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History of Science and the Benefits of having Multiple Explications

Michel Bélanger

Université du Québec à Rimouski, campus Lévis
For more than twenty years, reasons for the use of history of science in science education came from numerous perspectives: scientific literacy, nature of science, motivation, etc. In this paper, I would like to offer an additional perspective, that of the « multiple conceptions » which is more often encountered in the conceptual change literature. Indeed, several researchers think that in many case students’ initial conceptions are not replaced by scientific explanations during learning, but that a form of cohabitation may rather be attained.
When such cohabitation exists in the mind of students, I postulate that a mechanism is used to neutralize the potential cognitive conflict that would normally lead to the removal of at least one of the conceptions. In other words, the coexistence of the two alternatives is dependant on the development of a cognitive structure responsible for the management of their plurality. I will propose to distinguish four kinds of ways by which this plurality can be mastered. This structure may thus be: 1) descriptive, 2) evaluative, 3) explicative, and 4) transformative. My objective will be to present these kinds of structure and the benefits associated to them. 
I consider this framework to be particularly relevant to the analysis of the impact and potentialities of the use of the history of science in the classroom, since students are expected to learn historic explanations, which are to cognitively cohabit with the more recent scientific ones.
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