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Overview

Critical task

Requisite
tools

Broad
understanding

Critical Challenge

Should this event  
be in the curriculum?

Rate the significance of Canada’s first national internment operations 
as a topic of study in the curriculum.

In this introductory challenge, students consider whether Canada’s 
first national internment operations during the World War I era ought 
to be a topic of study in the curriculum. Students begin by identifying 
significant or important events in their own lives. They consider events 
that vary in significance from those with global or national significance 
to those of personal importance or complete insignificance. Students 
then read accounts of internments that occurred in Canada during the 
World War I and World War II eras, and consider why one is typically 
included in the curriculum and the other is rarely profiled. They then 
rate the historical significance of World War I internment and decide at 
what level this topic should be included in the curriculum. 

Knowledge that what is included or excluded in history textbooks 
represents a judgment that people make about the historical significance 
of an event.

Background knowledge

• knowledge of the internment of European Canadians during World 
War I, and of Japanese Canadians during World War II

• knowledge of what historical events are significant, and how 
educational materials are selected for inclusion in the curriculum

Criteria for judgment

• criteria for judging historical significance based on:
– the importance and duration of an event at the time
– the profound and widespread consequences of the event
– the symbolic or continuing legacy of the event

Critical thinking vocabulary

• historical significance

Thinking strategies

• comparison chart
• rating scale

1

Objectives

bias
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Habits of mind

Activity sheets

Comparing events Blackline Master #1.2

Briefing sheets

Internment in Canada Blackline Master #1.1
Background on Canada’s
 first national internment  Blackline Master #1.3 
Rating historical significance Blackline Master #1.4

Videos

Historical significance
TC2 website (Thinking about history: Video resources): http://tc2.ca/

teaching-resources/special-collections/thinking-about-history.php

Assessment rubrics

Assessing the rating
 of historical significance Blackline Master #1.5

Requisite
tools

Required Resources

The communities affected by the internment operations include Ukrainians, Bulgarians, Croatians, 
Czechs, Germans, Hungarians, Italians, Jews, various people from the Ottoman Empire, Polish, 
Romanians, Russians, Serbians, Slovaks, Slovenes, among others of which most were Ukrainians 
and most were civilians.
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1.1  Internment in Canada
Event 1 

At the time that war started, there were 500,000 people 

living in Canada who were citizens of various countries 

considered enemies of the nation. Many were second-

generation Canadian born and many spoke English 

as their primary language. During the war, a total of 

80,000 of these Canadian residents were forced to 

register with the police, and report back to them once a 

month if they lived in cities, or less often if they lived 

in isolated places. Failure to report resulted in fi nes or 

even imprisonment.  7,762 of these Canadian residents, including 81 

women and 156 children, were taken to one of 24 

internment camps across Canada as enemy aliens. 

All of their property and money was taken by the 

government. Internees were forced to work, with some 

of this labour done without pay; however, according 

to law, any work completed for the advantage of the 

government had to be paid. The pay was low, and the 

work was heavy, including building roads and railways, 

and clearing land.  Internees were divided into two 

classes, and the fi rst class people were given better 

living conditions and food. 
 While some of these internment camps closed 

after a couple of years because there was a shortage of 

labour, and not enough workers to keep them running. 

This demand for workers also meant that the internees 

were parolled to private companies and sent all across 

Canada, without their families, and forced to work 

at whatever jobs they were needed for.  Other camps 

remained in operation until 18 months after the war 

ended; some people lived as long as six years in these 

camps.

Event 2
When war broke out, there were 23,224 people of 

a certain ethnic origin living in Canada who were 

citizens of countries considered enemies of the nation. 

More than half of these people were second-generation 

Canadian born and many spoke English as their 

primary language. During the war, the Prime Minister 

publicly questioned the loyalty of these Canadians and 

all over the age of 16 were forced to register with the 

police. 
 A year later, all individuals of this particular 

heritage who lived near the ocean coastline were 

ordered to leave their homes. They were allowed one 

suitcase each; the rest of their property was turned over 

to the authorities. Some were made to live in cow barns 

for a time. Then, men over 18 were sent to work in road 

camps, on farms, or to POW (prisoner of war) camps 

surrounded by barbed wire. 12,000 women, children 

and elderly were transported to ghost towns, to live 

in conditions ill-equipped for the bitter winter. Many 

men were separated from their wives and children 

and sent to work. They were paid a small wage, and 

forced to pay room and board out of that wage. Their 

property was sold and used to pay for the costs of their 

internment. Some of these people were set free once the 

war was ended; others were deported to their ancestral 

country of origin.
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Compare the importance of the two events:               Reasons for ranking

❑ Event 1 is much more important than Event 2

❑ Event 1 is a little more important than Event 2

❑ Events 1 and 2 are equally important

❑ Event 1 is a little less important than Event 2

❑ Event 1 is much less important than Event 2

1.2  Comparing events
 

Event 1 

Event 2

Who?

What?

Where?

When?

Why?

Provide a personal 
context for the lesson

Introduce levels of 
historical significance

Compare two  
historical events

Session One

1. Begin by asking students to consider the significant events in their personal 
lives. Invite them to make a list in their notebooks of five or six important 
personal events. Discuss with students how they decided which events to 
include (for example, it had a big impact on me; it changed things; look-
ing back, it was a turning point). Point out to students that lots of events 
have happened in their lives, but that they do not consider all events to 
be of equal importance. Ask students:

• Should the personal events they listed in their notebooks be included 
in the textbook for this course?

• Why are some events included in a textbook and others are not?

2. Explain to students that what is considered educationally and historically 
important and therefore deemed worthy of studying in school is a judg-
ment made by education officials, historians, textbook writers, teachers 
and students. Invite students to think of one event for each of the following 
categories:

• globally significant: every student in the world should study this event

• nationally significant: every student in the country where it occurred 
should study it

• regionally significant: every student in the region where it occurred 
or who belongs to the specific group(s) affected should study it

• individually significant: the descendants and family of the people 
involved should study it

• not at all significant: not worth remembering.

3. Without revealing the identity of the events 
described (internment during World War 
I of European Canadians and internment 
during World War II of Japanese Ca-
nadians), ask students to compare the 
significance of two historical events 
that occurred in Canada. Distribute 
the background information sheet, 
Internment in Canada (Blackline 
Master #1.1), and the activity sheet, 
Comparing events (Blackline Mas-
ter #1.2), to each student (or pair 
of students). Direct them to read 
the two accounts and record 
important information about 
each internment. Once this is 
completed, ask them to assess 
the relative significance of 
each event and make note of reasons 
for their decision.
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4. Invite students to share their conclusions about the significance of the two 
events. Focus the discussion on the factors or criteria used to evaluate 
historical significance.  Drawing on student comments, formulate three 
criteria:

• importance and duration of the event at the time 

• the profound and widespread consequences of the event 

• the symbolic or continuing legacy of the event

5. Point out to students that the two accounts they read both describe the 
internment of civilians in Canada, once during World War I and a second 
time during World War II. Based on the reading, ask students to sum-
marize their understanding of internment and internment camps. Ask 
students whether they know which groups of Canadian civilians were 
interned during these wars. If students are unfamiliar with the internment 
of Ukrainians and other Europeans during World War I and Japanese 
Canadians during World War II, ask students why such important events 
in Canadian history are not widely known? Inform students that although 
World War II internment is widely covered in textbooks and taught in 
secondary schools, World War I internment is not. Ask students why they 
think this may be the case.

Session Two

1. Before students assess the significance of World War I internment, arrange 
for them to view Historical Significance, a short video on The Critical 
Thinking Consortium website, and to read the briefing sheet, Background 
on Canada’s first national internment operations (Blackline Master #1.3). 
These sources offer additional information about the event and its con-
sequences. Encourage students to makes notes on any information they 
find in these sources that relate to the three criteria 
for historical significance discussed earlier. 

Establish criteria for 
judging historical 

significance

Learn more about  
the event

Introduce Canada’s first 
national internment 

operations
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What? Canada’s fi rst national internment operations

Even though there was never any evidence of disloyalty 

on their part, thousands of people living in Canada were 

imprisoned needlessly and forced to do heavy labour in 

twenty-four internment camps located in the country’s 

frontier hinterlands. Tens of thousands of others, 

designated as “enemy aliens,” were obliged to carry identity 

documents and report regularly to the police. Many were 

subjected to other state-sanctioned indignities, including 

disenfranchisement, restrictions on their freedom of speech, 

movement and association, deportation and the confi scation 

of what little wealth they had, some of which 

was never returned.
When? World War I and the post-war period (1914–1920)

During Canada’s fi rst national internment operations between 

1914 and 1920, the families of those labeled “enemy aliens” 

were separated, their property confi scated and sold, and 

thousands of men were consigned to internment camps 

and years of forced labour in Canada’s wilderness. “I say 

unhesitatingly that every enemy alien who was interned during 

the war is today just as much an enemy as he was during the 

war, and I demand of this Government that each and every 

alien in this dominion should be deported at the earliest 

opportunity.... Cattle ships are good enough for them.” 

Herbert S. Clements, MP (Kent West, Ontario), 24 March 1919

Who? 
Canadians of European descent

The affected communities include Ukrainians, Bulgarians, 

Croatians, Czechs, Germans, Hungarians, Italians, Jews, 

various people from the Ottoman Empire, Polish, Romanians, 

Russians, Serbians, Slovaks, Slovenes, among others of which 

most were Ukrainians and most were civilians. “I was one 

of the thousands of Ukrainian Canadians rounded up as 

‘enemy aliens’ and put in concentration camps between 

1914–1920. I was born in Canada. I lived in Montreal with 

my parents, brother, John, and sisters, Anne and Nellie. 

She was just two-and-a-half when we buried her near the 

Spirit Lake internment camp. Canada’s Ukrainians were not 

disloyal. Our imprisonment was wrong. We were Canadians. 

Those who, like my parents, had come from Ukraine to Canada, came seeking freedom. They were invited here. 

They worked hard. They contributed to this country, with their blood, sweat and tears.”

Why? 
Wartime anxiety, intolerance and xenophobia

This happened even though the British Foreign Offi ce 

informed Ottawa that these 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.

1.3A Background on Canada’s 

  � rst national internment operations

Women and children at the Spirit Lake internment camp, Quebec. Source: Ukrainian 

Canadian Civil Liberties Association

Camp Otter Yoho National Park. Source: In Fear of the Barbed Wire Fence: Canada’s 

First National Internment Operations and the Ukrainian Canadians, 1914-1920. Ed. 

Lubomyr Luciuk. Kingston: Kashtan Press, 2001. p. 60.

25 degrees below under Rundle Mountain, Banff. Source: In Fear of the Barbed Wire 

Fence: Canada’s First National Internment Operations and the Ukrainian Canadians, 

1914-1920. Ed. Lubomyr Luciuk. Kingston: Kashtan Press, 2001. p. 71.

Great War Veterans Association parade and rally in Winnipeg, Manitoba, June 4, 1919. 

Source: Archives of Manitoba, Winnipeg Strike 5 (N12296).
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2. Distribute a copy of activity sheet,  Rating historical 
significance (Blackline Master #1.4) to each stu-
dent. Using evidence from the video, the written 
description of Event 1 and the background sheet, 
invite students to rate the historical significance 
of World War I internment in light of each of 
the three criteria listed. They should then of-
fer an overall assessment, deciding at what 
level this topic should be included in the 
curriculum. 

3. Ask students, first in small groups and 
later as a class, to discuss their conclu-
sions, focussing on the reasons pre-
sented rather than seeking agreement 
among students.

Evaluation

1. Use the rubric on Assessing the rating of historical significance (Blackline 
Master #1.5) to assess the conclusions students recorded on Blackline 
Master #1.4.

Offer a rating of 
significance

Share judgments
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 1.4  Rating historical signi� cance

 

Event: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

 
Criteria 

Rating 

Evidence

Important at the time?
Immediate recognition: Was 

it noticed at the time as 

having importance?Duration: How long did it 

exist or operate?Lasting nature of impact: 

How lasting were its 
effects?

Profound consequences?
Magnitude of impact: How 

deeply felt or profound was 

it?

Scope of impact: How 
widespread was it?Lasting nature of impact: 

How lasting were its 
effects?

Symbolic message?
Remembered: Has it been 

memorialized?Revealing: Does it represent 

a historical issue or trend?
Lasting nature of impact: 

How lasting were its 
effects?

Considering the ratings above, this event is:

❑ Not at all signifi cant: not worth remembering.

❑ Individually signifi cant: the descendants and family of the people involved should know about this event.

❑ Regionally signifi cant: every student in the region where it occurred or who belongs to the specifi c group(s) affected should 

study this event.❑ Nationally signifi cant: every student in the country where it occurred should study this event.

❑ Globally signifi cant: every student in the world should study about this historical event.

Reasons:

 0 
1 

2 
3 

4                 

 not at all of minor somewhat quite 
very                                

 signifi cant signifi cance signifi cant signifi cant signifi cant

 0 
1 

2 
3 

4                 

 not at all of minor somewhat quite 
very                                

 signifi cant signifi cance signifi cant signifi cant signifi cant

 0 
1 

2 
3 

4                 

 not at all of minor somewhat quite 
very                                

 signifi cant signifi cance signifi cant signifi cant signifi cant
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Outstanding
Well developed

Competent
Underdeveloped

Plausible individual and 
overall ratings

Each of the individual 
ratings and the overall 

assessment are highly 
plausible, given what 

historians know about 
the event. 

Most ratings are 
generally plausible, 

given what historians 
know about the event.

Most ratings are some-
what plausible, given 

what historians know 
about the event; a few 

ratings are question-
able.

Very few of the ratings 

are plausible, given 
what historians know 

about the event.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Accurate, relevant, and 
comprehensive 

supporting evidence

The evidence in 
support of the ratings is accurate, 

clearly relevant, and 
comprehensive of the 

important facts for 
each criterion. 

The evidence in 
support of the ratings 

is accurate, relevant, 
and includes the most 

important facts for 
each criterion. 

The evidence in support 

of the ratings is often 
accurate and relevant, 

and includes a few of 
the important facts for 

each criterion.

The evidence in support 

of the ratings is often 
inaccurate or irrelevant 

and omits the most 
important facts. 

Reasons/explanation for rating

1.5  Assessing the rating of 

  historical signi� cance
Names: _________________________________________________________________________________________________________



Recognizing an historic injustice 66 The Critical Thinking Consortium

 1.1  Internment in Canada

Event 1 
At the time that war started, there were 500,000 people 
living in Canada who were citizens of various countries 
considered enemies of the nation. Many were second-
generation Canadian born and many spoke English 
as their primary language. During the war, a total of 
80,000 of these Canadian residents were forced to 
register with the police, and report back to them once a 
month if they lived in cities, or less often if they lived 
in isolated places. Failure to report resulted in fines or 
even imprisonment. 
 7,762 of these Canadian residents, including 81 
women and 156 children, were taken to one of 24 
internment camps across Canada as enemy aliens. 
All of their property and money was taken by the 
government. Internees were forced to work, with some 
of this labour done without pay; however, according 
to law, any work completed for the advantage of the 
government had to be paid. The pay was low, and the 
work was heavy, including building roads and railways, 
and clearing land.  Internees were divided into two 
classes, and the first class people were given better 
living conditions and food. 
 While some of these internment camps closed 
after a couple of years because there was a shortage of 
labour, and not enough workers to keep them running. 
This demand for workers also meant that the internees 
were parolled to private companies and sent all across 
Canada, without their families, and forced to work 
at whatever jobs they were needed for.  Other camps 
remained in operation until 18 months after the war 
ended; some people lived as long as six years in these 
camps.

Event 2
When war broke out, there were 23,224 people of 
a certain ethnic origin living in Canada who were 
citizens of countries considered enemies of the nation. 
More than half of these people were second-generation 
Canadian born and many spoke English as their 
primary language. During the war, the Prime Minister 
publicly questioned the loyalty of these Canadians and 
all over the age of 16 were forced to register with the 
police. 
 A year later, all individuals of this particular 
heritage who lived near the ocean coastline were 
ordered to leave their homes. They were allowed one 
suitcase each; the rest of their property was turned over 
to the authorities. Some were made to live in cow barns 
for a time. Then, men over 18 were sent to work in road 
camps, on farms, or to POW (prisoner of war) camps 
surrounded by barbed wire. 12,000 women, children 
and elderly were transported to ghost towns, to live 
in conditions ill-equipped for the bitter winter. Many 
men were separated from their wives and children 
and sent to work. They were paid a small wage, and 
forced to pay room and board out of that wage. Their 
property was sold and used to pay for the costs of their 
internment. Some of these people were set free once the 
war was ended; others were deported to their ancestral 
country of origin.
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Compare the importance of the two events:               Reasons for ranking

q Event 1 is much more important than Event 2

q Event 1 is a little more important than Event 2

q Events 1 and 2 are equally important

q Event 1 is a little less important than Event 2

q Event 1 is much less important than Event 2

 1.2  Comparing events
 Event 1 Event 2

Who?

What?

Where?

When?

Why?
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What? Canada’s first national internment operations
Even though there was never any evidence of disloyalty 
on their part, thousands of people living in Canada were 
imprisoned needlessly and forced to do heavy labour in 
twenty-four internment camps located in the country’s 
frontier hinterlands. Tens of thousands of others, 
designated as “enemy aliens,” were obliged to carry identity 
documents and report regularly to the police. Many were 
subjected to other state-sanctioned indignities, including 
disenfranchisement, restrictions on their freedom of speech, 
movement and association, deportation and the confiscation 
of what little wealth they had, some of which  
was never returned.

When? World War I and the post-war period (1914–1920)
During Canada’s first national internment operations between 
1914 and 1920, the families of those labeled “enemy aliens” 
were separated, their property confiscated and sold, and 
thousands of men were consigned to internment camps 
and years of forced labour in Canada’s wilderness. “I say 
unhesitatingly that every enemy alien who was interned during 
the war is today just as much an enemy as he was during the 
war, and I demand of this Government that each and every 
alien in this dominion should be deported at the earliest 
opportunity.... Cattle ships are good enough for them.”  
Herbert S. Clements, MP (Kent West, Ontario), 24 March 1919

Who? Canadians of European descent
The affected communities include Ukrainians, Bulgarians, 
Croatians, Czechs, Germans, Hungarians, Italians, Jews, 
various people from the Ottoman Empire, Polish, Romanians, 
Russians, Serbians, Slovaks, Slovenes, among others of which 
most were Ukrainians and most were civilians. “I was one 
of the thousands of Ukrainian Canadians rounded up as 
‘enemy aliens’ and put in concentration camps between 
1914–1920. I was born in Canada. I lived in Montreal with 
my parents, brother, John, and sisters, Anne and Nellie. 
She was just two-and-a-half when we buried her near the 
Spirit Lake internment camp. Canada’s Ukrainians were not 
disloyal. Our imprisonment was wrong. We were Canadians.  
Those who, like my parents, had come from Ukraine to Canada, came seeking freedom. They were invited here. 
They worked hard. They contributed to this country, with their blood, sweat and tears.”

Why? Wartime anxiety, intolerance and xenophobia
This happened even though the British Foreign Office 
informed Ottawa that these 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.

 1.3A  Background on Canada’s  
  first national internment operations

Women and children at the Spirit Lake internment camp, Quebec. Source: Library and 
Archives Canada/PA-170620

Camp Otter Yoho National Park. Source: Library and Archives Canada/C-081373

25 degrees below under Rundle Mountain, Banff. Source: Whyte Museum of the 
Canadian Rockies, Sgt. William Buck fonds (V295/LC-35)

Great War Veterans Association parade and rally in Winnipeg, Manitoba, June 4, 1919. 
Source: Archives of Manitoba, Winnipeg Strike 5 (N12296)
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 1.3B  

Where? Nearly 9,000 men, women and children were interned in 24 camps across the country. Most internees were men, 
but some were women and children, who were held at Spirit Lake (near Amos, Quebec) and at Vernon, British 
Columbia. These civilian internees (“second class”) were separated from genuine German and Austrian prisoners-
of-war and then transported to the country’s frontier hinterlands, where they were forced to do heavy labour 
under trying circumstances.

© First World War Internment Recognition Fund. Used with permission.

Location of camp  Date of opening Date of closing

Montreal, Quebec  13 August 1914 30 November 1918
Kingston, Ontario  18 August 1914  3 November 1917
Winnipeg, Manitoba  1 September 1914  29 July 1916
Halifax, Nova Scotia  8 September 1914 3 October 1918 
Vernon, British Columbia  18 September 1914 20 February 1920
Nanaimo, British Columbia  20 September 1914 17 September 1915
Brandon, Manitoba  22 September 1914 29 July 1916
Lethbridge, Alberta  30 September 1914 7 November 1916
Petawawa, Ontario  10 December 1914 8 May 1916
Toronto, Ontario  14 December 1914 2 October 1916
Kapuskasing, Ontario  14 December 1914 24 February 1920
Niagara Falls, Ontario  15 December 1914 31 August 1918
Beauport, Quebec  28 December 1914 22 June 1916
Spirit Lake, Quebec  13 January 1915 28 January 1917
Sault Ste Marie, Ontario  3 January 1915  29 January1918
Amherst, Nova Scotia  17 April 1915  27 September 1919
Monashee–Mara Lake, British Columbia 2 June 1915  29 July 1917
Fernie–Morrissey, British Columbia 9 June 1915  21 October 1918
Banff–Cave and Basin, Castle Mountain, Alberta 14 July 1915   15 July 1917
Edgewood, British Columbia  19 August 1915 23 September 1916
Revelstoke–Field–Otter, British Columbia 6 September 1915 23 October 1916
Jasper, Alberta  8 February 1916   31 August 1916
Munson, Alberta–Eaton, Saskatchewan 13 October 1918  21 March 1919
Valcartier, Quebec   24 April 1915  23 October 1915
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 1.4  Rating historical significance
 Event: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

 Criteria Rating Evidence

Important at the time?

Immediate recognition: Was 
it noticed at the time as 
having importance?

Duration: How long did it 
exist or operate?

Lasting nature of impact: 
How lasting were its 
effects?

Profound consequences?

Magnitude of impact: How 
deeply felt or profound was 
it?

Scope of impact: How 
widespread was it?

Lasting nature of impact: 
How lasting were its 
effects?

Symbolic message?

Remembered: Has it been 
memorialized?

Revealing: Does it represent 
a historical issue or trend?

Lasting nature of impact: 
How lasting were its 
effects?

Considering the ratings above, this event is:

q Not at all significant: not worth remembering.

q Individually significant: the descendants and family of the people involved should know about this event.

q Regionally significant: every student in the region where it occurred or who belongs to the specific group(s) affected should 
study this event.

q Nationally significant: every student in the country where it occurred should study this event.

q Globally significant: every student in the world should study about this historical event.

Reasons:

 0 1 2 3 4                 
 not at all of minor somewhat quite very                                
 significant significance significant significant significant

 0 1 2 3 4                 
 not at all of minor somewhat quite very                                
 significant significance significant significant significant

 0 1 2 3 4                 
 not at all of minor somewhat quite very                                
 significant significance significant significant significant
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Outstanding Well developed Competent Underdeveloped

Plausible 
individual and 
overall ratings

Each of the individual 
ratings and the overall 
assessment are highly 
plausible, given what 
historians know about 
the event. 

Most ratings are 
generally plausible, 
given what historians 
know about the event.

Most ratings are some-
what plausible, given 
what historians know 
about the event; a few 
ratings are question-
able.

Very few of the ratings 
are plausible, given 
what historians know 
about the event.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Accurate, 
relevant, and 
comprehensive 
supporting 
evidence

The evidence in 
support of the 
ratings is accurate, 
clearly relevant, and 
comprehensive of the 
important facts for 
each criterion. 

The evidence in 
support of the ratings 
is accurate, relevant, 
and includes the most 
important facts for 
each criterion. 

The evidence in support 
of the ratings is often 
accurate and relevant, 
and includes a few of 
the important facts for 
each criterion.

The evidence in support 
of the ratings is often 
inaccurate or irrelevant 
and omits the most 
important facts. 

Reasons/explanation for rating

 1.5  Assessing the rating of 
  historical significance
 Names: _________________________________________________________________________________________________________




