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nfornation t€chnolog,v has greatly improved the neans ol
historical inquirr', but the denands ofhistorical thinking have

becorne even more challenging.

\'\'l-ten Sonv or Apple studl ho$')'oung people use informatioll
techDologl', thelirc primarily iiterested in learning ho$, to sell
mor€ ot theil products and setvices. Faculty (]1 Educdtion
associate prolassor St6phane L6vesque also iocuses on horv
people use tools. Howevel, he'.s looking at something dillerent

hou this teclnology is shaping the way todavls stuclents collect
and use infbrnlatior.

Levesque'.s goal liay not hilve dte sarne financial incentjve, but
his lindlngs are being l'elcomcd b,v educators r4to must help

the nert generation develop the intellectual skills tl-rey need to
cope $rith an unprecedented oislaught oflacts and figures. And
he has devcloped a collection of online tools that denonstrate
hol. clisciplines in the humanities can be nar.kcted with tlte
sane entrepreneudal spirit as the latest contputcr gi1me.

His exanple is the field ofhistorr., in tvhicl-r students nLrst often
travel far and r!.ide to hack down documents in l librar)', photo-

graphs in an arcllive or even artifhcts in the attic ofan o1d house.

Technology has revolutionizccl this apploach. WheLe source
matelials !\,ei€ once rare and inaccessible, no ,' accurate digital

reproductions can bei-ouncl in abundance through electrcnic net-
works. And e\en if such material is not reaclil,v al-ailable onlinc,

conputers can find it lbr us nore quickly than ever before.

But h'hile lechnolog,v can millimize the grunt r.ork ofhistorical
inquir)', $hat ren-iains unchanged is the need for disciplined
thinking. For L6\'esque, that kind of thinking poses a funda

mental challenge.
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''In 
ndny ways, histor,v is naturall'he says, ioting that we il]tuiti\-elv

create stories ftom ou1 olrn lives- But most ofthese stor ies are sinrpll'

the most obvious or appealing velsion ofe\€nts, and historians seeli
much moae. They constitntly question the nature ofsource traterial,

antrllzing thc evidence that explaiDs ho$ al]d $,hv events unfi)lded.

Our nervfbr.Lnd abundance of histol icai coDtent can help this
pfocess, Ldvesque acknowlcdges. Sti l l ,  abundance by i tself  does
not yield thc ski l ls necessar' ,y to engage the past i l l  the most

ellective $'at. 
-lhat's 

tvhy he's stud,ving hor, studeits use computcr
technolog) to loci l te information, and what can be done to hone
their investigativc : lbi l i t ies.

One obvious strateg,v is to take advantdge of the popula tv ofcomputer
games, r'hich might be adapted to cilrr) out various tJ.pes ofhistorical
exelcises. Thatls rvh,v Ldvesque uses the lure of gaming to attl act stlrdents
to tllc \iirtual Historiao ($1fl\'.virtualhistoriaflca), i]r online laborator\..
It presents its sr.rbjects in a highly interilcti\€ $,a,v-one that avoids the
difliculty ofsecking an)' single 

'torrect" 
interprctiltion ofdle past.

"The 
1ab rvas created as ai infrastructure for looking at hor, 1\€ can

inlplove the learning experience]' Ldvesque savs.
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I-6vesquc cautions that the site'.s acti\-ities shoulcl not leird pla\'e1s lo

seek 
"concct" 

ans\!e1s based on the intbrmation plo\ ide(].  lnstead.

participal]ts are encoulagecl to assess diftere1lt sources of inforrna

tior. alolrg with the \.dlue elch soLrrce can br ing to an urlLlerstanaling

past events.

FrLllll ir studentls pcrspective, the site pfo\,ides nraterial on lnajol

events i]] Ciinadian histor1., such as thc Battle ot lhe Plains of

Abrahan, the North\!'est I{ebellion, the Battlc of Dieppe (r1 the

October Crisls. Although ever'lthing is tligitized, dillerent rraterials

rre lcprcseited il] original fbrnrats, such as maps, ne\lsreel li]rns

dnd letters written b\- \\,itnesscs. Studeits choose their o\\t path

throullh this intirrrnrtion. th€n \\'ritc an drlil]e essav to pllt r!.hat

the,v have lcalned into il coherent histolical contc)it.

L.;r.esquc also Lrscs the site as a lesealch tool, compal ing strtdents

taLrght in a triiditional cl.issroonr \\,ith thosc rfio coYered the sanle

rnaterial thfoue.h the Viltual Flistolian. \{hen both gfoups t{)oli

thc sane test. l -re tbuLnd th;Lt thosc \\ ,ho had used the onl ine

program not onlv sho\\'ed greatel lillo\\''ledge ofthe s[bject n]dtter

but also terc bctter ' : ible to assemLrle structurecl argulnents ta)

support their i lccoul l ts.

\iore recentl)', Ldvesque h:ls outhttcd ph,vsicirl \r'ol kstntions with statc

of- tl1e art soii!!.are and harclwarc to collect details ilbout ho ' students

go about the b$iness of ni\igating the \V€'b {ol research. 
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nlo\-crncnts oi users acloss the scl€en are tracl<ed and recordecl, as are

tfre sites visited and the ilmount of timc spenl iit each one.

For Ldvesque, this is tirndanertal infirfmati()ll about how lhe nert

gcncl-ation of historians as rrell :rs \{eb users in general arc

emplo)ing this lnedilrm. But\!'hile this plocess is clitical to eclucators,

he  ma in ta ins  t ha t  t hc r c  l - r as  been  l i t t l e  r esea rch  i n  t he  f i e1d .

In fact. this \-ork amounts to irn invaluable form of knotleclge

tr'ansfer fiom the Uni\-elsit,\' 01' Oltil\\'a to a vxriet! of cducalional

corrlnllnilies, inchding schools, nuseu s irnLl even cunpanics

trai n i nq thc ir' \,-olltbr ces.

"\\ie'rc 
tr',ving to pro\.ide teachers \\,itll sorne tools to help develop

those digital l i terac,v ski l ls that students need but thit t  ntav not

cr.tr-r-entlv exist in thc t 'or lcl  in rvl i ich lhe clxssroonr operatesl 'he

sa)s. 
"f le Virt lral Histori :u lab is iust one modest lviw oftr1-ing

to morl i tof the 21st ccnturv ledrning experience. : lP
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