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What was daily life like for European immigrants to Canada?
CRITICAL CHALLENGE
Examine historical images to draw reasonable inferences about what life was like for 
Ukrainians and other Europeans who immigrated to Canada during the late 1800s and 
early 1900s.

SUMMARY
In this lesson, students examine images and draw reasonable inferences about the 
daily life experienced by Ukrainians and other European immigrants who immigrated 
to Canada during the late 1800s and early 1900s. Students are provided with sample 
images and an image set depicting different aspects of daily life. Using the 5Ws strategy 
for analyzing images, students make observations and draw inferences to help them 
form conclusions about daily life around the turn of the twentieth century. They then 
assess their conclusions by applying the criteria introduced at the beginning of the 
lesson. The lesson concludes with students reflecting on what may have been the most 
challenging aspects of life in Canada for Ukrainian and other European immigrants.

OBJECTIVES
Broad understanding

Knowledge of daily life experienced by Ukrainians and other Europeans who 
immigrated to Canada during the late 1800s and early 1900s

Requisite tools

Background knowledge

• knowledge of the conditions of life in Canada for Ukrainians and other 
European immigrants before the First World War

Criteria for judgment

• criteria for making effective observations

 ê specific: includes a detailed description of what is observed

 ê accurate: matches what is observed

• criteria to measure the reasonableness of an inference

 ê matches the evidence

 ê matches what we know about the world (i.e., our background knowledge)

BLESSON
1 Developing understanding through 

images and documents 

MODULE
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Critical thinking vocabulary 

• observation

• inference

Thinking strategies

• analyzing images (5Ws strategy)

• making observations 

• drawing inferences

 

MATERIALS
Briefing sheet

Understanding European immigration to Canada, 1891–1914 (Briefing sheet #3)

Activity sheets

Explaining the image (Activity sheet #B-1)
Explaining the image—sample responses (Activity sheet #B-2)
Sorting observations and inferences (Activity sheet #B-3)

Images 

Harvest time (Image #B-1)
Image set: Settling in Canada A (Image set #B-2)
Image set: Settling in Canada B (Image set #B-3)
Ukrainian family, c. 1891–1914 (Image #B-4)

Background information for teachers

For more information on European immigration to Canada, consider reading 
Background information for teachers: European immigration to Canada, 1891–1914 
(Briefing sheet #1) prior to teaching this lesson. These notes are intended to support 
teachers with historical details related to the content of this lesson and are not intended 
for student use.



Developing Understanding through the Arts 11 The Critical Thinking Consortium

Suggested Activities

1. Distribute student copies of the photograph of the 
Ukrainian family,  c. 1891–1914 (Image #B-4).

2. Divide students into pairs or small groups for 
easier viewing of the image. 

3. Ask students to carefully examine the image and 
suggest when, where and of whom it was taken, 
based on details they see in the image. Invite 
students to discuss and share their initial thinking. 

4. After students have offered their ideas, explain 
that the image shows a Ukrainian family who 
lived in Manitoba during the early 1900s. 
Encourage students to share any background 
knowledge they may have about what life was 
like at this time in Canada. 

5. Prompt students to re-examine the image 
and identify any additional details from the 
image that match their current understanding 
of what life was like in Canada during this time.

6. Pose the question: “What might we learn about the lives of early immigrants 
by looking at images such as this one?”

Note: If students have completed Module 1, Lesson A, invite them to look 
at the questions that they developed and consider whether photographs like 
this one might help them answer any of their questions about the reasons 
why people left their home countries to come to Canada.

1. Ask students if they have heard the saying “A picture is worth a thousand 
words.” Prompt students to think about the meaning of this phrase and to 
share their ideas with their classmates. Possible responses include:

• A single image can communicate a complex idea.

• Looking carefully at pictures and images can reveal a lot of information 
about a topic or subject.

2. Share the lesson challenge with students: Examine historical images to 
draw reasonable inferences about what life was like for Ukrainians and other 
Europeans who immigrated to Canada during the late 1800s and early 1900s. 

1. Return student attention to the photograph of the Ukrainian family 
introduced at the beginning of the lesson. 

2. To introduce the criteria met by reasonable observations, first suggest 
counter-examples for students to consider. Record or project the following 
observations about the photograph:

• There is stuff on the building.

• They are making dinner.

Investigate an 
image 

Think about 
the lesson 
challenge

Examine an 
image
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Lesson

B Image #B-4
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krainian fam

ily, c. 1891–1914
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3. Ask students to suggest which observation is more likely. Guide students 
towards understanding the criteria met by an effective observation:

• specific: includes a detailed description of what is observed.

• accurate: matches what is observed.

Encourage them to appreciate that there is no evidence to support the 
observation that they are making dinner, so it is not accurate. “Stuff on the 
building” is quite vague and an effective observation would more explicitly 
mention that trees are leaning on the building.

4. Record the criteria for students to refer to during the remainder of the lesson. 

1. Divide students into pairs or small groups and provide each group with 
copies of the image Harvest time (Image #B-1) and 
Explaining the image (Activity sheet #B-1).

2. Explain that using the 5Ws is an effective strategy 
for helping make specific observations. Review 
the 5Ws if necessary (Who? What? 
Where? When? Why?). 

3. Revisit the image and work as a 
class to record observations that 
meet the criteria for the “Who” 
prompt on the activity sheet. 

4. Prompt students to work in small 
groups to make observations for 
the remainder of the prompts 
on the activity sheet. Direct 
students to complete only the 
“Observations” column on the 
activity sheet at this point in 
the lesson.

A sample completed activity 
sheet (Activity sheet #B-2) is 
included for reference that 
includes possible answers 
made by a student; other answers are possible.

5. Invite students to share their observations 
with their classmates. Ask students to 
consider whether their observations meet the 
established criteria.

Practise the 
5Ws strategy
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Lesson

B Activity sheet #B-1

Explaining the imageUse visual clues to develop informative explanations of images.Sample prompts
Observations

Possible inferences

WHO is in the image?
• What roles or occupations are shown?

• What is the economic status (rich or poor) of the people in the image?• If more than one person is shown, what relationship do they have to each other?

WHAT are the people doing?• What actions are happening?
• What objects are being used?

WHERE does the image take place?
• What setting (rural or urban) is shown?

• What is the land like (flat or mountainous)?
• What buildings or landmarks are shown?

WHEN does the image take place?
• What time of day is it?• What time of year is it?• Is this the present day or the past?

WHY was the image taken?• What reasons might there be for what is happening?• Why might the person holding the camera have taken the image?
• What might happen next?
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Lesson 

B Image #B-1

Harvest time
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Lesson 

B Activity sheet #B-2Explaining the image—sample responsesUse visual clues to develop informative explanations of images.Sample prompts
Observations

Possible inferences

WHO is in the image?
• What roles or occupations are shown?

• What is the economic status (rich or poor) of the people in the image?
• If more than one person is shown, what relationship do they have to each other?

• The people are dressed in overalls and dresses. • There are three adults and six children. • They are standing in a field.

• The woman might be the mother of the children. • They look like they might be farmers.

WHAT are the people doing?• What actions are happening?• What objects are being used?

• Most of the people are holding armfuls of a crop.
• One man is leading horses that are attached to a piece of farm equipment. 

• They are probably farming. 
• They are cutting down a crop that is ready to be harvested. 

WHERE does the image take place?
• What setting (rural or urban) is shown?

• What is the land like (flat or mountainous)?
• What buildings or landmarks are shown?

• The people are standing in a field. 
• There are no buildings or houses in the image. 

• They could be on their farm in one of their fields. 

WHEN does the image take place?
• What time of day is it?• What time of year is it?• Is this the present day or the past?

• The sun is shining.• Most people are wearing long sleeves.
• There is no snow.

• It might be summer or fall.
• The clothing looks old-fashioned so this photograph was taken long ago. 

WHY was the image taken?• What reasons might there be for what is happening?• Why might the person holding the camera have taken the image?
• What might happen next?

• They are all standing looking at the camera.• They are all holding bundles of a crop.

• It looks like they are posing for the picture.•  The person taking the picture might be another member of this family. 
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1. Remind students that their challenge in this lesson 
is not simply to make observations but to use the 
observations to draw reasonable inferences about 
what life was like for immigrants. 

2. Clarify the difference between observation 
and inference by providing an example of an 
inference. For example, if you observe someone 
wearing sunglasses inside a building, you might 
infer that outside the sun is shining brightly.

3. Point out that the observation (for example, 
seeing someone wearing sunglasses) is the 
evidence for the inference (that is, that 
outside the sun was shining brightly). 

4. Provide each student with a copy of Sorting 
observations and inferences (Activity sheet 
#B-3). Encourage students to cut out and 
then sort the ideas listed on the activity 
sheet into observations and inferences.

1. Return student attention to Harvest time (Image #B-1).

2. Record the following observation and corresponding inferences for students 
to consider:

Observation Possible inferences

There are 
three adults 
and six 
children.

They are a soccer team.

They are part of a family.

They are farm employees.

Explain to students that a reasonable inference:
• matches the evidence; and

• matches what we know about the world (i.e., our background 
knowledge).

3. Divide students into pairs and instruct them to examine the list of possible 
inferences. Direct students to apply the criteria to determine whether each 
of the inferences is reasonable. Invite students to share their discussions 
with the class.

4. Direct students to refer to the observations they made earlier on Explaining 
the image (Activity sheet #B-1). Instruct students to work with their partner 
to draw inferences from their recorded observations. It may be helpful 
to prompt students to record each inference directly beside a supporting 
observation.

5. Encourage students to be tentative in drawing inferences if they have little 
background knowledge about the topic. Suggest that they can qualify their 
conclusions by using terms such as “may be,” “possibly,” “might” or “perhaps.”

Distinguish 
between 

observation 
and inference

Draw 
reasonable 
inferences
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Lesson

B Activity sheet #B-3Sorting observations and inferencesSort the ideas into observations and inferences.

Observations

Inferences

There are three adults and six children. They are harvesting the crops on their farm.
The woman in the picture might be the mother of the children.

Their clothing looks old-fashioned and not like what we wear today.
Horses are pulling a piece of equipment. They are most likely a family.

Many people in the picture are holding armfuls of a crop.
There are no buildings or houses  in the image.

They weren’t able to use a lot of machines to do their work.
They might live in Alberta or Saskatchewan.

The girls are wearing dresses while working in the field.
There are no hills or mountains. There is only flat land.
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6. Invite students to share the inferences they drew with their classmates. 
Ask students to consider whether each of the inferences is reasonable by 
determining whether it meets the established criteria. Possible observations 
and inferences may include: 

Observations Inferences

Most of the workers are children.

The people are holding crops they 
have harvested.

Horses are pulling a plough.

There are three adults in the image.

All of the members in a family may 
have needed to help out with farming 
activities.

The crop is most likely wheat because 
it was one of the main crops planted 
by immigrants.

They may not have had a lot of 
machinery or technology to help 
them do hard jobs.

1. Divide students into pairs and provide each 
pair of students with an additional blank copy 
of Explaining the image (Activity sheet #B-1). 
Explain to students that they will view a series 
of images to investigate what daily life was 
like for Ukrainians and other Europeans who 
immigrated to Canada in the early 1900s. 

2. Provide each pair of students 
with an image set, either 
Settling in Canada A (Image 
set #B-2) or Settling in 
Canada B (Image set #B-3). 
Distribute the image sets 
so that half the class uses 
set A and the other half 
uses set B. 

3. Remind students to make 
and record observations 
of their assigned set of 
images before beginning 
to draw inferences.

Investigate an 
image set
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Lesson

B

Photograph #1

Ukrainians and other Europeans:  Settling in Canada B

Image set #B-3

Photograph #2
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Lesson

B Image set #B-2
Ukrainians and other Europeans:  Settling in Canada A

Photograph #1

Photograph #2
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1. Create groups of four to six students by combining pairs who investigated 
the same image set.

2. Direct students to share their observations and inferences with other 
members of their group. Invite students to test the reasonableness of the 
inferences shared in these groups by applying the criteria. 

1. Create and post two charts, one titled “Opportunities,” the other “Challenges.”

2. Prompt students to review the inferences they have collected and consider 
how they might sort them using the two charts. For example, students might 
suggest that it might be a challenge to keep a house made only of logs and 
mud warm in the winter.

3. Ask students to code their inferences with O (opportunities), C (challenges) 
or U (Uncertain). 

4. Invite students to share their inferences and record them accordingly on the 
classroom charts. Discuss any inferences they were uncertain about as a class.

5. Guide the class in using the ideas recorded on 
the two lists to discuss what daily life was like 
for many Ukrainians and other Europeans who 
immigrated to Canada during the late 1800s 
and early 1900s. To supplement the information 
contained in the archival photographs, 
consider distributing Understanding European 
immigration to Canada, 1891–1914 (Briefing 
sheet #3) to students.

 

Share 
observations 

and inferences

Reflect on the 
learning
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Briefing
sheet 

3 Briefing sheet #3Understanding European immigration  to Canada, 1891–1914Between 1891 and 1914, the Canadian government encouraged people from many European countries to come to Canada. The government wanted immigrants to Canada who could help clear the land, build roads and railways, and set up farms to produce food for a growing country. In addition to being “pushed” to leave by difficult conditions in their home countries, many immigrants were “pulled” to Canada by the promise of free land and greater freedom in exchange for settling in western Canada.

When immigrants arrived in Canada, the land they received was not yet ready to live and farm on. They had to cut down trees, remove the stumps and clear the fields that they would eventually farm. They also needed to build homes to shelter themselves from the cold Canadian winters. Despite the hard work required to create a homestead, reports from immigrants back to their home countries encouraged more people to come to Canada. This “chain migration” led to the growth of ethnic communities across the Prairies.

Most of the farming done by European immigrants was done by hand without machinery. Very little money was available to purchase tools and equipment. Men often had to leave their families in order to find jobs to earn money. Women and children were left behind to take care of the land and farm it as best they could. 
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Lesson

B
Activity sheet #B-1

Explaining the image
Use visual clues to develop informative explanations of images.

Sample prompts Observations Possible inferences

WHO is in the image?
• What roles or occupations 

are shown?

• What is the economic 
status (rich or poor) of the 
people in the image?

• If more than one person is 
shown, what relationship 
do they have to each 
other?

WHAT are the people doing?
• What actions are 

happening?

• What objects are being 
used?

WHERE does the image take 
place?
• What setting (rural or 

urban) is shown?

• What is the land like (flat or 
mountainous)?

• What buildings or 
landmarks are shown?

WHEN does the image take 
place?
• What time of day is it?

• What time of year is it?

• Is this the present day or 
the past?

WHY was the image taken?
• What reasons might there 

be for what is happening?

• Why might the person 
holding the camera have 
taken the image?

• What might happen next?
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Lesson 

B
Activity sheet #B-2

Explaining the image—sample responses
Use visual clues to develop informative explanations of images.

Sample prompts Observations Possible inferences

WHO is in the image?
• What roles or occupations 

are shown?

• What is the economic status 
(rich or poor) of the people 
in the image?

• If more than one person is 
shown, what relationship do 
they have to each other?

• The people are dressed in 
overalls and dresses. 

• There are three adults 
and six children. 

• They are standing in a 
field.

• The woman might be the 
mother of the children. 

• They look like they might 
be farmers.

WHAT are the people doing?
• What actions are happening?

• What objects are being 
used?

• Most of the people are 
holding armfuls of a 
crop.

• One man is leading 
horses that are attached 
to a piece of farm 
equipment. 

• They are probably 
farming. 

• They are cutting down a 
crop that is ready to be 
harvested. 

WHERE does the image take 
place?
• What setting (rural or urban) 

is shown?

• What is the land like (flat or 
mountainous)?

• What buildings or landmarks 
are shown?

• The people are standing 
in a field. 

• There are no buildings or 
houses in the image. 

• They could be on their 
farm in one of their 
fields. 

WHEN does the image take 
place?
• What time of day is it?

• What time of year is it?

• Is this the present day or the 
past?

• The sun is shining.
• Most people are wearing 

long sleeves.
• There is no snow.

• It might be summer or 
fall.

• The clothing looks 
old-fashioned so this 
photograph was taken 
long ago. 

WHY was the image taken?
• What reasons might there be 

for what is happening?

• Why might the person 
holding the camera have 
taken the image?

• What might happen next?

• They are all standing 
looking at the camera.

• They are all holding 
bundles of a crop.

• It looks like they are 
posing for the picture.

•  The person taking the 
picture might be another 
member of this family. 
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Lesson

B
Activity sheet #B-3

Sorting observations and inferences
Sort the ideas into observations and inferences.

Observations

Inferences

There are three adults and six 
children.

They are harvesting the crops on 
their farm.

The woman in the picture might be 
the mother of the children.

Their clothing looks old-fashioned 
and not like what we wear today.

Horses are pulling a piece of 
equipment.

They are most likely a family.

Many people in the picture are 
holding armfuls of a crop.

There are no buildings or houses  
in the image.

They weren’t able to use a lot of 
machines to do their work.

They might live in Alberta or 
Saskatchewan.

The girls are wearing dresses while 
working in the field.

There are no hills or mountains. 
There is only flat land.
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Lesson 

B
Image #B-1

Harvest time
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Lesson

B
Image set #B-2

Ukrainians and other Europeans:  
Settling in Canada A

Photograph #1

Photograph #2
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Image set #B-2

Photograph #3

Photograph #4

Photograph #5
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Lesson

B

Photograph #1

Ukrainians and other Europeans:  
Settling in Canada B

Image set #B-3

Photograph #2
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Image set #B-3

Photograph #4

Photograph #5

Photograph #3
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Lesson

B
Image #B-4

U
krainian fam

ily, c. 1891–1914
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Briefing
sheet 

1
Briefing sheet #1

Background information for teachers: 
European immigration to Canada, 

1891–1914

This information is intended to support teachers with historical details related to the 
content of this unit and is not intended for student use.

After Confederation, the Canadian government wanted to attract immigrants, 
particularly to settle on the Prairies. The government was concerned about the 
possibility of the United States annexing the Prairies, so it wanted to establish a 
Canadian population there. People were needed to clear the land, build roads and 
railways, and establish farms to feed a growing population. 

European immigrants were actively encouraged by the Canadian government to come 
to Canada until 1914, when the First World War broke out and immigration rates 
radically declined due to wartime conditions. Europeans who were encouraged to 
immigrate included Ukrainians, Bulgarians, Croatians, Czechs, Germans, Hungarians, 
Italians, Poles, Romanians, Serbians, Slovaks and Slovenes. Canada’s first Immigration 
Act, passed in 1869, contained few restrictions on immigration because Canada’s 
immigration policy aimed to encourage settlement of the West. Although some 
immigrants arrived during the 1870s and 1880s, a major immigration boom did not 
start until the 1890s.

Clifford Sifton was the Minister of the Interior, the department that handled 
immigration, in Wilfrid Laurier’s Liberal government, from 1896 to 1905. His policy 
was to try and attract immigrant farmers from northern and eastern European 
countries, in part because they were experienced farmers used to basic living 
conditions, in part because they were used to a harsh climate in Europe that was similar 
to the prairie climate. Sifton’s policies fuelled an immigration boom while he headed 
up this department.

The Europeans who immigrated to the Canadian Prairies left Europe for several 
reasons. Many of them were poor tenant farmers with only small plots to farm. The 
promise of land ownership and economic freedom was very attractive. In addition, 
conditions in Europe were difficult: political unrest and the threat of war looming, 
overpopulation due to rising birth rates and declining mortality rates, and conflict over 
scarce resources during an economic recession, all contributed to the decision to go to 
Canada to seek a better life.

The first Ukrainian immigrants to arrive in Canada, in 1891, were Ivan Pylypiw and 
Wasyl Eleniak. The population of the Prairies exploded after this as a result of Canada’s 
policies and conditions in Europe. Between 1896 and 1914, about 170,000 Ukrainians 
immigrated to the prairie provinces. Although many Ukrainians and other Europeans 
homesteaded in the prairie provinces, after 1905 immigrants were also encouraged to 
settle in Ontario and Quebec to provide labour for the forestry and mining industries 
and to work in factories and on railway construction.
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Briefing sheet #1

In exchange for settling in western Canada, immigrants were promised 160 acres 
(64.7 hectares) of “free” land to homestead on and greater economic, religious and 
political freedoms than they had in their home countries. To obtain legal title to 
their homesteads, immigrants were required to clear the land of trees and construct 
temporary shelters. While no money was paid for the homesteads directly except for 
a $10 registration fee, there was a price to pay in materials and labour.

In their home countries, immigrants that had been farmers lived in towns or villages and 
farmed on the surrounding land. After moving to Canada, government requirements 
meant that immigrants had to build their homesteads far apart. This often contributed to 
immigrants feeling isolated and alone. However, the Prairies were also settled in what were 
called block settlements—where people of shared ethnic background clustered together, 
where they could create communities with a similar heritage.

Knowing that forests would provide important resources, many Ukrainian immigrants 
chose to settle near the aspen and poplar forests of western Canada. As the land was 
cleared, trees were cut down and used as building material. Building a house usually 
involved many months of hard work. Cold Canadian winters meant that building a 
sturdy, warm home was a top priority. The first shelters built on the Prairies by Ukrainian 
immigrants, which were called boordays or kurniks, were made from branches, clay and 
thatched grass. Building a house required many months of hard work. 

Much of the farming done by these immigrants was done with basic tools and 
equipment. Men often needed to leave their families in order to find jobs to earn 
money. Women and children were left behind to take care of the land and farm as best 
they could.

The immigration boom that occurred from the late eighteenth century to 1914 had 
a major impact on the development of the Prairie provinces. The many European 
communities that were established during this time have continued to shape the 
economy and culture of the Prairies to the present day.

Other sources of information on immigration to Canada that may be useful for 
teachers include:

Conrad, Margaret and Alvin Finkel. A History of the Canadian Peoples, vol. 2. Toronto: 
Pearson Canada, 2015.

Fodchuk, Roman Paul. Zhorna: Material Culture of the Ukrainian Pioneers. Calgary: 
University of Calgary Press, 2006.

Francis, R. Douglas and Chris Kitzan, eds. The Prairie West as Promised Land. Calgary: 
University of Calgary Press, 2007.

Lehr, John C. Community and Frontier: A Ukrainian Settlement in the Canadian 
Parkland. Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2011. 

Luciuk, L. Y. and B. S. Kordan. Creating a Landscape: A Geography of Ukrainians in 
Canada. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989.

Mucz, Michael. Baba’s Kitchen Medicines: Folk Remedies of the Ukrainian Settlers in 
Western Canada. Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2012.

Rollings-Magnusson, Sandra. Heavy Burdens on Small Shoulders: The Labour of Pioneer 
Children on the Canadian Prairies. Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2009.
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Briefing
sheet 

3
Briefing sheet #3

Understanding European immigration  
to Canada, 1891–1914

Between 1891 and 1914, the Canadian 
government encouraged people from many 
European countries to come to Canada. The 
government wanted immigrants to Canada 
who could help clear the land, build roads and 
railways, and set up farms to produce food 
for a growing country. In addition to being 
“pushed” to leave by difficult conditions in 
their home countries, many immigrants were 
“pulled” to Canada by the promise of free land 
and greater freedom in exchange for settling 
in western Canada.

When immigrants arrived in Canada, the 
land they received was not yet ready to live 
and farm on. They had to cut down trees, 
remove the stumps and clear the fields that 
they would eventually farm. They also needed 
to build homes to shelter themselves from 
the cold Canadian winters. Despite the hard 
work required to create a homestead, reports 
from immigrants back to their home countries 
encouraged more people to come to Canada. 
This “chain migration” led to the growth of 
ethnic communities across the Prairies.

Most of the farming done by European 
immigrants was done by hand without 
machinery. Very little money was available to 
purchase tools and equipment. Men often had 
to leave their families in order to find jobs to 
earn money. Women and children were left 
behind to take care of the land and farm it as 
best they could. 

 




