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CRITICAL CHALLENGE
Create three empathetic statements that describe the feelings, thoughts and experiences 
of Ukrainians and other Europeans who were interned during Canada’s first national 
internment operations of 1914–1920.

SUMMARY
In this lesson, students develop an understanding of the internment camps during 
Canada’s first national internment operations carried out from 1914 to 1920 in 
preparation for reading Silver Threads. They examine an image depicting a group of 
men who were interned. Students then read a collection of responses that represent 
varying degrees of empathy and rate them according to the level of thoughtfulness 
shown towards the people depicted in the image. They explore the concept of empathy 
to distinguish it from sympathy and then apply the criteria for an empathetic response. 
Students examine additional images and captions and create three empathetic 
statements of their own expressing the feelings, thoughts and experiences of the 
interned people. The lesson concludes with students reflecting on the experiences of 
the Ukrainian and other European immigrants who were interned during Canada’s 
first national internment operations of 1914–1920. 

OBJECTIVES
Broad understanding

Understanding the feelings, thoughts and experiences of Ukrainian and other 
European immigrants who were interned during Canada’s first national internment 
operations of 1914–1920

Requisite tools

Background knowledge

• knowledge of internment operations in Canada

Criteria for judgment 

• criteria for an empathetic statement

 ê uses clues to help explain what others might think, experience or feel

 ê is considerate of the thoughts and feelings of other people

Critical thinking vocabulary 

• empathy

What might the internees have felt and thought?

2 Developing understanding through 
literature 

MODULE
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Thinking strategies 

• asking questions

• rating scale

Habits of mind

• empathetic thinking

MATERIALS
Briefing sheet

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

Activity sheets

Sample responses to German prisoners (Activity sheet #D-1)
Creating empathetic statements (Activity sheet #D-2)

Images

German prisoners (Image #D-1)
Image set: Thinking empathetically (Image set #D-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. This briefing sheet is 
intended to support teachers with historical details related to the content of this lesson 
and is not intended for student use.
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Suggested Activities
1. Display or distribute copies of German prisoners 

(Image #D-1) for students to view. Read and 
discuss the accompanying caption with students.

2. Encourage students to observe both the people 
and the objects in the image. Invite them to share 
any initial questions or comments they 
may have about what they observe. 

3. Post or distribute the sample responses 
from Sample responses to German 
prisoners (Activity sheet #D-1).

4. Pose these questions: “Which of 
the responses to the image is the 
most thoughtful? Which is the least 
thoughtful?”

5. Instruct students to read and 
discuss the responses in pairs 
or small groups. Students may 
initially remark that some 
responses are nicer than others 
or may describe some of the 
responses as being mean or 
unkind.

1. Invite students to offer words or phrases that might be used 
to describe the statements they have identified as most thoughtful. List these 
on chart paper for later use. Student responses may include:

• treating others respectfully

• showing understanding 

• being kind to others

• having compassion

2. Explain to students that empathy is another word that connects to these 
thoughtful statements. Clarify that empathy is the ability to understand or 
share the feelings of another person, and that it requires more from us than 
just feeling pity or sympathy towards someone else. 

3. Direct students to revisit the class list of words and phrases and to identify 
any words that appear to connect to the definition of empathy. Circle or 
highlight these words on the chart. Listen for opportunities to affirm or 
refine student understanding of empathy. 

4. Inform students that they will create empathetic statements in response to 
images of the internment camps that existed during Canada’s first national 
internment operations of 1914–1920.

Compare 
responses to 

an image

Discuss the 
term empathy
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Lesson 

D
Sample responses to  German prisoners

Activity sheet #D-1

Sample response #1

“I’m glad that didn’t happen to my family.”

Sample response #2

“I feel sorry for them. It probably wasn’t very nice living in 

those camps.”

Sample response #3

“I would be devastated if my dad was taken away from me. If 

we lost our dad, we might not have enough money to pay for 

our house.”

Sample response #4

“They probably deserved it. They wouldn’t have been imprisoned 

unless they did something wrong.”

Sample response #5

“This shouldn’t have been done to them. They look lost and like 

their hope has been taken away.”
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D

This image shows German prisoners in the compound on the Canadian National Exhibition grounds in 

Toronto, c. 1914–1916. During the First World War, the Canadian government imprisoned thousands of 

men, women and children in internment camps situated across Canada. Not only did these people lose 

their freedom, many of them also lost their land and their personal belongings. While interned in these 

camps, men were forced to do heavy labour like clearing forests and building roads. These internees had 

not broken any laws or committed any crimes. They were immigrants who had come from other countries 

that were now at war with Canada.

Image #D-1

German prisoners
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1. Invite students to revisit the responses from Sample responses to German 
prisoners (Activity sheet #D-1).

2. Ask students to suggest which might be the most and least empathetic. 
Prompt students to suggest what characteristics the most empathetic 
statements share.

3. Explain that an empathetic statement: 

• uses clues to help explain what others might think, experience or 
feel; and 

• is considerate of the thoughts and feelings of other people.

4. Invite students to share situations from their own lives where they’ve 
demonstrated or received empathy. 

1. Return student attention once more to the comments on Sample responses 
to German prisoners (Activity sheet #D-1).

2. Invite students to use the scale below to rate each of the responses based on 
the level of empathy shown:

1   2 3

very little empathy some empathy a lot of empathy

3. Invite students to share their thinking and rating for each statement.

1. Display or distribute copies of Thinking 
empathetically (Image set #D-2). Explain that 
these are images of real internment camps that 
existed in Canada during the First World War.

2. Provide each student with a copy of 
Creating empathetic statements (Activity 
sheet #D-2).

3. Remind students of the critical 
challenge for the lesson: Create three 
empathetic statements that describe 
the feelings, thoughts and experiences 
of Ukrainian and other European 
immigrants who were interned during 
Canada’s first national internment 
operations of 1914–1920.

4. Inform students that their task is to 
create three empathetic statements 
after viewing the images. Remind 
students to observe each image 
carefully before creating their 
statements. Encourage students 
to refer to the criteria included on 
the activity sheet while creating their statements.

Examine the 
criteria for an 

empathetic 
statement

Rate a 
sample set of 

statements

Create 
empathetic 
statements
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Lesson

D Creating empathetic statementsAn empathetic statement:• uses clues to help explain what others might think, experience or feel; and 
• is considerate of the thoughts and feelings of other people.My three empathetic statements are:1. Image # 

 

2. Image # 
 

3. Image # 
 

My empathetic response shows:1. Image # 
 

1
2

3
4

very little empathy

a lot of empathy2. Image # 

1
2

3
4

very little empathy

a lot of empathy3. Image # 

1
2

3
4

very little empathy

a lot of empathy

 

Activity sheet #D-2
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D
Thinking empathetically

Photograph #1. Many of the jobs performed by people imprisoned in internment camps were difficult and 

demanding. In winter, interned men were forced to work outside in freezing temperatures all day. Some 

of them did not have enough winter clothing to keep them warm during cold winter weather.

Photograph #2. Even though the law said that any worker who completed work for the government had to 

be paid, some internees did not get any pay for the work they did. Those men who did get paid received 

only a very small amount. This seemed especially unfair when the work they did to build roads and 

railways and clear land was so difficult to do.

Image set #D-2
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5. Instruct students to self-assess each of their recorded statements by using 
the criteria and rating each statement using the scale provided.

1. Invite students to share their statements with a partner.

2. Direct students to highlight one part of their peer’s statements that they 
feel meets the criteria for an empathetic statement. Encourage them to also 
offer a suggestion for how one of the statements might be improved to better 
meet the criteria.

1. Depending on the grade level, you may wish 
to have students examine the conditions 
experienced in internment camps in more depth. 
Consider distributing Understanding Canada’s 
first national internment operations of 1914–1920 
(Briefing sheet #4) to pairs of students and invite 
them to refine their empathetic statements in 
response to the information included.

2. Invite students to reflect on what they have 
learned about empathy and the feelings, 
thoughts and experiences of Ukrainian and 
other European immigrants interned during 
Canada’s first national internment operations 
of 1914–1920.

3. Pose and discuss these questions: “When 
might it be important to use empathetic 
thinking in our classroom? Can you 
describe a specific classroom situation 
where it may be helpful to demonstrate empathy?”

4. Explain to students that they will soon be reading and discussing a story in 
which one of the characters is sent to an internment camp. Ask students to 
suggest why being empathetic might be important when reading the story.

 

Share and 
assess the 

statements

Reflect on the 
learning
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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 

D Sample responses to  
German prisoners

Activity sheet #D-1

Sample response #1

“I’m glad that didn’t happen to my family.”

Sample response #2

“I feel sorry for them. It probably wasn’t very nice living in 
those camps.”

Sample response #3

“I would be devastated if my dad was taken away from me. If 
we lost our dad, we might not have enough money to pay for 
our house.”

Sample response #4

“They probably deserved it. They wouldn’t have been imprisoned 
unless they did something wrong.”

Sample response #5

“This shouldn’t have been done to them. They look lost and like 
their hope has been taken away.”
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Lesson

D Creating empathetic statements
An empathetic statement:

• uses clues to help explain what others might think, experience or feel; and 

• is considerate of the thoughts and feelings of other people.

My three empathetic statements are:

1. Image #  

2. Image #  

3. Image #  

My empathetic response shows:

1. Image #  

1 2 3 4

very little empathy a lot of empathy

2. Image # 

1 2 3 4

very little empathy a lot of empathy

3. Image # 

1 2 3 4

very little empathy a lot of empathy
 

Activity sheet #D-2
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Lesson 

D

This image shows German prisoners in the compound on the Canadian National Exhibition grounds in 
Toronto, c. 1914–1916. During the First World War, the Canadian government imprisoned thousands of 
men, women and children in internment camps situated across Canada. Not only did these people lose 
their freedom, many of them also lost their land and their personal belongings. While interned in these 
camps, men were forced to do heavy labour like clearing forests and building roads. These internees had 
not broken any laws or committed any crimes. They were immigrants who had come from other countries 
that were now at war with Canada.

Image #D-1

German prisoners
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Lesson

D Thinking empathetically

Photograph #1. Many of the jobs performed by people imprisoned in internment camps were difficult and 
demanding. In winter, interned men were forced to work outside in freezing temperatures all day. Some 
of them did not have enough winter clothing to keep them warm during cold winter weather.

Photograph #2. Even though the law said that any worker who completed work for the government had to 
be paid, some internees did not get any pay for the work they did. Those men who did get paid received 
only a very small amount. This seemed especially unfair when the work they did to build roads and 
railways and clear land was so difficult to do.

Image set #D-2
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Photograph #5. “My dear father: We haven’t nothing to eat and they do not want to give us no wood. My 
mother has to go four times to get something to eat. It is better with you, because we had everything to eat. 
This shack is no good, my mother is going down town every day and I have to go with her and I don’t go to 
school at winter. It is cold in that shack. We your small children kiss your hands my dear father. Goodbye 
my dear father. Come home right away.”—Letter from a nine-year-old daughter to her interned father.

Photograph #3. Women and children also lived in the internment camps in Canada. These women 
voluntarily entered the camps with their children when their husbands were taken from them. There was 
no other option for these families. Without a husband to earn money and work the land, it was difficult 
to provide food and take care of the farm and home.

Image set #D-2
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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.



Developing Understanding through the Arts 71 The Critical Thinking Consortium

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.




