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1 Developing understanding through 
images and documents 

MODULE

What was life like in internment camps?

CRITICAL CHALLENGE
Draw reasonable inferences about what life was like for Ukrainians and other Europeans 
inside the internment camps during Canada’s first national internment operations of 
1914–1920. 

SUMMARY
In this two-part lesson, students examine source documents and an image set depicting 
internment camps during Canada’s first national internment operations of 1914–
1920. Students use the “Reading around the document” strategy to draw reasonable 
inferences about the daily life of the imprisoned civilians. In part two of the lesson, 
students use observation strategies to draw reasonable inferences about what life was 
like for Ukrainians and other Europeans who were held in internment camps. The 
lesson concludes with students reflecting on some of the most important ideas they 
have learned about internment camps.

OBJECTIVES
Broad understanding

Knowledge of what life was like for Ukrainians and other Europeans inside internment 
camps during Canada’s first national internment operations of 1914–1920

Requisite tools

Background knowledge

• knowledge of Canada’s first national internment operations of 1914–1920

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)

CLESSON
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Critical thinking vocabulary 

• primary sources

• observation

• inference

Thinking strategies

• analyzing images (5Ws strategy)

• making observations

• drawing inferences

• reading around a document

MATERIALS
Briefing sheet

Understanding Canada’s first national internment operations of 1914–1920  
(Briefing sheet #4)

Activity sheets

Explaining the image (Activity sheet #B-1)
Reading around the document data chart (Activity sheet #C-1)
Reading around the document data chart—sample answers (Activity sheet #C-2)

Images

Morrissey internment camp, 1915–1918 (Image #C-1)
Image set: Life inside an internment camp (Image set #C-2)

Source documents

Amherst Internment Camp plaque (Source document #C-1)
Report on internment activities (Source document #C-2)

Background information for teachers

For more information on European immigration to Canada, consider reading 
Background information for teachers: Canada’s first national internment operations, 
1914–1920 (Briefing sheet #2) 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.
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Suggested Activities

SESSION 1

1. Display or distribute copies of the Amherst 
Internment Camp plaque (Source document 
#C-1). Ask students to imagine that they find this 
metal sign displayed on the side of the road while 
driving along with their family. Prompt students 
to suggest what they think the sign might be by 
posing questions such as: 

• What do you think it is? 

• Why might it have been made? 

• Why was it placed here?

• What clues/observations led you to 
think that? 

• What background knowledge do you 
have that might help you figure this 
out? 

2. Instruct students to examine the plaque and 
invite them to make initial observations 
about the information contained on it.

3. Invite students to discuss and share their initial thinking. 

4. Prompt students to think about and describe any other places where they 
may have seen commemorative plaques such as this. Inform students that 
there are more than 150 historical markers, plaques and statues related to 
internment across Canada. A list and map of internment camps can be found 
at: http://www.internmentcanada.ca/map.cfm.

5. Pose the question: “What can examining the commemorative plaques, 
original documents and other documents created by people from that time 
teach us about internment?” Alternatively, you could ask: “What other 
images or documents might be useful to help us understand more about 
the internment camps?”

6. Inform students that in this challenge they will use images and historical 
documents to help them learn more about internment camps in which 
Ukrainians and other Europeans were imprisoned.

1. Return student attention to the plaque and ask students to look more closely, 
encouraging them to look at all parts of the plaque to find details that they 
may have overlooked during their first observation. 

Investigate a 
document

Read around 
the edges of a 

document
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Lesson 

C Source document #C-1
Amherst Internment Camp plaque
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2. Invite students to share their observations and any questions or tentative 
conclusions they may have about what they are viewing. Possible 
observations include:

• There are three titles.

• There are two symbols. 

• A barbed-wire border encloses the text.

• The plaque is written in three languages. 

3. Explain that paying attention to all the details—or reading around the 
edges—of an image or document may lead to the discovery of additional 
information and help to clarify their understanding.

1. Divide students into pairs or small groups and 
provide copies of Report on internment activities 
(Source document #C-2) and Reading around 
the document data chart (Activity sheet #C-1) 
to each group.

2. Create and post or project a larger 
version of the chart for students to 
view as a class while working together 
through the sample activity. 

3. Prompt students to circle the details 
or clues in the document that may 
provide important information. 
Remind students to focus their 
observations on the edges of the 
document for clues and that it is 
not necessary to read all of the 
text at once.

4. Draw student attention to the five 
prompts listed down the left side 
of the chart/activity sheet:

• Who wrote/made this? 
(author)

• Who is this written/made for? (audience)

• Where and when was this created? (origin)

• What kind of document is this? (form/type)

• Why was this made? (purpose)

5. Encourage students to look for connections between the prompts and the 
clues they had initially circled. For example, if they circled the signature in 
the document they might be able to use the clue to identify information 
about the author. 

6. Remind students to be both specific and accurate when recording their 
observations on the activity sheet. Consider posting the criteria for students 
to refer to while circling their clues and recording their observations.

Make effective 
observations
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Lesson 

C Activity sheet #C-1Reading around the document data chartIdentifying clues around the edges of a historical document to learn about its author, audience, origin, 

purpose and type.

Observations
(clues from the document)

Inferences
(other facts you can draw out from your observations)

Author: Who wrote/made this? 

Audience: Who is this written/made for? 

Origin: Where and when was this created? 

Type: What kind of document or object is this?

Purpose: Why was this written/made? 
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Lesson

C Source document #C-2
Report on internment activitiesSection of a report written by A. E. Hopkins, the commanding officer at the Jasper, Alberta, internment camp.
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7. Invite several pairs of students to share the clues they have circled and the 
observations they recorded. Model how to record this information on the 
class chart beside the corresponding prompt.

1. Provide time for students to reflect on their observations and draw inferences 
based on what they have observed. 

2. Share with students that a reasonable inference:

• matches the evidence

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

If students require additional practice drawing 
inferences, consider introducing them to the 
tools and strategies used in Lesson B of this 
module.

3. Remind students that if they are unsure of 
their inferences to qualify them with words 
such as “may be,” “possibly,” “might” and 
“perhaps.”

4. Instruct students to record their inferences 
on Reading around the document data 
chart (Activity sheet #C-1) in the column 
titled “Inferences.” See Reading around 
the document—sample answers (Activity 
sheet #C-2) for possible examples of 
student responses.

1. Review the lesson challenge: Draw reasonable 
inferences about what life was like for 
Ukrainians and other Europeans inside 
the internment camps during Canada’s 
first national internment operations of 
1914–1920. 

2. Instruct students to reflect on their observations and inferences and to 
suggest what life was like for the people interned. 

3. Invite students to reflect on their observations and inferences and to suggest 
what life was like for family members, including women and children, who 
continued to live outside the internment camps.

4. Ask students to share any questions they have related to their observations 
and the inferences they have drawn. Record any questions or concerns they 
may have about the people interned in these camps and post this list for use 
later on in the lesson.

Draw 
reasonable 
inferences

Reflect on 
observations 

and inferences
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Lesson

C Activity sheet #C-2Reading around the document  data chart —sample answers Identifying clues around the edges of a historical document to learn about its author, audience, origin, 

purpose and type.

Observations
(clues from the document)

Inferences
(other facts you can draw out from your observations)

Author: Who wrote/made this? • Major A. E. Hopkins
• It’s possible the military was in charge of these camps.

Audience: Who is this written/made for? • Major A. E. Hopkins
• It’s possible the major has to tell his or her boss what is happening at the camp.Origin: Where and when was this created? 

• Jasper, Alberta
• February 26th, 1916

• It’s possible the major has to tell his or her boss what is happening at the camp.Type: What kind of document or object is this?
• report

• Someone kept track of what the prisoners did.

Purpose: Why was this written/made? • lists the number of prisoners
• building bridges, fences and pipelines

• It may be they were forced to do these jobs and this reported on them.• These jobs were done by a lot of people so they may have been important.
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Lesson 

C Image #C-1Morrissey internment camp, 1915–1918
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SESSION 2

1. Project or distribute copies of Morrissey internment camp, 1915–1918 
(Image #C-1).

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

3. Ask students to examine the image carefully and use details from it to 
suggest when, where and of whom it was taken. Invite students to share 
their observations and suggestions.

4. Encourage students to share and discuss their 
thoughts about life in the internment camps after 
viewing the image. 

5. Record any questions or concerns they may 
have about the people interned in these camps 
and post this list for use later on in the lesson.

1. Distribute a copy of Explaining the image 
(Activity sheet #B-1) to each student pair/
group. 

2. Prompt students to re-examine the 
photograph of the Morrissey internment 
camp and to record specific and accurate 
observations for each of the prompts on the 
activity sheet. 

3. Invite students to share one or two of their 
recorded observations with another group. 
Prompt students to check to see whether the shared observations meet the 
criteria.

1. Discuss and record a possible inference for one of the observations that was 
shared in the previous step. 

2. Confirm whether this inference is reasonable by having students apply the 
criteria introduced earlier in the lesson. 

3. Instruct students to work in pairs to draw inferences for each of their 
previously recorded observations. It may be helpful to prompt students 
to record each inference directly beside a supporting observation on the 
activity sheet. 

4. Encourage students to share the inferences they have drawn with their 
classmates. 

Investigate an 
image

Make effective 
observations

Draw 
reasonable 
inferences 
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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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5. Invite students to decide whether the inferences are reasonable by 
determining whether they meet the established criteria. Possible observations 
and inferences may include the following.

Observations Inferences

There is a tall wire fence. The people inside may not have been 
allowed out.

There is someone outside the 
fence carrying a gun.

The guard might have shot anyone who 
escaped from the camp.

There are mountains in the 
background.

This camp may have been far away from 
cities and towns.

A man is holding a child. Children lived in internment camps too.

6. Depending on the grade level, you may wish 
to have students examine the conditions 
experienced in internment camps further. 
Consider distributing Understanding Canada’s 
first national internment operations of 1914–1920 
(Briefing sheet #4) to pairs of students. Invite 
students to use the information from the 
briefing sheet to decide whether the inferences 
they drew are reasonable. 

7. Students may also use the briefing sheet to 
create and add questions about the internment 
camps to the list that has been developed 
throughout the lesson.

1. Provide time for students to revisit the 
posted list of questions and concerns they 
shared earlier in the lesson. 

2. Identify the questions that have been 
answered during the lesson or by the briefing sheet Understanding 
Canada’s first national internment operations of 1914–1920. Circle or highlight 
those that remain and add any additional questions they may have.

3. Review the lesson challenge: Draw reasonable inferences about what life 
was like for Ukrainians and other Europeans inside the internment camps of 
Canada’s first national internment operations of 1914–1920. Invite students 
to suggest what descriptive phrases might be used to describe life for the 
people interned, based on their inferences.

4. Clarify any continuing concerns students may have. For more information 
about the internment camps, refer to the resources listed in the background 
information for teachers briefing sheet or the resource list in the introduction 
to the book.

Reflect on the 
learning Developing Understanding through the Arts 
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Briefing
sheet

4 Briefing sheet #4Understanding Canada’s first national internment operations of 1914–1920Some people living in Canada during the First World War were thought of as  “enemy aliens.” This was because they had come from European countries that Canada and the British Empire were at war with. The government thought these people might help the countries that Canada was now fighting against. This happened even though the British government had informed the Canadian government that the eastern Europeans were “friendly aliens” who should be given preferential treatment. These men, women and children suffered not because of anything they had done but only because of who they were and where they had come from.

A total of 8,579 people living in Canada were forced to live inside internment camps during Canada’s first national internment operations of 1914–1920. They were confined in these camps even though they had committed no crimes and had been loyal to Canada. The internees were kept under guard behind barbed wire. Most of the internees were men. These men were not allowed to leave or to visit their families and friends. In some cases, wives and children lived with the men inside the camps because there was no other place for them to go.
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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 

C
Activity sheet #C-1

Reading around the document data chart
Identifying clues around the edges of a historical document to learn about its author, audience, origin, 
purpose and type.

Observations
(clues from the document)

Inferences
(other facts you can draw out from your 
observations)

Author: Who wrote/
made this? 

Audience: Who is this 
written/made for? 

Origin: Where and when 
was this created? 

Type: What kind of 
document or object is 
this?

Purpose: Why was this 
written/made? 
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Lesson

C
Activity sheet #C-2

Reading around the document  
data chart —sample answers 

Identifying clues around the edges of a historical document to learn about its author, audience, origin, 
purpose and type.

Observations
(clues from the document)

Inferences
(other facts you can draw out from 
your observations)

Author: Who wrote/
made this? 

• Major A. E. Hopkins • It’s possible the military 
was in charge of these 
camps.

Audience: Who is this 
written/made for? 

• Major A. E. Hopkins • It’s possible the major has 
to tell his or her boss what 
is happening at the camp.

Origin: Where and 
when was this created? 

• Jasper, Alberta
• February 26th, 1916

• It’s possible the major has 
to tell his or her boss what 
is happening at the camp.

Type: What kind of 
document or object is 
this?

• report • Someone kept track of what 
the prisoners did.

Purpose: Why was this 
written/made? 

• lists the number of 
prisoners

• building bridges, fences and 
pipelines

• It may be they were forced 
to do these jobs and this 
reported on them.

• These jobs were done by a 
lot of people so they may 
have been important.
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Lesson 

C
Image #C-1

Morrissey internment camp, 1915–1918
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Lesson

C
Image set #C-2

Life inside an internment camp

Photograph #1

Photograph #2
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Image set #C-2

Photograph #3

Photograph #4

Photograph #5
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Image set #C-2

Photograph #6

Photograph #7

Photograph #8



Developing Understanding through the Arts 96 The Critical Thinking Consortium

Image set #C-2

Photograph #9

Photograph #10

Photograph #11
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Photograph #12

Image set #C-2

Photograph #13
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Lesson 

C
Source document #C-1

Amherst Internment Camp plaque
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Lesson

C
Source document #C-2

Report on internment activities
Section of a report written by A. E. Hopkins, the commanding officer at the Jasper, Alberta, internment camp.
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Briefing
sheet 

2
Briefing sheet #2

Background information for teachers: 
Canada’s first national internment 

operations, 1914–1920

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

When Canada entered the First World War as an ally of Great Britain, many 
immigrants living in Canada were treated as enemies of Canada. These individuals had 
come from the Austro-Hungarian, German, and Ottoman Empires, which were at war 
with the British Empire and its allies, including Canada.

The War Measures Act was passed in 1914 after the First World War began and 
remained in force until 1920. It gave the Canadian government the power to force 
certain European immigrants to register with the police as “enemy aliens.” The 
Canadian government was able to confiscate property and money from enemy aliens 
and could confine them in labour camps, as authorized by the terms of the War 
Measures Act. 

Between 1914 and 1920, the Canadian government confined 8,579 individuals defined 
as enemy aliens in 24 receiving stations and internment camps located across the 
country. Of these people, 5,954 had come from the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and 
5,000 of them were Ukrainians. The camps remained in operation until 1920. The last 
camp closed on February 24, 1920, in Kapuskasing, Ontario.

The people in the internment camps were forced to do heavy labour on infrastructure 
projects such as railway-building. Internees were responsible for the creation of some 
well-known landmarks in Canada, for example, Banff National Park.

The majority of the civilians interned were Ukrainian immigrants. At this time, 
Ukraine was divided between Russia and the Austro-Hungarian Empire, so many 
of the Ukrainians in Canada were citizens of Austro-Hungary and were therefore 
considered enemies. Not only were Ukrainians and other citizens of enemy nations 
interned: there were also 80,000 people who were required to carry identity papers 
with them wherever they went and report in to police stations regularly. Again, these 
were mostly Ukrainians.

In 1917, the Wartime Elections Act disenfranchised naturalized Canadian citizens 
who had been born in enemy countries. An exception was made for citizens who had 
a brother, son, or grandson serving in the Canadian armed forces. The act was repealed 
after the First World War ended.

These men, women and children suffered because of the xenophobia that prevailed in 
Canada during the First World War period.
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Briefing sheet #2

Other material on the time period that may be useful for teachers includes:

Historical images and documents

From The Critical Thinking Consortium: https://tc2.ca/teaching-resources/online-
resource-collections/special-collections/pivotal-voices.php.

From the Canadian First World War Recognition Fund resources: http://www.
internmentcanada.ca/resources-documents.cfm.

Books

Kordan, Bohdons. No Free Man: Canada, the Great War, and the Enemy Alien 
Experience. Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2016.

Kordan, Bohdons and Craig Mahovsky. A Bare and Impolitic Right—Internment and 
Ukrainian Canadian Redress. Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2004.

Luciuk, Lubomyr. In Fear of the Barbed Wire Fence: Canada’s First National Internment 
Operations and the Ukrainian Canadians, 1914–1920. Kingston, ON: Kashtan 
Press, 2001.

Works of historical fiction for young readers that explore internment include:

Clark, Pam. Kalyna. Edmonton: Stonehouse Publishing, 2016.
Langston, Laura. Lesia’s Dream. Toronto: HarperCollins, 2012.
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Briefing
sheet

4
Briefing sheet #4

Understanding Canada’s first national 
internment operations of 1914–1920

Some people living in Canada during the 
First World War were thought of as  “enemy 
aliens.” This was because they had come 
from European countries that Canada and 
the British Empire were at war with. The 
government thought these people might 
help the countries that Canada was now 
fighting against. This happened even though 
the British government had informed the 
Canadian government that the eastern 
Europeans were “friendly aliens” who should 
be given preferential treatment. These men, 
women and children suffered not because 
of anything they had done but only because 
of who they were and where they had come 
from.

A total of 8,579 people living in Canada 
were forced to live inside internment camps 
during Canada’s first national internment 
operations of 1914–1920. They were confined 
in these camps even though they had 
committed no crimes and had been loyal to 
Canada. The internees were kept under guard 
behind barbed wire. Most of the internees 
were men. These men were not allowed to 
leave or to visit their families and friends. In 
some cases, wives and children lived with the 
men inside the camps because there was no 
other place for them to go.
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Briefing sheet #4

There were 24 internment camps across 
Canada. The camps remained in operation 
until 1920, 18 months after the war had 
ended. People in the camps were often forced 
to do very difficult jobs like building roads 
and railways. The wages they were paid were 
very low, and sometimes they were not paid 
at all.

The people living in internment camps had 
their property, money and belongings taken 
away from them by the government. Some of 
the property and money that was taken away 
was not returned when they were released 
from the camps.




