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Overview

Critical tasks

Requisite
tools

Broad
understanding

Critical Challenge

Why did it happen?

A. Identify the various underlying and immediate causes of World  
War I era internment. 

B. Determine the three most important contributing factors to World 
War I era internment.

In this two-part challenge, students learn to identify the range of 
underlying and immediate causes leading to Canada’s first national 
internment operations between 1914–1920. Students are first 
introduced to the concept of causation by identifying various factors 
that contributed to a fictional car accident. They learn to distinguish 
between underlying and immediate causes. Students then consider 
criteria for assessing the importance of causes. Next students examine 
various primary and secondary sources to gather information about 
the contributing role of various factors to World War I internment. 
They identify the many underlying or immediate causal factors that 
contributed to the decision to intern “enemy aliens” and gather evidence 
about their impact. Finally, students determine the three most important 
contributing factors to the event. 

Legally sanctioned social injustices are complex historical events that 
have immediate and underlying causes.

Background knowledge

• knowledge of the immediate and underlying causes of Canada’s 
first national internment operations

Criteria for judgment

• criteria for determining causal importance, including:
– causal factor is directly linked to the event occurring
– causal factors are important contributors to the direction and 

intensity of an event
– the event would be much less likely to have occurred if the factor 

was not present

Critical thinking vocabulary

• causation

Thinking strategies

2

Objectives

bias
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Habits of mind

• attention to detail

Source documents

Reasons for World War I internment
TC2 website (History Docs): http://sourcedocs.tc2.ca/history-docs/

topics/world-war-i-internment/reasons-for-ww-i-internment.html
Primary source #1 The War Measures Act
Primary source #2: Report on Iwan Milan
Primary source #6: Arrest of Ukrainian socialists
Primary source #7: Enemy aliens
Secondary source #1: Motivations and justifications for internment
Secondary source #2 Economic misfortune
Secondary source #3: Divided loyalties

Activity sheets

Identifying the causes of the accident Blackline Master #2.1
Sorting immediate and underlying causes Blackline Master #2.2
Examining causal factors Blackline Master #2.3

Briefing sheets

Background on Canada’s
 first national internment operations Blackline Master #1.3 

Videos

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

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

Internee descendants
Canadian First World War Internment Recognition Fund website 

(YouTube video series): http://www.internmentcanada.ca/pop-
video4.html

Cause and consequence
TC2 website (Thinking about History: Video resources) http://tc2.ca/

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

Assessment rubrics

Assessing the causal analysis Blackline Master #2.4

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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2.1  Identifying the causes of the accident

Just before midnight one dark and stormy night, a man called John Smith, who worked as an engine mechanic, 

was sitting in an isolated cabin in the woods. As he reached for a cigarette, he noticed he had only one left. Glancing at 

his watch, he realized that he had just enough time to hop in his car and drive to the gas station down the road to buy 

cigarettes before it closed. As he pulled out of his lane onto the highway, his car was hit by his neighbour, who, returning 

from a long night of drinking, was unable to stop his car soon enough on the icy road. Smith was killed instantly. Later, as 

the townspeople were discussing the sad event, they shook their heads one after another and said, “We always knew that 

smoking would kill Smith.” It is worth noting that local offi cials had long been warned of the dangers on that part of the 

highway, especially in winter, and yet they seemed uninterested in doing anything about it. Apparently this was because 

the residents of that part of the town did not have any infl uence with local authorities. Others wondered whether, if the 

impaired driving laws had been more faithfully enforced in the town, whether the neighbour who smashed into Smith 

would have been as drunk as he was.1 

List the contributing factors to the accident

1 Taken from Heaven & Hell on Earth: The Massacre of the “Black” Donnellys, part of the Great Unsolved Mysteries in Canadian History 

series: www.canadianmysteries.ca.

c

Introduce the concept  
of causation

Recognize various  
causal factors

Introduce immediate  
and underlying causes

Session One

1. Explain to students that when historians study the past, they do more 
than simply recount a sequence of events. They strive to explain why 
events happened the way they did. Historians often ask questions such 
as, “What caused World War I?” or “Did increased use of birth control 
affect women’s status in society?” In asking these questions, historians 
are not looking for a single factor that caused the event; rather, they are 
trying to identify the many factors, including broad social, political and 
economic conditions, that contributed to its occurrence.

2. Invite students to identify a range of causes by 
considering a series of events leading to a fictional 
car accident. Distribute Identifying the causes of 
the accident (Blackline Master #2.1) to each pair 
of students and ask them to identify all the pos-
sible causes that they can locate in the account 
of the accident. Invite students to share their 
lists of contributing factors with the rest of 
the class.

3. Explain to students that the difficulty in determining 
causation is that direct causes seldom act on their own as catalysts 
for change. Often, underlying causes and broader trends create the condi-
tions that trigger significant change. For example, the start of World War 
I is often attributed to the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. 
However, a war does not break out each time a leader is killed. A broader 
set of circumstances existed that enabled the killing of this leader to trig-
ger a global conflict. These broader factors and circumstances—called 
underlying causes—are often distinguished from immediate causes:

• immediate causes: the direct and often the most obvious and easily 
identified factors. They typically occur just prior to the event in ques-
tion. Removal of immediate causes may not have prevented the oc-
currence of the event, as there may have been more significant factors 
contributing to the event.

• underlying causes: the broader and usually less obvious and more dif-
ficult to identify conditions. They often represent a broader underlying 
factor, practice, or belief and are not tied to a single event. Removal 
of an underlying cause may help prevent the event from occurring.
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4. Immediate causes are igniters of events. They are the flints, matches, 
or lighters that start a fire. An example is Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s 
assassination in the case of World War I. However, if a match, flint, or 
lighter has no kindling, dry grass or wood to burn, it will quickly fizzle 
out and will not cause the fire to start. The kindling, dry grass and wood 
represents the underlying causes that are often the foundational causes 
of an event, and the causes that propel an event forward. Underlying 
causes merit attention because they create the circumstances for historical 
change. In the case of World War I, long-standing national and imperial 
rivalries among countries in Europe led to an arms race and the formation 
of alliances long before the archduke’s assassination occurred in 1914. 

5. Distribute copies of Sorting immediate and underly-
ing causes (Blackline Master #2.2) to each pair of 
students. It lists eight contributing factors to the 
previously-discussed car accident. Invite students 
to classify the causes as immediate or underlying. 
Provide an example of an immediate cause (for 
example, the victim had run out of cigarettes) 
and a broader underlying cause (such as the 
lax law enforcement regarding drunk drivers). 
After completing the task, invite students 
to discuss their conclusions. Below are 
samples of the answers that students might 
offer.

  Immediate causes Underlying causes

It was late in the evening on a dark This part of the highway had long
and stormy night. been dangerous and, despite
  warnings, the authorities had
  failed to do anything about it.

Perhaps because he was in a The town council was biased
rush, John Smith didn’t exercise against recommendations and
enough caution when pulling out complaints made by people in
onto the highway. that part of town.

The roads were icy and difficult The neighbour who crashed into
to drive on. John Smith failed to consider the
  icy conditions on the road.

The neighbour who crashed into Liquor laws in the town were not
John Smith was driving while faithfully enforced by the police.
impaired from alcohol.

Introduce the metaphor 
of catalyst and  
material causes

Distinguish immediate 
and underlying causes
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2.2  Sorting immediate and 

  underlying causes
1. It was late at night on a dark and stormy night.

2. Perhaps because he was in a rush, John Smith didn’t exercise enough caution when pulling out onto the highway.

3. This part of the highway had long been known to be dangerous and, despite warnings, the authorities had failed to do 

anything about it.4. The roads were icy and diffi cult to drive on.

5. The neighbour who crashed into John Smith was driving while impaired from alcohol.

6. The town council was biased against the recommendations and complaints made by people in that part of the town.

7. Liquor laws in the town were not faithfully enforced by the police.

8. The neighbour who crashed into John Smith failed to consider the icy conditions on the road.

 

Immediate causes 

Underlying causes

• Are often the most obvious and easily identifi ed.

• Typically occur just prior to the event in question.

• Removal of immediate causes may not have prevented 

the occurrence of the event, as there may be more 

signifi cant factors contributing to the event.

• Are usually less obvious and more diffi cult to identify.

• Are often a broader underlying condition, practice, or 

belief and not tied to a single event.

• Removal of an underlying cause may help prevent the 

event from occurring.
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6. Ask students to consider whether all the causes are 
equally important—whether some factors are more 
instrumental than others in bringing about and 
shaping an event. Distribute copies of Examining 
causal factors (Blackline Master #2.3) to each 
pair of students.

7. Invite students to consider three criteria for evaluating the importance of 
causes. 

• The factor was directly linked to the event occurring (that is, it gave 
rise to causes that were catalysts related to the event) and was not sim-
ply an accidental occurrence (for example, the fact that the man was 
a smoker is linked to the accident because the reason he was driving 
at the time was to purchase cigarettes).

• The factor was an important contributor to the direction and in-
tensity of the event (for example, a careful driver going slowly might 
still have hit Smith’s car but not necessarily killed him).

• The event would be much less likely to have occurred if the factor 
was not present (that is, Smith may not have been killed that night, 
but speeding cars may eventually have claimed his life if the highway 
was dangerous).

8. Ask students to record comments on Blackline Master #2.3 for each of 
the suggested causes of the accident in light of these three criteria. Once 
they have done this, invite students to judge the three most important 
causes that led to the accident. These will be the causes that most fulfill 
each of the criteria. Arrange for students to share their priority causes and 
supporting reasons. As a class, attempt to reach consensus on the most 
important causes for the accident.

9. OPTIONAL: For further explanation of historical causation, invite stu-
dents to watch the short video, Cause and consequence, found on The 
Critical Thinking Consortium website. Discuss the examples and the 
factors explained in this video.

Assess the relative 
importance of causes
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 2.3A  Examining causal factors
Event: __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Cause:

❑ Immediate❑ Underlying
Cause:

❑ Immediate❑ Underlying
Cause:

❑ Immediate❑ Underlying
Cause:

❑ Immediate❑ Underlying
Cause:

❑ Immediate❑ Underlying

Is it directly linked to the

event (not simply accidental)? Does it contribute to the 

event’s direction and intensity? 
Would the event have been 

less likely to occur if the 

factor had been missing?

Introduce criteria used 
to determine causal 

importance

Reinforce understanding 
of historical causation
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Session Two

1. Inform students that they will now consider the factors that contributed 
to the Canadian government decision to intern civilians during World 
War I. If students did not complete Challenge #1: Should this event be 
in the curriculum?, provide some historical context for this event. You 
may wish to review what students already know, and then assign one or 
more of the following activities:

• View two short videos on the World War I internment: Historical sig-
nificance, on The Critical Thinking Consortium website, and Internee 
descendants, on the Canadian First World War Internment Recognition 
Fund website. 

• Read the briefing sheet, Background on 
Canada’s first national internment operations 
(Blackline Master #1.3).

2. Inform students that they will now examine 
various primary and secondary sources in 
order to determine the immediate and un-
derlying causes of Canada’s first national 
internment operations. They will identify 
possible factors, look for evidence dem-
onstrating the influence of each factor 
on the event and then judge the three 
most important causes of this historical 
injustice.

3. Distribute a copy of the organizer, Examining causal factors (Blackline 
Master #2.3) and a copy of History Doc #1: The War Measures Act (found 
on The Critical Thinking Consortium website) to each student. As a class, 
read the document and pause to discuss important/difficult concepts. 
When the source has been read, ask each student to complete the top 
row in Blackline Master #2.3 using information found in the document. 
Discuss sample responses to each question. Possible responses include:

Provide historical 
context to World War I 

internment
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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).

Introduce  
the critical task 

Model the analysis 
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 Was it directly Did it contribute Would the event
	 linked	to	the	event	 to	the	event’s	 have	been	less
 (not simply  direction and likely to occur if the
 accidental?) intensity? factor had been
   missing?

Cause: The passing of a law The War Measures Government would
The War at the start of World Act gave the not have had the
Measures Act War I, the War Canadian legal power to
 Measures Act, gave government deny rights and
q immediate government legal extraordinary and intern Canadians.
q underlying justification to unprecedented
 restrict the rights of powers to deny
 Canadians. World their rights to
 War I internment Canadians
 was a direct deemed a threat.
 consequence of the
 passing of the act.

4. When it is clear that students understand the task, ask them to form groups 
of three. Provide each group with a copy of the following six primary and 
secondary sources found in the “Reasons for World War I internment” 
set of History docs on The Critical Thinking Consortium website:

• Primary source #2: Report on Iwan Milan

• Primary source #6: Arrest of Ukrainian socialists

• Primary source #7: Enemy aliens

• Secondary source #1: Motivations and justifications for internment

• Secondary source #2 Economic misfortune

• Secondary source #3: Divided loyalties

5. Encourage each group of students to collectively read one document at a 
time, discuss the contents, and identify any causes or information about 
causes contained in the document. Direct students individually to record 
relevant ideas in the appropriate spaces on their own copy of Blackline 
Master #2.3.

6. After jointly completing their analysis of all six documents, invite stu-
dents individually to determine the three most important causes of World 
War I internment. Ask students to assess the influence of the causes they 
examined in light of the three criteria discussed above (directly linked, 
contributed and more likely).

7. Invite a selection of individuals to share their conclusions with the rest of 
the class, indicating the three most important causes and their justifica-
tions for their choices based on the criteria. After various individuals have 
reported, provide an opportunity for students to reassess their original 
conclusions in light of what they have heard from others. Invite students 
who were persuaded to change their ranking to explain the reasons for 
the shift in their thinking.

4

Distribute the source 
documents

Explain the process

Determine the three 
most important causes

Share conclusions
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Assessment

1. Assess each student’s completed version of Blackline Master #2.3 using 
the criteria in the assessment rubric found on Assessing the causal analysis 
(Blackline Master #2.4). 
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Outstanding
Well developed

Competent
Underdeveloped

Identifi es plausible causes
Identifi es a comprehensive list 

of possible causes, 
including less obvious 

immediate and underlying causes.

Identifi es most of the important 
causes, including 

both immediate and 
underlying causes.

Identifi es some important causes, but 
others may be omitted 

or are implausible.

Identifi es very few 
plausible causes.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Distinguishes 
immediate and 

underlying causes

Consistently and 
accurately distinguishes 

immediate and underlying causes.

In almost all cases, 
accurately distinguishes 

immediate and underlying causes.

In many cases, accurately distinguishes 

immediate and underlying causes.

Consistently misidentifi es immediate 

and underlying causes.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Identifi es relevant evidence for each cause

Consistently identifi es 
relevant, accurate and 

substantial evidence 
about each cause’s 

effect on the event.

Generally identifi es 
relevant, accurate and 

substantial evidence 
about each cause’s 

effect.

Identifi es some relevant 

and accurate evidence 
about each cause’s 

effect. Often evidence 
is irrelevant or key 

evidence is omitted.

Identifi es very little 
relevant and accurate 

evidence about each 
cause’s effect on the 

event for any criteria.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Justifi es assigned rating
The assigned rating 

for each cause is highly 

plausible and clearly 
justifi ed by the reasons 

provided.

Generally, the assigned 

rating for each cause 
is clearly plausible and 

justifi ed by the reasons 

provided.

Often the assigned 
rating for each cause 

is somewhat plausible, 
but barely justifi ed by 

the reasons provided.

With few exceptions, 
the assigned rating 

for each cause is 
implausible and not 

justifi ed by the reasons 

provided.

Reasons/explanation for rating

2.4  Assessing the causal analysis

Names: __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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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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 2.1  Identifying the causes of the accident
Just before midnight one dark and stormy night, a man called John Smith, who worked as an engine mechanic,  
was sitting in an isolated cabin in the woods. As he reached for a cigarette, he noticed he had only one left. Glancing at 
his watch, he realized that he had just enough time to hop in his car and drive to the gas station down the road to buy 
cigarettes before it closed. As he pulled out of his lane onto the highway, his car was hit by his neighbour, who, returning 
from a long night of drinking, was unable to stop his car soon enough on the icy road. Smith was killed instantly. Later, as 
the townspeople were discussing the sad event, they shook their heads one after another and said, “We always knew that 
smoking would kill Smith.” It is worth noting that local officials had long been warned of the dangers on that part of the 
highway, especially in winter, and yet they seemed uninterested in doing anything about it. Apparently this was because 
the residents of that part of the town did not have any influence with local authorities. Others wondered whether, if the 
impaired driving laws had been more faithfully enforced in the town, whether the neighbour who smashed into Smith 
would have been as drunk as he was.1 

List the contributing factors to the accident

1 Taken from Heaven & Hell on Earth: The Massacre of the “Black” Donnellys, part of the Great Unsolved Mysteries in Canadian History 
series: www.canadianmysteries.ca.
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 2.2  Sorting immediate and 
  underlying causes
1. It was late at night on a dark and stormy night.

2. Perhaps because he was in a rush, John Smith didn’t exercise enough caution when pulling out onto the highway.

3. This part of the highway had long been known to be dangerous and, despite warnings, the authorities had failed to do 
anything about it.

4. The roads were icy and difficult to drive on.

5. The neighbour who crashed into John Smith was driving while impaired from alcohol.

6. The town council was biased against the recommendations and complaints made by people in that part of the town.

7. Liquor laws in the town were not faithfully enforced by the police.

8. The neighbour who crashed into John Smith failed to consider the icy conditions on the road.

 Immediate causes Underlying causes

• Are often the most obvious and easily identified.
• Typically occur just prior to the event in question.
• Removal of immediate causes may not have prevented 

the occurrence of the event, as there may be more 
significant factors contributing to the event.

• Are usually less obvious and more difficult to identify.
• Are often a broader underlying condition, practice, or 

belief and not tied to a single event.
• Removal of an underlying cause may help prevent the 

event from occurring.
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 2.3A  Examining causal factors
 Event: __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Cause:

q Immediate

q Underlying

Cause:

q Immediate

q Underlying

Cause:

q Immediate

q Underlying

Cause:

q Immediate

q Underlying

Cause:

q Immediate

q Underlying

Is it directly linked to the
event (not simply accidental)?

Does it contribute to the 
event’s direction and intensity? 

Would the event have been 
less likely to occur if the 
factor had been missing?
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 2.3B  

Cause:

q Immediate

q Underlying

Cause:

q Immediate

q Underlying

Cause:

q Immediate

q Underlying

Is it directly linked to the
event (not simply accidental)?

Does it contribute to the 
event’s direction and intensity? 

Would the event have been 
less likely to occur if the 
factor had been missing?

 Most important contributing factors Reasons

1.

2.

3.
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Outstanding Well developed Competent Underdeveloped

Identifies 
plausible 
causes

Identifies a 
comprehensive list 
of possible causes, 
including less obvious 
immediate and 
underlying causes.

Identifies most 
of the important 
causes, including 
both immediate and 
underlying causes.

Identifies some 
important causes, but 
others may be omitted 
or are implausible.

Identifies very few 
plausible causes.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Distinguishes 
immediate and 
underlying 
causes

Consistently and 
accurately distinguishes 
immediate and 
underlying causes.

In almost all cases, 
accurately distinguishes 
immediate and 
underlying causes.

In many cases, 
accurately distinguishes 
immediate and 
underlying causes.

Consistently 
misidentifies immediate 
and underlying causes.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Identifies 
relevant 
evidence for 
each cause

Consistently identifies 
relevant, accurate and 
substantial evidence 
about each cause’s 
effect on the event.

Generally identifies 
relevant, accurate and 
substantial evidence 
about each cause’s 
effect.

Identifies some relevant 
and accurate evidence 
about each cause’s 
effect. Often evidence 
is irrelevant or key 
evidence is omitted.

Identifies very little 
relevant and accurate 
evidence about each 
cause’s effect on the 
event for any criteria.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Justifies 
assigned rating

The assigned rating 
for each cause is highly 
plausible and clearly 
justified by the reasons 
provided.

Generally, the assigned 
rating for each cause 
is clearly plausible and 
justified by the reasons 
provided.

Often the assigned 
rating for each cause 
is somewhat plausible, 
but barely justified by 
the reasons provided.

With few exceptions, 
the assigned rating 
for each cause is 
implausible and not 
justified by the reasons 
provided.

Reasons/explanation for rating

 2.4  Assessing the causal analysis
 Names: __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________




