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Overview

Critical
tasks

Requisite
tools

Broad
understanding

Critical Challenge

What were the camps like?

A. Draw historically plausible conclusions about the experiences 
of Ukrainians and other Europeans while they were interned in 
Canada during World War I. 

B. Write a letter from the point of view of an adolescent internee 
explaining his/her experience of internment.

In this three-part challenge, students learn about the experiences 
of those who were interned during the World War I era. Students 
are introduced to the idea of historical perspective-taking using an 
example of postal services in the nineteenth century. They consider the 
difference between presentism and historical perspective-taking and 
learn about three strategies to help in adopting a historical perspective. 
Students then examine various primary and secondary sources to learn 
about life in the internment camps from an internee’s perspective. They 
record relevant details from the sources, draw possible conclusions 
and summarize what they have learned about internee’s experiences. 
Drawing upon these findings, students write a letter from the point of 
view of a teenager at the time explaining the experience.

Students will appreciate the incredible hardship and suffering internees 
endured as a result of the harsh conditions in the internment camps. 

Background knowledge

• knowledge of the living and working conditions in internment camps 

Criteria for judgment

• criteria for historical perspective-taking that identifies many relevant 
details, offers plausible and imaginative conclusions, and provides 
a full and realistic summary 

Critical thinking vocabulary

• perspective-taking
• presentism

Thinking strategies

• activity sheet

Habits of mind

• open-mindedness

3

Objectives

bias
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Required Resources

Source documents

Daily life in World War I internment camps
TC2 website (History Docs): http://sourcedocs.tc2.ca/history-docs/

topics/world-war-i-internment/reasons-for-ww-i-internment.html
Primary source #1: Internees working on a road
Primary source #2: Report on internment activities
Primary source #3: A report of complaints
Primary source #4: Prisoner on a stretcher
Primary source #5: Censored letter from an internee
Secondary source #6: Internment camp living conditions
Secondary source #7: Inspection of Spirit Lake camp

Activity sheets

Identifying historical perspective Blackline Master #3.1

Briefing sheets

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

Videos

Historical perspective
TC2 website (Thinking about history: Video resources):  

http://tc2.ca/history.php

Historical significance
TC2 website (Thinking about history: Video resources):  

http://tc2.ca/history.php

Internee descendants
Canadian First World War Internment Recognition Fund website 

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

Assessment rubrics

Assessing historical perspectives Blackline Master #3.2
Assessing a historically
 realistic account Blackline Master #3.3

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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Present the  
sample scenario

Discuss students’  
initial responses

Session One

1. Explain that students will soon attempt to get an insider’s view of what it 
would have felt like to be caught up in the internment operations. To help 
students appreciate the challenges of trying to understand the mindset of 
people living in a different time, present the following scenario: 

• In 1858 people living in the British colony of Vancouver Island waited 
four to five months to receive a response to a letter sent from Victoria 
to London, England. This meant that important news from friends and 
family or advice and instructions from superiors took almost half a 
year to arrive.

• Invite students to speculate briefly with a partner on what it might 
have been like for people in the past to wait this length of time before 
receiving return correspondence from the home country.

2. Many students may react to the sample scenario from a modern-day 
perspective influenced by their experiences living at a time of instantane-
ous access to world news via Twitter, Facebook, cell phones, Skype and 
e-mail. When responding with a modern-day lens, students may suggest 
that the colonists might have: 

• been frustrated by having to wait so long to hear news from their 
homeland; 

• thought that this method of communication was inefficient and needed 
to be improved;

• felt very isolated because it took so long to receive news from England.

3. Explain that adopting an historical perspective is not a matter of think-
ing how students personally would have felt in this situation but how the 
people at the time would likely have felt. One of the primary obstacles 
to historical perspective-taking is “presentism,” the tendency to interpret 
the past according to present-day values, beliefs and experiences. When 
studying history, students often use modern-day lenses that distort the 
past and what it meant for the people living at the time. Invite students to 
think back to their initial responses to postal services in 1858. Which of 
their comments were indicative of a presentist perspective? Which were 
sensitive to a historical perspective?

4. In trying to nurture historical perspective-taking, encourage students to 
consider three strategies:

• anticipate different beliefs and values: Don’t presume that historical 
attitudes, values and beliefs are identical to those that people currently 
hold. 

• expect different conditions: Sensitively imagine the realities of the 
time to understand what would seem unfamiliar (or very familiar) now 
but would be commonplace (or foreign) back then.

Contrast historical 
perspective with 

presentism

Introduce strategies 
to use in historical 
perspective-taking
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• attend to different meanings: Be attentive to the fact that words and 
gestures may not have had the same meanings or connotations in the 
past as they do now.

5. Illustrate the application of these strategies by presenting additional 
information about mail service at the time: 

• Although mail service between Victoria and London in 1858 was 
still measured in months, it had improved greatly in the preceding 
decade. The turn-around time had been reduced by almost half, thanks 
to improvements in transportation, especially in the novel application 
of steam power to ocean transport.

6. Invite students to reconsider the historical conditions and the colonists’ 
likely beliefs and perceptions associated with a four- to five-month wait 
when receiving a response to a letter (reduced from an almost year-long 
wait). Individually or in groups, ask students to share their responses. 
Possible responses may include:

Prevailing There was very limited communication with the
conditions outside world.
 People would not have had access to any digital
 technologies.

Beliefs and People might feel pleased to receive such a quick
perceptions (relatively-speaking) response.
 People might feel that the speed of communication
 was much improved compared to a decade earlier.
 People might feel less isolated and more connected
 to people in England than they felt previously.
 Instead of viewing a letter as “snail mail,” old- 
 fashioned and slow, people may have looked upon
 mail as exciting news and as a marvel of “modern”
 technology.

7. Invite students to share one idea that has changed from their initial 
thoughts about the reactions of people in the mid-nineteenth century 
towards the speed of the postal service.

8. OPTIONAL: To further explore this concept, invite students to watch the 
short video, Historical perspective-taking, found on The Critical Thinking 
Consortium website. Discuss the examples and the factors explained in 
this video.

Reconsider initial 
reactions

Reinforce  
understanding  

of historical  
perspective-taking



Recognizing an historic injustice 19 The Critical Thinking Consortium

Session Two

1. Inform students that they are now to consider the internees’ experiences in 
the internment camps during World War I. If students have not completed 
other Critical Challenges in this book, 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 intern-
ment (Blackline Master #1.3).

2. Inform students that they will now examine various primary and second-
ary sources in order to try to better understand how the internees might 
have felt. Before students begin, you may wish to model the task using 
the sample image, Internees working on a road. Direct students to look 
for obvious and less-obvious clues about the prevailing conditions and 
beliefs/perceptions associated with the camps. As suggested below, 
record ideas on the board under the heading, “Clues.” Be sure that the 
details are relevant to the group’s perspective. Record students’ tentative 
conclusions about the group’s experiences in a second column with the 
heading, “Conclusions.” If students are not certain about their conclusions, 
encourage them to qualify their statements with words such as maybe, 
might or perhaps.

  Clues about beliefs and Possible conclusions about the
	 	 prevailing	conditions	 group’s	experience	of	the	event

Internees are performing hard Life in the camps is very harsh
labour. Their body language for internees.
suggests that the work was Internees have few rights and
mundane and tedious. have lost their freedom.
Internees are constantly being Families were split up when
monitored by guards. men were sent to internment
Only men appear to be doing camps.
construction.

Provide historical 
context to World War I 

internment

Model the analysis
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3. Distribute a copy of the rubric Assessing historical 
perspective (Blackline Master #3.2) and discuss 
the following criteria:

• identifies many relevant details, including 
less obvious details that indicate the beliefs, 
conditions and meanings of the time;

• offers plausible and imaginative con-
clusions that are consistent with one or 
more clues in the historical documents 
about the experiences and reactions;

• provides a full and realistic summary 
of their conclusions, with reasons 
why their findings are grounded 
in historical facts and are not the 
result of a presentist perspective. 

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 “Life in the Internment Camps” set 
of History docs on The Critical Thinking Consortium website:

• Primary source #2: Report on internment activities

• Primary source #3: A report of complaints

• Primary source #4: Prisoner on a stretcher

• Primary source #5: Censored letter from an internee

• Secondary source #6: Internment camp living conditions

• Secondary source #7: Inspection of Spirit Lake 
camp

5. Distribute copies of Identifying historical per-
spective (Blackline Master #3.1) to each student. 
Explain to students that they can use this sheet 
to record information about internment condi-
tions and beliefs, and draw conclusions about 
the internees’ likely experiences and reactions. 
Encourage each student group collectively 
to read one document or image at a time, 
discuss the contents, and identify any clues 
about the camps. Based on these clues, 
students may draw conclusions about how 
people at the time would likely have felt 
about the internment experience. Direct 
students individually to record relevant 
ideas in the appropriate spaces on their 
own copy of Blackline Master #3.1. 
After students have recorded details and possible 

Review the criteria  
for historical  

perspective-taking
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Outstanding
Well developed

Competent
Underdeveloped

Identifi es obvious and less obvious details 

Accurately identifi es 
many relevant details, 

including less obvious 
details about the 

situation/event.

Provides many accurate 

details. No details 
are inaccurate, but 

they may not be very 
specifi c.

Provides some historical information. 
Minor details may be 

inaccurate or vague.

Identifi es almost no 
accurate details about 

the situation/event.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Offers plausible and 
imaginative conclusions

Suggests many imaginative and very 
plausible conclusions 

about the group’s 
experiences and 

reactions.

Suggests many generally plausible 
conclusions about the 

group’s experiences and 

reactions.

Suggests some plausible 

but generally obvious 
conclusions about the 

group’s experiences 
and reactions; other 

conclusions are implausible. 

Suggests almost no 
plausible conclusions 

about the group’s 
experiences and 

reactions. 

Reasons/explanation for rating

Provides full and realistic summary 
The summary and 

explanation reveal the 
main aspects of the 

group’s perspective and 

are highly consistent 
with what is known 

about the period.

The summary and 
explanation reveal most 

of the main aspects of 
the group’s perspective 

and are generally 
consistent with what 

is known about the 
period.

The summary and 
explanation reveal 

aspects of the group’s 
perspective, but key 

aspects are missing or 
inconsistent with what 

is known about the 
period.

The summary and 
explanation reveal very 

few accurate aspects of 

the group’s perspective.

Reasons/explanation for rating

3.2  Assessing historical perspective

Names: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Distribute the source 
documents
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3.1A  Identifying historical perspective

Featured group: ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Source 

Clues about beliefs and 

Possible conclusions about the group’s

 

prevailing conditions 

experience of the event

 1.

 2.

 3.

 4.

Explain the process
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conclusions from all of the assigned pages, direct them to summarize their 
findings about the internment experience from the people who endured 
it on the bottom of Blackline Master #3.1

6. When student have finished their analyses of the assigned sources, assess 
their completed copies of Blackline Master #3.1 using the rubric found 
on Blackline Master #3.2. Based on feedback from your assessment, 
encourage students to locate additional information about the event or 
to review some of the previously analyzed sources.

Session Three

1. Inform students that their next task is to assume the 
role of a teenager and write a historically realistic 
letter to a relative, a newspaper editor, a govern-
ment official or another historical person explain-
ing the experiences and reactions associated with 
being interned. Encourage students to portray 
the historical perspective of a young person 
writing at the time. You may want to share 
copies of the rubric found on Assessing a 
historically realistic account (Blackline 
Master #3.3) with students. Explain the two 
criteria for the assignment:

• offer accurate and detailed information 
about the situation; 

• provide a realistic and believable 
account written from the perspec-
tive of a young person living at the 
time.

2. When students have completed a draft of their letter, arrange 
for them to share it with another student. As a class, discuss the difficul-
ties of adopting a historical perspective. In light of what they have just 
learned, encourage students to revise their letter prior to submitting it for 
assessment. 

Assessment 

1. Assess students’ accounts of the experience of the internment camps 
represented in their revised letter using the rubric found on Blackline 
Master #3.3.

Assess the  
completed analysis

Introduce the  
historically realistic 

letter
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Outstanding
Well developed

Competent
Underdeveloped

Includes accurate and detailed information

Includes many specifi c, 
historically accurate 

details about the 
situation.

Includes many historically accurate 
details. No details 

are inaccurate, but 
they may not be very 

specifi c.

Includes some historical 

information, but in-
cludes a few signifi cant 

inaccuracies.

Includes almost no 
historically accurate 

details; the account 
is vague or largely 

inaccurate.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Offers a realistic and believable account

Provides a very realistic 

and believable account 

from the perspective of 

a person living at the 
time.

Provides a generally 
realistic and believable 

account from the 
perspective of a person 

living at the time.

The account is somewhat believable 
and realistic but 

important aspects don’t 

refl ect the perspective 
of a person living at the 

time.

The account is unrealistic and not 
believable. It clearly 

does not refl ect the 
perspective of a person 

living at the time.

Reasons/explanation for rating

3.3 Assessing a historically 

  realistic accountNames: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Discuss the lessons 
learned
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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



Recognizing an historic injustice 77 The Critical Thinking Consortium

 3.1A  Identifying historical perspective
 Featured group: ___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Source Clues about beliefs and Possible conclusions about the group’s
 prevailing conditions experience of the event

 1.

 2.

 3.

 4.
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Source Clues about beliefs and Possible conclusions about the group’s
 prevailing conditions experience of the event

 5.

 6.

 3.1B  

Summary of the group’s experiences and attitudes
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Outstanding Well developed Competent Underdeveloped

Identifies 
obvious and 
less obvious 
details 

Accurately identifies 
many relevant details, 
including less obvious 
details about the 
situation/event.

Provides many accurate 
details. No details 
are inaccurate, but 
they may not be very 
specific.

Provides some 
historical information. 
Minor details may be 
inaccurate or vague.

Identifies almost no 
accurate details about 
the situation/event.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Offers 
plausible and 
imaginative 
conclusions

Suggests many 
imaginative and very 
plausible conclusions 
about the group’s 
experiences and 
reactions.

Suggests many 
generally plausible 
conclusions about the 
group’s experiences and 
reactions.

Suggests some plausible 
but generally obvious 
conclusions about the 
group’s experiences 
and reactions; other 
conclusions are 
implausible. 

Suggests almost no 
plausible conclusions 
about the group’s 
experiences and 
reactions. 

Reasons/explanation for rating

Provides full 
and realistic 
summary 

The summary and 
explanation reveal the 
main aspects of the 
group’s perspective and 
are highly consistent 
with what is known 
about the period.

The summary and 
explanation reveal most 
of the main aspects of 
the group’s perspective 
and are generally 
consistent with what 
is known about the 
period.

The summary and 
explanation reveal 
aspects of the group’s 
perspective, but key 
aspects are missing or 
inconsistent with what 
is known about the 
period.

The summary and 
explanation reveal very 
few accurate aspects of 
the group’s perspective.

Reasons/explanation for rating

 3.2  Assessing historical perspective
 Names: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Outstanding Well developed Competent Underdeveloped

Includes 
accurate 
and detailed 
information

Includes many specific, 
historically accurate 
details about the 
situation.

Includes many 
historically accurate 
details. No details 
are inaccurate, but 
they may not be very 
specific.

Includes some historical 
information, but in-
cludes a few significant 
inaccuracies.

Includes almost no 
historically accurate 
details; the account 
is vague or largely 
inaccurate.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Offers a 
realistic and 
believable 
account

Provides a very realistic 
and believable account 
from the perspective of 
a person living at the 
time.

Provides a generally 
realistic and believable 
account from the 
perspective of a person 
living at the time.

The account is 
somewhat believable 
and realistic but 
important aspects don’t 
reflect the perspective 
of a person living at the 
time.

The account is 
unrealistic and not 
believable. It clearly 
does not reflect the 
perspective of a person 
living at the time.

Reasons/explanation for rating

 3.3  Assessing a historically 
  realistic account
 Names: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________




