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Overview

In a 2006 article, Richard Van Eck argued that it is time that discussions about digital game based learning (DGBL) move beyond research that has, by this point, already convincingly demonstrated its efficacy as a place for, or site of, learning.
 We need to move on now, he argues, to create “research explaining why DGBL is engaging and effective” and to providing “practical guidance for how (when, with whom, and under what conditions) games can be integrated into the learning process to maximize their learning potential.” With their participation in this symposium, John Lutz and Ruth Sandwell take up von Eck’s challenge to explain and prescribe appropriate uses for history-related games. In our 1.5 hour session, we will work with symposium participants to explore links between our DGBL history-project, The Great Unsolved Mysteries in Canadian History, and recent research and writing about historical thinking and knowing. More specifically, we will draw on two separate academic discussions, one exploring research into the teaching and learning of history in the schools and the other relating to theoretical and methodological developments within the discipline of history itself. We will suggest that the intersection or overlap of these two areas provides a research- and theory- based explanation for why DGBL works so well in history-related gaming. We will invite symposium participants to work with the Great Unsolved Mysteries in Canadian History Project to articulate in some detail the particular ways in which these sites ‘work’ at engaging students effectively in the process of historical understanding. In the process, we hope that this symposium will allow us to work together to provide practical guidance on “when, with whom, and under what conditions” DGBL can be used most effectively to promote historical thinking. Our chapter for the proposed book will provide an overview of the research on historical thinking and learning that has recently been articulated in history and history education, and a description of how the symposium participants’ have added to our understanding.

Background and Rationale 1: The History Educators

Recent years have witnessed an increasing amount of research in the field of history education. Educators, long interested in how to teach students to think scientifically, have turned their attention to what constitutes historical thinking, or, in the current parlance, “historical literacy.” There are a number of factors involved in this renewed interest in history education, but perhaps most often cited are the decline of the more general ‘social studies’ movement in the wake of research documenting students’ staggering historical ignorance about the origin and accomplishments of their own particular nation state, and this in an era of increasing unease about the loss of national and religious identity with increased globalization following the end of the Cold War.
 Notwithstanding clear evidence that nationalism and indeed patriotism have been the engines driving often-intense public discussions about the purpose of history education,
 responses to the recent perceived crisis of historical understanding have been varied. Conservatives have lobbied unapologetically, and sometime successfully, for a highly partisan, nationalistic ‘return to basics’ move within schools and museums,
 but there has been a significant movement in quite another direction as well: history researchers and educators alike are encouraging students to do their own ‘document analysis’ – the interpretation of original historical or archaeological evidence from the past -- as an important pillar of history education. 

Their motives have varied. Many teachers and public historians (in museums, heritage villages or other historical sites and monuments) have discovered that students are simply more interested in history, and seem to remember more of it for the final exam, when they can actively engage with original historical sources; because it keeps students busy, occupied, and apparently learning, it is widely perceived to ‘work’ as an educational strategy. As a result, compilations of primary documents along with supporting educational materials have become a major industry, particularly in the United States.
 

Researchers in the field of history education do not deny that students can be more engaged by working with primary documents, but their strong advocacy of teaching students to use primary documents in the history classroom is not related just to the immediate appeal that working with these documents provides to students. Rather, researchers and theorists in the field of history education tend to share a conviction that, because history essentially is a dialogue among people about the interpretation of evidence left over from the past, then history education must, to be effective, at the very least introduce students to what history is by inviting them to participate actively in the process or practice of what doing history involves.
 Like the revolutionary science educators of an earlier era, history educators are suggesting that historical knowledge, like scientific knowledge, is not about knowing facts so much as it is about understanding processes. For teachers who see science and a kind of knowledge or process of knowing, bunsen burners and the techniques of scientific observation overshadow the memorization of complicated nomenclatures. For teachers who see history as a kind of knowledge or process of knowing, primary documents and the techniques of inquiry-based interpretation overshadow the memorization of events, names and dates. As Peter Seixas has argued, it is only in this way that students can become truly engaged in the “community of inquiry” that comprises the disciplinary, evidence-based critical enquiry that history is. 



Ken Osborne has pointed out that the idea that students need to ‘do history’ in order to understand history– i.e. analyze and interpret primary historical documents – is not new; history teacher Fred Morrow Fling was actively advocating this practice more than a hundred years ago, and the idea has been an important component of progressive reform in educational circles ever since.
  The idea may not be new, but research in the field of history education has only recently documented just how difficult it is to convey this to students. One of the unanticipated consequences of the increased use of primary documents in the classroom has been an increase in research documenting that even though primary documents are engaging for students, they cannot be relied on to provide them with an increased understanding of history. In his well-known 1991 study, Sam Wineburg asked students and historians to think aloud as they read historical texts, both primary and secondary.
 He noted that whereas historians entered into a complex dialogue with the multiple meanings of the text, students were generally able to marshal only one question about what they were reading: is it true? With little familiarity with primary documents, without the appropriate background knowledge, and without an understanding of the processes of critical enquiry, students were simply not able to engage in constructing historical knowledge from the documents. As Wineburg has argued since, historical thinking really is an “unnatural act” that involves thought processes that are counter-intuitive to most students.

If Wineburg’s work is among that documenting that students need considerable ‘scaffolding’ if they are to learn to use primary documents to construct knowledge about the past, the research of history educators such as Peter Lee, Ros Ashby, S.G.Grant, Bruce Van Sledright, Keith Barton, Linda Levstik and Stella Winert has provided considerable evidence about how students, even those as young as 6 ot 7, can successfully be taught the kinds of critical, evidence-based thinking they need to think historically.
 But it turns out that the problem of using primary sources to teach students the process of critical enquiry is not to be found simply in students’ ability to engage critically with the materials, but also in their reluctance to do so.  A.J. Milson argues that students using web-based materials regularly sought out the “path of least resistance” when looking for ways of constructing historical knowledge, rather than searching for a more complex understanding.
  Other research has documented that rather than evaluating information from multiple sources, students using primary documents on the world wide web “moved directly to search engines to find sites they thought would give them all necessary information to accomplish their task”
 as quickly as possible, and in a way that was most likely to meet the approval of the teacher. 

Barton’s study of fourth and fifth grade American students highlights the problems. His research documented students’ remarkable ability to engage critically with such issues as the contingency of historical narratives and the constructed nature of historical documents. But after students critically examining historical documents, Barton discovered “one remarkable and unexpected problem.”

After three days of this [critical enquiry] activity, the teacher pulled students together to discuss their conclusions …. Each student had an opinion, and they were eager to share. But none of the opinions had any relationship to the evidence that they had just spent three days evaluating. Students did not use the evidence to reach conclusions; they were just making up what they thought must have happened. 

European educators have noted a similar reluctance in their students to bring critical enquiry to bear on history education in the classroom, and new research into levels of historical consciousness, and differences between historical knowledge and historical belief are now underway to account for the phenomenon whereby students know about history as critical inquiry, but refuse to take it seriously.
 Keith Barton and Linda Levstik have argued that the solution to the problem is to be found in the articulation of a coherent purpose for history education, and have found it in history’s unique suitability to provide students with the kind of humanistic education they need to participate in a democratic and pluralistic society. The study of primary documents, they argue, provides an important foundation for the kind of evidence-based reasoning that members of a participatory democracy need to deliberate on, and make decisions about, their society.
 

On a slightly different tack, Ruth Sandwell has argued that the problem is essentially epistemological: students don’t engage with a critical evaluation of historical evidence because, in spite of what they learn about critical enquiry, they still believe that history really is a set of received truths that they must memorize and tell back to their teachers.
 Conducting reasoned, educated interpretations of evidence becomes just one more example of busy work in the classroom. And why wouldn’t they? After all, knowing “the facts” rather than understanding the process is what they are most often, and most rigourously, evaluated on. 

Background and Rationale 2: The Historians

Historians have changed a lot over the past fifty years. Since the defeat of fascism and the triumph of American modernity, historians have been increasingly rejecting the notion of a single unified narrative of history in favor of histories that are more complex and varied. Historians have broadened their interest beyond the study of one class, gender or ethnically defined group, and beyond their earlier, exclusive interest in public life and formal political systems. As a result, historians’ research and writing has become much more interdisciplinary, and much less the narrative of “the winners.” This concern with a wider range of peoples and issues in the past has, furthermore, encouraged some historians to take (or admit to) a more active role in contemporary concerns, particularly those involving historical injustices based on gender, class or ethnicity. They have become much more open about their concerns about contemporary, relevant issues, and the ways in which these contemporary issues have helped to shape their professional interests. 

And historians have become much more cognizant of the relationship between knowledge and power than they used to be. Not only do they believe that history involves more than the single narrative about the winners in the past, but many historians are now aware that portraying history as a particular one-dimensional narrative only helps to maintain structures of power within today’s society.
 Finally, all of these changes are part of historians’ increased awareness that their research is more a process of critical enquiry, a kind of knowledge, than it is a series of authoritarian, factual statements, let alone final judgements, about the past.  The past is gone, and all historians can do is try to understand some of its meaning and complexity through an ongoing discussions about how best to interpret evidence from the past that is meaningful in the present, albeit for a wide variety of reasons. 
  

In moving beyond the positivism that largely defined nineteenth century historical writing, historians are openly acknowledging that history is a process of critical enquiry, a painfully meticulous process of piecing together – constructing --  into a narrative pieces of evidence about a meaningful past in the context of what other historians have written about. And acknowledging that history is an interpretive act, one where historians enter into an ongoing dialogue with others about evidence – fragmented, contingent and contextualized -- from the past has had an important influence not only on what historians study, but on how they present their work. Increasingly, historians are arguing that it is not enough to be more inclusive in who we consider legitimate historical subjects, or how we represent them: our history needs to articulate more clearly the dialogical nature of our work. As historian Lyle Dick has recently argued, 

 Ideally we would be seeking to move beyond univocal narratives or harmonized syntheses relying on partial perspectives or evidence.  We would be moving beyond diversity of content to embrace greater diversity of form.  Instead of weaving the different strands together into tight narratives, we would be trying to combine different forms, genres, and voices into looser structures.  Rather than seeking resolution and coherence, we would consider encouraging the juxtaposition of conflicting and even contradictory materials to more accurately represent the contested character of the Canadian past and the actual diversity of perspectives bearing upon its interpretation. 

Like history educators, historians are increasingly declaring the importance of the processes of historical practice to good historical thinking. 

Background and Rationale 3: The Great Unsolved Mysteries in Canadian History Project


As we have argued above, history educators and professional historians now agree that understanding history means understanding the dialogical processes involved in interpreting evidence from the past in the context of what others have thought relevant. History is a conversation about interpreting evidence. The project that John Lutz, Ruth Sandwell, and Peter Gossage established, The Great Unsolved Mysteries in Canadian History, (www.canadianmysteries.ca)  is a web-based history education project that explicitly set out to introduce students to the act of doing history. As we described the history of the project in 2008: 

“When we first imagined the site, we were intrigued by the dissonance between using late 20th century technology to investigate at mid 19th century murder. What John and I had originally liked about the technology was the strange co-incidence between web based technology and late 20th century ideas about history. We felt that the lecture format and the textbook, both first developed in the 19th century as important ways of teaching history, they were used by earlier generations of history teachers because they were particularly well suited to particular 19th century understandings of history. That is, history is “just the facts”, plain and simple; a chronicle of events told in an epic format, with good guys and bad guys (and I mean guys) and a strong, simple and one dimensional plot line. The world wide web, by contrast, was, we thought particularly well suited to late twentieth century ideas of what history is: not a linear, authoritarian declaration by an eminent historian about what “really” happened, but a broader, more inclusive discussion of varied peoples in varied places, discussions that were sensitive to race, class, gender, sexual preference, regional differences. History involves multiple perspectives, ambiguity and dissonance. It also involves some very particular disciplined approaches to evaluating evidence, to building reasoned arguments, and to making persuasive claims about the past. “

What we had created was, in effect, a Digital Game-Based Learning site where visitors to the site would ‘do history’: in interacting with the materials on the site, they would engage in, or would at least be forced to confront, complex forms of historical thinking as they used the primary documents on the site to come to a reasoned interpretation of the real life historical mystery they were presented with in each of the twelve sites.  

The Symposium

Having provided you with some of the background, we would like to move from this initial explanation of how our DGBL works to engage students in historical thinking and doing, to explain how our workshop for this Symposium will take up von Eck’s challenge to both explain prescribe appropriate uses for history-related games. 

Our goal is to engage symposium participants in expanding our understanding of both why the Great Unsolved Mysteries in Canadian History can act as an engaging and effective means of teaching history, and how it can provide guidance for understanding “when, with whom, and under what conditions games can be integrated into learning process to maximize their learning potential.”  Our findings from this ‘active research’ will provide the second part of our final paper for the published collection. 

Here is a brief overview of how we intend to conduct this research. Symposium members will be asked to bring to the session their laptop computers. Working in groups of two, participants will be assigned a website from the Great Unsolved Mysteries in Canadian History website, and will also be assigned different sections of the website from which to begin their historical enquiries. Drawing on Sam Wineburg’s research in which he asked historians and then history students to ‘think out loud’ as they read a short historical passage, for this session one person will be the ‘researcher and the other will be the scribe or amanuensis. The amanuensis’s task will be to act as a sounding board and keep track of the processes by which the ‘researcher’ moves through the site. Some ‘hints’ will be also be provided to the amanuensis to coach the researcher through the site, and can be used as needed. Our goal will be to explore the kinds of historical thinking – if any! – that guides the participants through the mystery website, and to link these to the opportunities or limits to historical thinking offered by the site.  It is a real advantage that some of the participants are trained historians and others are not as the comparison allows a better understanding of  different processes of enquiry.  


At the end of the session we will convene and compare different processes . The facilitators will ask participants to present not only their solution to the mystery, but their reflections of the interpretive acts in which they have been participating, and the media with which they have been working. The discussion about how participants made use of the site  and    how they experienced the opportunities of playful technologies that it provided, will be included in the final paper as well as suggestions for the next steps in developing this genre.  As a result of this “participatory action” research we hope to provide some answers to the question van Eck posed,  “research explaining why DGBL is engaging and effective” and   providing “practical guidance for how (when, with whom, and under what conditions) games can be integrated into the learning process to maximize their learning potential.”
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