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Why study the topic?

Many of the attitudes and values that influence your life and your society are anchored in beliefs about the past. The history we know today is based on interpretations of events. That is, history textbooks are based to a large extent on their authors’ interpretations of written records of the period in question. And these written accounts often reflect the culture and value systems of the people who wrote them at the time. But what if the records are contradictory? Perhaps some of the current geopolitical conflicts are based on very different perspectives of previous events. What if you were wrong all along and your profound convictions are based on pure fiction? In this learner guide, you will begin to appreciate the subjective nature of much history writing. This may help you to be more critical in your judgements of day-to-day events.

What do I need to know before I begin?

You should have an interest in current events.

You should know how to find current and past issues of newspapers from around the world through various formats (such as microfiche or microfilm in a public library or through the Internet).

What will I know and be able to do when I have completed the guide?

You will be able to read descriptions of events with a more critical attitude towards subjective interpretations.

You will be able to trace some stories to original records.

What resources are available to help me?

Public and university libraries for back copies of newspapers.

Web sites of major newspapers for current issues.

How may I meet the expectations of the guide?

By using this guide, you are putting expectations on yourself. You will know after working through the activities whether your attitude towards written reports has changed.

When should my work be done?

The time you devote to this is up to you. You should expect to have to spend several hours researching particular stories.

How will I demonstrate I have met the expectations?

By completing at least two “history text” paragraphs as described in the Activities Section of this guide and discussing them with a knowledgeable individual.

What activities do I need to do?

Activity 1:  This Day in History . . .
This activity may be a bit of a humility lesson. Chances are your birth did not make newspaper headlines around the world . . .

At your local library or a university library in your area, look through the collection of past issues of newspapers (perhaps on microfilm or microfiche) and find the issue of four different newspapers on the day of your birth. Answer the following questions.

· What events are reported on the front page?

· Are they the same or is there a different priority given to events?

· Can you explain why?

Write down your observations.

Activity 2:  You Be the Historian
In this activity, you will have the opportunity to play the role of historian. You may find it more interesting to do this activity with an interested partner.

Choose at least two recent significant events to research. Here are some possibilities:

· The Oka Crisis

· The Turbot “War”

· The October 1996 Canadian Unity Rally in Montreal

· The 1996 Quebec referendum

· The 1997 Canadian federal election

· The 1997 British parliamentary election

· Britain’s hand-over of Hong Kong to China on July 1, 1997

· The 1997 Canada-U.S. negotiations on the salmon fishing treaty

Each of these events is now part of world history.

Once you have chosen two recent and significant events, do the following:

Find coverage of the events in at least two newspapers or magazines from different provinces or countries. For example, you could look at how the unity rally was reported in The Globe and Mail and Le Devoir or in The Gazette and La Presse or in The Gazette and The Globe and Mail or in La Presse and Le Devoir. You could read about the Hong Kong hand-over as reported in The Times of London and the South China News.
Create a chart in which you compare the coverage in terms of:

· prominence

(the page the article appeared on, the length of the article, the wording of the headline, etc.)

· the data reported, if any

(number of people/fish involved, cost/benefit, duration, size of the territory involved, number of deaths, etc.)

· the tone of the coverage

(favourable to one side, neutral, condemnatory, laudatory)

· the causes given by the author of the article

· pictures, graphs, if any

· the direct quotes provided

(from both sides of an issue, from one party more than another, etc.)

· the conclusions drawn or predictions made of outcomes

· any other aspects in which there is a striking difference in the coverage provided by the two sources

Now pretend that you are a historian living in the year 2047. You are writing a history textbook for secondary schools ( . . . if there are still books and schools by then . . .). For each of the two events you selected, write the paragraph in the book that describes the event based strictly on the written records you have examined. If you are working with a partner, write your paragraphs independently and then compare them and discuss the reasons for the differences or discrepancies.

If possible, present your findings to your teacher or someone else who knows a good deal about history. This might be a university professor or a political affairs reporter who writes for your local newspaper.

Where do I go from here?

Continue your interest in current events (history in the making) and try to influence others to be more analytical and critical.
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