Urging Caution: Department Guidelines on Using Generative Al in the Study of History

Instructors in History courses may, in accordance with University regulations, each set their own
usage policy for Al products (ChatGPT, etc.) These policies may range from acknowledged use
with appropriate referencing, as with any source (see below), to prohibition of any use of Al in
course assignments. Students who fail to adhere to the course policy on Al will be held to have
committed an academic offence and those offences will be pursued through the university’s
disciplinary proceedings.

Individual instructors may find it useful to allow or even require students to use GenAl in
assignments for various purposes. In general, however, the History Department recommends
that students take a cautious approach to the use of GenAl because of the negative impact of
its use on skills acquisition and professional development for students in the field of History and
for reasons of ethics and accuracy.

These guidelines reflect the current recommendations on the use of GenAl of the Department of
History. They are subject to change.

The Dangers of “Cognitive Offloading” in the Study of History

Though GenAl may be helpful in particular instances (such as in the transcription and translation
of primary sources), for undergraduate students in particular, the detriments of its use far
outweigh the benefits. Frequent use of GenAl results in “cognitive offloading,” a tendency to
rely on GenAl tools to solve problems, which in turn reduces students’ capacity for critical
thinking. The key pedagogical problem with GenAl is that its widespread adoption replaces the
very skills and aptitudes students develop in our discipline, including the practice of
brainstorming ideas, developing good research questions, learning how to locate appropriate
primary and secondary source materials, evaluating evidence, generating strong arguments,
organizing essays, and revising poor writing. Students who use GenAl to complete assignments
may be able to fulfill course requirements and graduate with a history degree, but they will have
done so while exempting themselves from the acquisition of both the knowledge of historical
content and the research, analysis and writing skills central to the practice of history.

The Ethics of GenAl: Environmental Destruction and Labour Exploitation

The massive data centres used in GenAl require enormous quantities of water, air conditioning,
and energy. The shocking environmental cost of this technology runs counter to Concordia
University’s commitment to sustainability. In addition, GenAl companies rely heavily on
exploitative labour practices, using poorly paid human “trainers” in the “global south” while
promoting their product as a replacement for fairly compensated human labour everywhere.
Moreover, GenAl has run roughshod over the intellectual and artistic rights of the producers of
the material in the text and image libraries upon which it depends. Finally, the intrusion of
GenAl bots and gadgets into basic software makes its users unwitting labourers and content-
providers for the big Al companies.

Inaccuracy and Built-In Biases

The inaccuracies and built-in biases of GenAl mean its productions are deeply flawed. Its errors



include “hallucinations” of invented facts, quotations, and sources, and these are often
undetectable to users without expertise in a given subject. The source bases upon which GenAl
depends mean that it often operates as a cultural echo chamber, reiterating the racial, gendered,
and political biases of the sources upon which it draws and from the training parameters
established at its creation. Thirdly, GenAl analysis flattens the interpretative landscape of the
subjects it treats, often converging in the generation of bland, median conclusions rather than
producing critical evaluations based on either the preponderance of reliable evidence or on the
obvious inaccuracies of weak evidence.

Acknowledgement of Al Use

Should History students choose to use GenAl in courses that permit it despite all the counter-
indications discussed here, the History Department requires students to acknowledge their
use of it, just as they would any other consulted source, by adopting the following (Chicago-
style) citation format for notes:

! Text generated by ChatGPT-3.5, OpenAl, December 9,
2023, https://chat.openai.com/share/90b8137d-{f1c-4¢c0c-b123-2868623c4ae2.

Consult the Concordia library website for further citation guidelines.

You can also find helpful information at the Centre for Teaching and Learning (CTL).

In case of uncertainty or confusion about citation, students should consult their instructors.



https://chat.openai.com/share/90b8137d-ff1c-4c0c-b123-2868623c4ae2
https://library.concordia.ca/help/citing/chicago.php?guid=chatgpt
https://www.concordia.ca/ctl.html

