
  The	
  stories,	
  however,	
  needed	
  
a	
  visual	
  representation	
  to	
  appeal	
   to	
  visitors	
  and	
  to	
   invite	
   them	
  to	
  connect	
  with	
   the	
  narrators.	
  We	
  
devised	
  a	
  schedule	
  to	
  photograph	
  interviewees,	
  visually	
  and	
  dynamically	
  evoking	
  their	
  relationship	
  
with	
  the	
  key	
  item	
  of	
  dress.	
  	
  At	
  this	
  point,	
  we	
  had	
  to	
  determine	
  how	
  many	
  photographs	
  could	
  fit	
  in	
  
the	
  gallery	
  space,	
  as	
  well	
  as	
  how	
  much	
  space	
  would	
  be	
  devoted	
  to	
  each	
  section	
  or	
  any	
  other	
  exhibit	
  
components.	
   As	
   a	
   group,	
   the	
   class	
   selected	
   the	
   best	
   examples	
   for	
   each	
   section,	
   with	
   some	
  
impassioned	
  advocacy	
  for	
  their	
  own	
  interviews.	
  	
  The	
  final	
  choices	
  were	
  resolved	
  by	
  majority	
  vote.	
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