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For our inaugural president’s forum I would like to share some observations and encourage a conversation, on the ways in which online materials, particularly digitized books, are changing both the ways in which we research, and the ways in which we teach our courses.

I’ll provide some personal background first.  I attended the University of Toronto as an undergraduate in the mid-1980s.  As many of you will probably know, U of T has a massive library system consisting of more than twenty libraries on its downtown campus alone.  When I was there the system was just in the process of converting its cataloguing system from card catalogues to microfiche, and a very primitive computer based system.  Suffice to say, I suspect I am probably one of the last of the generation that learned basic research techniques through a physical interaction with paper cards, or searching for relevant materials in the stacks.  I have long since converted to more modern methods of seeking my materials, and understand that my students would equate the old ways with listening to music on an 8 Track tape.

What has not changed for me quite so rapidly is my preference for reading materials in hardcopy form.  Just as it took awhile before I felt comfortable writing on a keyboard as opposed to in longhand, I value the experience of holding a book in my hand. Recent experiences have shown me, however, that this preference cannot get in the way of what technology now provides.  The new accessibility of online materials also raises some interesting questions regarding how students will use these new options.

The first thoughts about this issue stem from my recent sabbatical, and the happy discovery that many important, printed primary sources in my field (Early Modern Britain) are now available in pdf formats via services like Google Books.  Where once I would have had to travel some distance to access The Registers of the Privy Council of Scotland, Calendars of State Papers, Historical Manuscripts Commission Reports, or a variety of Club Publications, such as those from the Camden Society, a few clicks now permits one to assemble a powerful, personal research collection free of charge.  This offers both convenience and breadth to the scholar. 

Some of the more interesting challenges vis-à-vis this option arises when one considers the difference between personal use, and assigning books or articles in pdf format as part of a class. Access is one thing, but actual use may be quite another.  Herein lies my quandry.

Because I was at a fairly advanced stage in my writing, much of my use of these materials was to confirm points of detail.  Therefore, it was most convenient for me that Google uses its own internal search engine to help a reader navigate the works in question.  I was able to locate names, pieces of legislation, or anything else I wanted very rapidly, and without needing to read through whole sets of documents – a great time saver under the circumstances.  This caused to wonder, however, how students would use these works?  Would they simply employ the short cuts I had (based, admittedly, on previous familiarity with the documents) and therefore lose a sense of context within which to frame their research?  Would this reduce extant collections to cafeteria-like selections in their minds? In short, would they be willing to read, and truly engage their sources? 

So begins the forum.  I have no answers to these questions yet, but I am eager to hear any others’ experiences with using and assigning primary materials via this medium.  I look forward to conversing with you online in the coming months.

Andrew Nichols

