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Knowing histofy is more complexthan masterifg historicalfacts. lt necessitates a particulaf mode 0f engagement with hist0ry.
This paper ooks at what it means to becone historically literate using Carad an histor an Tim Cook as an example.

nÉsumÉ
Le fait de comprendre 'hlstoire est plus complexe que de confaître des faits histofiq!es. Cela fécess te un mode d'engagement
pafticulier avec I'histo re. Ce texte examine ce que c0mprendfe historiquement signlfie en utilisant 'historien canadien Tim C00k
en exemple.

Whâl should history students know i\,hen they
gmduatc ironllr high school? Il\e O tatio lznchert' Manual
for History of l915 indicrt€s thrt  "histofy is usurl ly cr l le.d.r
'rnelnofy' subjcct, rnd is,rccordingly oftcn trught as,r merc
memofizinB 01' l'ùcts, nâmes, ând dates.") Surely, tor û'ost
educatofs today meûrorizing aontent knowledge is no
Longer ân âdequat€ answer to this fundan€rlal questior
thât hâs puzzled schools ând society lor ovcf â centufy.
Nowadays, th€fe is widespreÂd talks and beliefi ir "critical

thinking," "ski l ls" and " l i terâcy".rs overurching goals ol
educàtion. Yet, thcre is not àlways agrcêmcnt ns to what
these m€àn. ln Ontffio, the Nlinistry of Educàtiôn hÀs
responded with a series of documenis aDcl reports,
including resource packâges to help studeDis "develop âs
fully litefâte reàders, writers, ralkers, !nd think€rs."r

Despite lhe value ol âll ihese, nuch of whai is
(urrert ly àvâi làble on ' t ross-cufr iculàr l i teràcy" only
seNes to obscure fundamertàl difièrences in disci inrry
expeftise - or whât my colleague Pefry Klein refefs to as
.oDtent literacy.r To clâin, for iùstm.e, thât leârning to
read in math€matics renrforces ihe abiliiy to reâd hisiory
suggests very n.rive epistemologicàl distinctions between
domanrs ofknowledge and also nawed âssumptioùs aboùt
lext meàning.5As Sam Winebufg r ight ly observes, " in our
zeâ] to arrive rt ov€rarching modeis of r€âding, w€ ofren
ignore quâlities of the text that give it shape ând
meânirg."" Although sharing some common symbot
systens, understânding in history and understanding in
mathematics or iù literature pose radically difièrent chal-

'lhc proccss of disciplinrry hoDrogenizâiion, which
lcads tealhers to use a cohmonr,ar"hrd, ând sel ofstfâte-
gi€s âcfoss subjccts, prevonts siudcrts from taking
adv.rniagc ofthe disciplines. Hcr€ it is important to diltèr-
cntiaic bctwccn "subjcctJ' ancl "disciplin€s." Subjects are
orgânized departments of knowledgc dcviscd lbr *ruc-
lur i rg schedules ând rssessing lcaming objcct ivcs.
I)isciplines consist of "approachcs deviscd by scholÂfs
ove! the ceDturies iD ofder io âddress essentiàl questions,
issucs, Ànd phcnomcnr drâwn lrom the ratural and
humàn worlds."r Îcy irrcludc distinctive nethods of
inquiry, theoretical framework, nctworks of conccpts and
idens, symbols systens âl1d nodes of repfesentâtions,
History, wiih lil of th€se relinelnenls, is that discidine
which se€ks to ûràke serNe ofthe p!st. l"lisiory is not the
pâstj rather il is the process rnd lhe result of màking
lneâning out ofbi ts and frâgmenis ofthe pâst.

TITERACY AI{I} DISCIPI.II.IARY EXPERÏIST
Lit€rlcy is lhe àbility to r€àd, wfite, ànd rhink criti-

câ i ly  âbout  n rànge of  medià inc luding pr int  tex ls ,
imrges, and clectronic tcxts. lt is r cognitive ând sociâl
practice, ân "essential tool for personâl growrh ând
act ive pâr t ic ipât ion in  à democrat ic  socic ty . " r  Beconing
lit€ràte is critic{l in this inlormârion agc and it is no
surprise thât the ontârio curriculum p]Àces greàt
emphasis on early literacy instruction and progressioD in
reading and writing.'�

Yet despite signiûcant progress in stuclenls
perlormance in stândârd literacy tcsts (EQAO fesùlts



2002 2008), the.€ is still no cl€ar evid€ncc of improvc
ment in students' abiliiy to rcad, write, interpret, or
think criticâlly in history. Parr of the probtem has bcen
oùr inabilitl to teach "historicàl 

lirerâc)-." Fof Tony
Taytor, bccoming literaie in history necessitates a rànge
of âbilities and understandings r€quircd to gnsp rhe
nâture of histo.)'."r0 flirty yeafs of rescarch in the {ictd
has showD that expertisc iir histo.y disciplinary
coirpetence is couDter-inruirivc, best crLltivatcd \îhen
studeDts (1)  understând h is tory ând (2)  understând the

Studcnts come to school u,ith powerful bcliefs and
stories about the pàst. Thcse so-called "cotrxùon-sense

id€as acquifcd,rl home, in the mediâ or in everyday lifb
experienccs, are gradùally ch.rllenscd in highef lcarning
by somc more complex and scicntific ones.,, tiut does
public cducation feally chàlleùge lcàfnefs to replùce rhese
intuitive ideas {'ith more wàrrànted ones às produced by
histofians? A central principle of hisrory cducation
coDtinLLes to be thâi students need a firm ground of
i(nowl€dgc dborLt thc pùst (Âroùrd rh€ conlnrunity, rhc
nati r, demo(racy, ctc.) to bo competent - and ultimatcly

lllrt histori€àl uDcterstanding is Droro compt€x than
understânding rhe substâncê o l  th( 'past ,  i .e . ,  thc stâgnrnt
picccs of lncls. As Perer Soixas contends, students afc
cxposcd to. r  var ic ty  o l  cont l ic t ing h isror icâ l  . rccour ts
(insidc and outsidc th€ school) and 'îccd thc nle.us k)
nssess thc rohtive strcDgths rnd wcrknesses or rnese
inlefpr€tûtions."'r Translofming studcrk' nltuitivc icleas
ind equipping them wi th the tools  to make seI lse or  rne
prst rcccssit.te whût Peter Lcc cÀlls procedural
knowlcdge - or'lnetâhistorical" knowlcdgc.'r UDlike the

bstance ol thc pàst, this knowledge shapcs ttre way we
go aboul doiDg histofy. Whât m.rkes hisrorirns expcrts is
noL only, of so nrùch, their vasi knowledge of historical
perio.ts but theif sophisticâted bclicfs .rbotri hisrofy ân.l
. r i t icâ l  use of  key.or lccprs l i le  cv idence,  h is iôf icât
eùpâthy, and narrâtive. Instead ôfnrjv€ly âsking "Whài is
the best story to l.nor'? histofiaDs fàcc rhe complcxity of
the pasl with sù.h furdam.ntâl questions as "How do we
know àbout the past?" "Why 

did it hâppen?" "Whâi 
was ir

lil€ back then?" Quesiions of this sorr engage hisroriâns
in â rescârch process of investigêting past evcnrs ancl
pfoducing evidence-bâsed àccounts- nris disciplinary
enterprise is dyDarnic and Devcr cotnplete, subjecr ro
debàte and rcvision.

FR{lM "REAI)ING" TO "I(I{()WII,IG" HISTORY
'nr€ 

strâicgies ro develop cross-cùfriculâr x,e.â(y are
ùseful in helpmg students develop everyday skitts to read,
\vrite, and int€rpret â rànge of nedia. With sùch tech
niques as decoding,  sk imming,  making predi . t ions,  and
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rerding bet$.€en thc lines, it is possible to comprehend
and eryâge more cmciently in â vafiety of 'o called
iiction and non fiction texts. Bccause of thc kind of
habits of mind it dcvelops, cross curricuH, lre.acy
promotes whât might bc .alled "proro 

disciplinâry,,
kDowledge, that is knovlcdge extending beyond

to include some gen€ral teatures of
higher-order thinklng.rl At this level, for instâncc,
stuclents can feàd â varicty of rexts and nrake â distinc-
tion betnccn a historical narrativc and â Dovel or
beiwcen "facts" and "opinions." But this type of literâq
is largely inadcquate to sophisticated undcrstàndlig in
history because it does not ofiginate fton1 rhc texts and
ncthods of the d isc ip l ine.  Onc cùnnor rcrd ihe d€velop-
nrent of thc tlNA Act in the samc wày as the
developmcnt ol DNA.' lb illustratc my poinr, I will
consider an ex.rnple on world \vaf ]i Shock 

'hoaps:

Ca adia,$ Iighting the Grutt \Yat by War Museun
histof ian l  im Cook.r '

ht Sho.k 1iôops, Cookîalloivs rhe Cânadi{n fighting
fofces during the key battlcs ofVimy Ridge, Hill70, pâss-
chcndacle, ânclthc Hundf€d Dâys canlpâign. ftrough rhc
cycs ofthe officcrs lnd soldicrs lrho fought and di€d in thc
ucnchcs on lhe Wcstefn lront, .rnd bÀsed on ncwty
uncov€rect archivîl sourccs, Cjook "presents A ncw view of
thc Cânrdiân Cofps 'br t t les in  thc Gfeat  War,"  looking
wi th î  rc f feshing cyc.r t  how th is  smÂl l  bur  (oncsrve
lnilitary fofce quickly cLrrned thc ritlc o[ "shock trcops." :

In his study, Cook rims to rcveàl th{j largcly ignor.cd yet
signiRcart contributioD of C.ln.rdns ârmy âs pari of the
Èr i t ish Expedi t ion,r ry  Forcc.  Awâre ot  thc châl lenging
trsk làcing hirn, Cook is câutious to obscfve thât "hÀving

rc0d allnost ev.ry book pûblishcd in Cânada on the war,
ûnd hundre.ls by irtefnàibnal scholârs, I am only too
awafe thât evcn ù two,volune history lan present jùst n
ffàction of dr€ nxtionl, experiencc in rhe Cjrert \X/âf.,3 To
ofler â compelling âc.ount of ihis ùrique experieDcc, his
rnalysis is brscd ôn over â dccâde of siudy of otnci and
n r i v r t -  , r o ,  r ' . n e r r { .  l , l u d . ) t s  " , t c r s .
àrtefacts, postcârds, photogfaphs, and âfrlvorks. ',Ân

undcrstllndnu olthe conplexiry ofbàitle," hc points out,
"can be achicved oDly by consultnlg these Dlultiple
sources of informâtion not to ùrcnriorl wâlking the
brltlelields to explore the very groûnd upon which rh.
soldiers fought. ''

h history, undcrstanding wôrld Waf I and th.
contribution of CâDadian soldiers rcquires more lhin
recâllhg stagnant facts about rvaf and bâttles. E! thrnr
. "  v , . .  I a c r s  , l o r Ù  w o u l d  h , r \ ,  n o  l , i , t " . r  â t  ç r g n i h ,  J n ,  ,  , r
ilrey were not connecied together by the hisrorian in :
nârrrtive that seelc to represetlt thc past br erprarnrnr
what  hâppened.  "Histof ica l  inre l l ig ib i t i t \ :  Lô\enrhal
r " m  r d . u .  r e q u r  e i t d  n o t  o n \ p  \  I  i  r  e  n  |  \  ô  (  r  u  ,  I  I  n  ,

r l

I
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w h a t s r o t l l e . ] l f i . r c n t t y p e s . t t c x r s i \ \ r h t j s t r h i n o r i . ù l n 3 i i 3 i i v e ? H o ù ' i s t r t o n s t l u c t e d l

Y /h r i  e t hc l eÀ tu res . ! i h r  t ex t?  ( ' na i n i . l eâ ,  L r . $ ,oP in i ons  V /h r t i s t he r rCumc f t o l r h ' âL rL |o I?h i t ' onv im i ' g?Hor r i s i t

\Ihrt proccss, ererto' bie.l isbeinserpt.inedt

vhrl g.od sutst cin yoù hùle nonr ihis text/Ptrssrg.?

ùJhî t  n r  rou t i .w ibout  rhe  ioD i t?

Vhùt  do ,vou L l ,n ) l . t th .  iex l?  \ ! \?

àt pùfticulàr timcs, blLt i trrherenL story Ln rvhicli natty

evcnts.ue sk ipped,  o lhcrs c fe cor l .sced,  ùD. l  tenipof i l

s<tu.ncc is  o l tcn sùbordinxted lo  crp lânr t ion .nd

intcfpfe l r t ion. ' : "  lhe h is tot i . r t  ihùs needs I  s t  01 . l isc i

p l iDary st rnd: i rds ;1nd nro ls  lo  . f i l ic r l ly  issess th.

s igni l icrnc€ o l  thc select .d cvents rn. l  th€ p i f t icu l . r f

pcLspecl i !c  rnd bdic l l (  thùt  he bf ings to lhc stucty Lh.1

is ,  h is  o$t  posi t ior r r l i lY.
I lu t  uDl ike o ihcf  t lPcs o l  s tor ies,  ihc ûn. t jvc o l

h is i ( r 'y  is  dcpqxLort  upon onPi f icr l  cv iddrcc dcr iv .d

l r )nr  nmr(cs ihr t  DLrst  be rnt r l lZcd ( r f r lLr l ly  wi ih  x  dnl )

soDsc d i  h is t ( r i i : r l l  p f f$pc. i ivc r , l ( l  cntPr lhy.  i \s  Windmrg

obscf lcs,  lcxts  r fc  not  l i lc lcss st r ings of  l rds. .  Wofds

hxlo t (x lurc r l rd  shùpc,  xnd i i  is  thc j r  i lnros i  t i (1 i1.

qurr l i ty  lhùt  l . ls  ù ' .d t rs  sculp l  inuges o i  rhc ru lhors wlr ( '

usc then\ . " '  ln  o ihcf  w,)ûs,  h is tof icr l  t rx ls  do tot  sPtx l i

on lh . i r  owi) . ' lh . l ,  hr le  thc i r  owt  sul Îcx ls  xs hutr r t r

ùr tc làc is  wi th h icn i  in lcr tnt l ,  r \o t ivc rnd purPÔsc n1c,v

inusi be sel(.ctcd, irL€rfogi1c.1, contcxturlizcd, (,ùPùfc.i,

ùnd sonrct ines d isnisse. ldoPol . l iug on thc cdnt i ' \ t  or  thc

ifgùùrerrl pfcsented b-v ùe hislofian
Th'ough c. r fc i i r l  enpr lhct i .  reâdi r tg ot  ! r r ,ous

Cùnùdi in ,  Bf i t ish .nd Gofmàn his l . f i . r l  sourccs ( looLr

is  rb le to iùaginc to fe_enr. t  rvh. l  i l  ( 'ùs l i l ie  b! .k

thcr  ând û,rLc ù corv l l rc ing ev idei )cc bxse. l  r rguùrct l l

on the uniqu.  CrDâdi . rn svs ieD ol  ù 'aging wùr '  ln  tL le

second volûme alone,  he dedi .ates 1)o lcss tL1ùn 59 pùges

to footnotes ând rcfcreDces;  , r  key texLurc of  h is tor i . i l

wf i l lng th i t  has somehow m,vsier iously  d isâppearcd

f foù s.hô,r l  tcxtbooks.  ( lo t rcePls ârd ideâs l ikc "sho. l i

t roops,  " t rench syst .m,"^ \o Nlcn 's  Lârrd,"  âncl  ' rn l icon

scriptidi crkis" cnefge ffom à Pârticulaf Yrorld War i

context  thàt  Cook sk iLfù l lv  br iDgs to l i t .  This  dynamic

interplal bctù,een the tcxts ând language ot thc pâst àird

Cook'own intcrpretâ l ive lcns produccs tn îccount  th i l

lvo ids  i r -p present is l  ln tcrpreht ions.  Cookl  acconnt  is

nore y iv id lnd conpel l ing thàD.rny tc{ tbook,  yct

\ u f f n  t c !  L r )  I ' r L t r r à lÈ \L  f l r . " d r "ê l l on r \ t r  . es7

WhiL is the scqùcn.e ofevcnis? Whnt ir. ihc .truses/'onsequen'c:r

!  l '  . 1 ' r  { '  p  o d  L  q " d

\Vhât d.es thc.vidÈr.e tellyou ùbout th. dcrc? \\r hcn sns rt

prcdùùed? $rh3l rre the subtcxls ofthc $urce!? F'{ Ls the ev'dcntc

H.s is trP fr{ dillerent hom rhe p'eRft]\Yhrrr'rs it lilk llr bc ihcrc?

whâ ts l o r t  s l nùLd , vo (be l i e r c i n? ( ) .  wh t r t  g rnû t r l s?  \ ! i t f  { h r t

measurcd and Dot  f . l l rc i f l r l  l i le  ' l lo l ly$ 'ood Cfe.r i ivc

in lc fpfc tat ion in  h is tory t rust  b€ rcconp.r t ied by legi t i_

mrte usc o l  the .v ideDcc l tx tbooks bc l ic  h is tor ica l

loorccs by rvoid ing Lhc hcdgirg thùt  h isrof i ins nr .kc

t f . rnspafc l l l  in  thc i r  wr i t ine
1)cvclopi rg h is lof icn l  l i tcrâcy r lcccssi lù tes 3 p. r r t ic-

u l i r  modc of  ( l lgrg ing wi ih  h is toLl  bolh in  tc fms o l

e!iclfl)ce .rrr.l niÛ ûii!c. V/htn slNlcnts .uc ch.rllcnge.l lo

rh in l i  l ikc h is tu i tns lhcy nnls l  t i ( l i lc  a scf ics o l  esscnt i r l

qùest ions th i r l  . Innol  be. tswcrf t l  wiLh c lassùDln tcr ts

rnd cross.u l r ' icu l . i  l i tcr  c Ï  s l i i l ls .  Dcl in ing coni f r ruùl -

izod h is iù i (a l  !c . rd ing,  \ \ ' f i t ing,  lnd th in l ( ing is  r r rofc
(o p l ic . r i i ld  lhrn s i t r rPiy  out l in ing t r  sct  o l  hcuf is{ rcs rs  n)

nruch dqrcDds orr thc qucsti(nrs, tho tci(ts, rncl (he

(nnext .  SLi l l ,  i t  is  Possib l f  tô  oul l i l !c  annc rn lho

quudidrs thr i  h is lo i ixns br ing to thc l rsk:  "

l .  Usc o l iDqùiry :How do wc l to$r  ibout  Ur)r ' l ' � l  \vr f  I?

2.  Need of  s igni l icrncc.  Why is  i t  imPort . r r l  to  s tudy

V/or ld WLrr  I?  lhc Cd]r , rd i t r  t r  .ont l  ibutnn to i l l

rl. Role of scu/identity: l low does nly i.lcntiLy shaPc ille

$ry I eùgngc wiih thc Pasi?
q. Sense of enrpâthy: Whri w.rs ii lile to bc sokliers

5. Usc of eviderce, \\rhit evidetcc do we hrvc lLl.\l

Canrdiàr ls  wÈre "shocLt  Lroops o{  lhc Lnpi re/  lhw
"re-enù.trble" !f. lhe sotrfces use.l? V hât

persp,rctive(s) do thcy (re)Pfescnt?

6. l!ùportànce of c.rusatn'r: What sere lhc (âuses à|d

cÊects of thc selected cvents /
7. Conne.tioD lo thc Presen. lD whùt $'rys does thc

presenl shafc the $ay we make scnse ot' lhe \sâr? How

is the prcscnt ir conthuily ttilh the P.rs!?
S. Role ofjudgnentr Why should t believe in til€ .rfgu

mcnt pfesentc.i by Cook? Witir whât rescrvàtion?

\Yhàt  is  tL le moralofh is  s lofY?
9. Lânguâge of history: How do we use aDd deàl with

the languàg. ofthÊ pàst? How do we rePresent it?
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10. Use ofhistoricâl nârrâtiv€r Whâr is rhe organization
and stfucture of a convincing story? How arc historicâl
nârratives difiercnt fron/sim ilû r to historicâ 1 n oveis?

Helping our studcnrs learn ro answer rhese (ànd
'rany other such) questions provides one, perhaps thc
n1ost elïc€tive way of introducing them ro the power ànd
iimits olhistoricâl thinking Gee tàble 1).} Schools are in â
privilegcd positioD to châll€Dgc populaa intuftive ideas
aboùt the pàst that students bring to clâss wirh "Ân oricn
tation to the past inforned iry disciplhâry c.rnons of
eviden(e and rules of a.gùment."! Of course, very few
students $'il1 ever gfow into histofians like Coo(, or even
contemplatc the profession, but nltroducing them to the
"rùles of the gnme" hclps novices dev€lop morc soptristi-
catcd ideis ând stories thaD pfovided by popul.rr cuttufe
and other sites of nlcmory. [âccd with ûnfànriliÀr
docunents or conflicting âccounts on !n issue, smocnls
who havc developed historicâl literacy.re bettcr cqLripped
to re,1d nnd qLtcstion them ànd judge their nerit than
thosc who reiyon the â{0rdrnces olevcrydaylife.

Whcn we conlpare how stud€nts ând historiÂns
ongage lvith thc prst, w€ âfti in I b€tter position tu dcfine
tlrogtessioy itr historicâl lerflling. School history is srill
dominatcd by â story, rc l l ing approûch to rhe nat ionÀl
past with approved tcxtbooks that sâDciion whât ought
to bc le , i rncd -  or  d isDr isscd.  Ihey tend to be wr i t tcn in
rn ruthoriiativc voice without refcrcnce to thc vary
ispect  o i  h is tor ica l  ârgumentsr  ev idcnce.  l f  wc w!nr  our
s ludcDts to read h is tofy  l ronl  a t€xrbook or  a b log d i fc f -
cr t ly  and i f  wc wlnt  th€nr  to beconlc cr i t ic r l  th i r rkcrs
who can u l t imate ly  cra l t  the i r  own warrantcd stor ies of
lhc pasi ,  we nced to prov ide rhen wi th rh€ mcans !o
dcvclop historicll lit€f àcy.
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oi the Litcrdcy and lli(ory Working croup of thc OnLâfiô
Ministry of Educâtion for .omrncnts or errticr d.âfrs ôf rhis
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' As ân examplc of this literacy trend, see thc inrfoduction of
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