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Reading around the document Adaption of this lesson was done with the support of the 
Canadian First World War Internment Recognition Fund.

Reading around  
the document
identify clues around the “edges” of a historical document to 
learn about its author, audience, origin, purpose, and type

Introduce

Identify different contexts

 ➤ Following the student activity, discuss the importance of context in understanding a statement. Suggest that sometimes 

documents contain clues to help identify the context.

Student activity

Write down as many contexts and different meanings as  

you can for the statement: “I am going to catch you.” 

Share your ideas with a partner and then with the class.

Learning outcomes

•	 make careful observations and draw plausible inferences about the context of historical 

documents prior to analyzing their contents

•	 acquire background information about a historical document in anticipation of further 

investigation

•	 running	a	race

•	 playing	tag

•	 fishing

•	 investigating	a	crime

Possible contexts

Opportunities for differentiation

•	 Suggest contexts and invite students to discuss various meanings.

Find clues around the document

 ➤ Explain that the strategy “reading around the document” helps students look around the “edges” of a document to 

identify the context (important details about the author, audience, origin, purpose,  

and type of document) without actually reading the contents in the document.

Student activity

Look closely at Circle the clues example #1. 

Circle the parts of the document that provide clues about its author, audience, 

context, type, and purpose.

Primary

Intermediate

Middle

Senior

targeted

adaptable

4

4

Example
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Circle the clues example #1
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Make observations

 ➤ Provide students with Circle the clues practice example #2. Explain that an observation is something noticed and an 

inference is the conclusion made from the observation. As a class, record observations for one part of Circle the clues 

practice example #2. 

Student activity

With a partner, record observations for each of the clues in the  

boxes provided.

Compare your observations with those provided in Circle the  

clues example #3. 

Example
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Circle the clues example #2
Monday February 8, 2010 4:52 pm

From: jordanfi sher@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca 

Subject: The Big Day

To: globalcitizenclub@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, ashleymartin@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, rajdhillon@
fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, britneyrodriguez@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, saveourplanetnow@telus.
net, mikebrown@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, suechan@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, emilydoscovitz@
fairviewsecondary.bc.ca,

Hi all,
Jst wntd 2 connect wit u all b4 the last big event. Pleez be ther early 2morrow morning nd don’t forget 2 bring 

the supplies that u volunteered 2 bring. We will meet in d multipurpose rm at 8 am. Mr. Pratchell sed we can 
store all of d bottles in d storage rm until we take it 2 d depot at d end of d day. Hopefully this fi nal event will 
raise enuf money 2 get 2 r goal! Who would’ve thot we cud raise enuf $$ to buy books 4 a place we didn’t 
even know about a few yrz ago?

See you 2morrow,

JF “the Prez”

Observation(s):

Observation(s):

Observation(s):

Observation(s):

Observation(s):

Observation(s):

Assessment for learning

•	 Use students’ examples, and the examples provided in Circle the clues example #3, to develop criteria for effective 

observations; e.g., accurate, relevant.

Make inferences

 ➤ Provide students with a copy of the Reading around the document activity sheet and explain the structure of the chart. 

Instruct students to organize their observations according to the information they provide about the document, such as 

author, and record them in the appropriate place on the chart.

 ➤ Explain that inferences are conclusions based on observations. If necessary, provide examples of plausible and implausible 

inferences and invite students to critique them. Remind students that an inference should be supported by more than 

one observation, and encourage them, if they are tentative, to qualify their inferences with “may be,” “possibly,” and 

“perhaps.”

Student activity

Develop inferences for  

each of the observations. 

Share with a partner and  

discuss as a class.

•	 accurate

•	 relevant

Possible criteria

Example

© The Critical Thinking Consortium

Circle the clues example #3
Monday February 8, 2010 4:52 pm

From: jordanfi sher@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca 

Subject: The Big Day

To: globalcitizenclub@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, ashleymartin@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, rajdhillon@
fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, britneyrodriguez@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, saveourplanetnow@telus.
net, mikebrown@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, suechan@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, emilydoscovitz@
fairviewsecondary.bc.ca,

Hi all,
Jst wntd 2 connect wit u all b4 the last big event. Pleez be ther early 2morrow morning nd don’t forget 2 bring 

the supplies that u volunteered 2 bring. We will meet in d multipurpose rm at 8 am. Mr. Pratchell sed we can 
store all of d bottles in d storage rm until we take it 2 d depot at d end of d day. Hopefully this fi nal event will 
raise enuf money 2 get 2 r goal! Who would’ve thot we cud raise enuf $$ to buy books 4 a place we didn’t 
even know about a few yrz ago?

See you 2morrow,

JF “the Prez”

Observation(s): date and time listed

Observation(s): s���s t�is is ���m ���dan� s�e���ai��ie�se��nda�������a

Observation(s): s���e�t is t�e �i� da�

Observation(s):
a list �� ��� t�e d���ment is add�essed t��m�st �� t�e add�esses end in �ai��ie�se��nda�������a� and m�st 

�� t�e add�esses in�l�de a �a�iet� �� male and �emale names

Observation(s): �l�sin� dis��sses seein� t�ese �e��le t�m�����

Observation(s): si�nat��e at t�e end �� t�e d���ment is ���m �� �t�e ��e��

 Observations (clues) Inferences (conclusions)

date and time are listed

it’s	from	jordanfisher@fairviewsec-
ondary.bc.ca

subject is about a big day

a list of who the document is for

Jordan will see these people tomor-
row

 JF the Prez

•	 The	person	is	working	in	the	afternoon	at	the	start	
of the week.

•	 The	email	is	from	someone	at	a	school	in	British	
Columbia.

•	 There	is	a	big	day	he	wants	to	talk	about,	perhaps	
something he is involved in planning.

•	 The	list	is	of	males	and	females	somehow	connect-
ed to Fairview Secondary.

•	 Jordan	and	the	people	addressed	will	be	meeting	
about the big day tomorrow.

•	 Jordan	is	the	president/in	charge	and	the	people	
he is addressing know him well enough that he is 
informal in his signature and wording. Maybe he is 
a teenager.
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Assessment for learning

•	 Ensure students understand the difference between observation and inference by asking for examples of each. If 

students require more support in understanding these concepts, refer to Tools for thought on the TC2 website for the 

lesson on inference.

•	 Use students’ examples and the examples provided to develop criteria for effective inferences; (e.g., plausible, 

imaginative).

•	 Introduce Understanding the criteria and work with students to develop descriptors for excellent observations and 

inferences. Compare the examples provided to help develop the descriptors.

Explore

Investigate historical document

 ➤ Provide students with the Historical document	example,	or	another	document	with	sufficient	clues	to	develop	inferences,	

and a copy of the Reading around a document activity sheet. 

Student activity

“Read around” the historical document. Carefully circle the clues and record 

observations.

Compare the clues you circle and your observations.

Compare the clues you circles and your responses to the Circle the clues historical 

document sample.

Assessment for learning

•	 Encourage students to self- and peer-assess their observations and make revisions 

based on the feedback.

Student activity

Record your observations on the activity sheet.

Make plausible inferences based on your observations.

Assessment for learning

•	 Encourage students to self- and peer-assess their inferences and make revisions 

based on the feedback.

Conduct background research: extension

Student activity

Develop	five	questions	about	the	document	or	find	five	people,	places,	and/or	terms	you	did	not	understand.

Research the answers in the library, your textbook, or the Internet.

Report back to the class with your learning.

Sample
Use
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Circle the clues historical document sample

Activity
Sheet
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Author: Report 
everything you can 
about the author of 
the document.

 

Audience: Report 
everything you can 
about the intended 
audience for the 
document.
 

Context: Report 
everything you can 
about where and when 
the document was 
created. 

Type of document: 
Report on the kind of 
document it is; e.g., 
diary, personal letter, 
legal document. 

Purpose: Report 
everything you can 
about the likely 
reason for creating the 
document.

Inferences
(What you conclude)

Reading around the documentidentifying clues around the “edges” of a historical document to learn about its 
author, audience, origin, purpose, and type

Observations
(Clues from the document)
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Rubric
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Assessing Reading around the document

Accurate and relevant observations

Plausible and imaginative inferences

Evidence:

Evidence:

Identifi es many relevant and accurate details from the document, including several less obvious details.

Provides many varied and imaginative inferences that are highly plausible.

Identifi es many relevant and accurate details from the document, and oc-
casionally recognizes less obvious details.

Provides many plausible and sometimes imaginative inferences.

Identifi es a number of 
relevant and accurate, but obvious, details from the document.

Provides a number of infer-ences that are generally plausible, but are rather obvious.

Identifi es only a few of the most obvious details from the document, but not all are relevant or accurate.

Provides a few plausible but obvious inferences.

Excellent Very Good Competent Basic Not Yet Able

Excellent Very Good Competent Basic Not Yet Able

Confirm	plausibility

 ➤ Encourage	students	to	confirm	the	plausibility	of	their	observations	and	inferences	by	looking	at	the	entire	document	

now that the “reading around the document” has been completed.

Student activity

Read the entire document. How accurate were your  

observations and inferences?

Compare the clues you circled, and your observations  

and inferences, with the samples provided. 

Reflect

Review the strategy 

 ➤ As a class, summarize what “reading around the document” means, and how it can be useful to make observations and 

inferences about a topic and provide depth to student learning. Explain that reading around the document is a strategy 

that can be useful both in and out of school. Provide students with a copy of the Student Guide.

Student activity

Discuss possible ways to use the strategy in  

and out of school.

Review the steps in Reading around the document.

Assess the sample 

 ➤ Review the sample use of the strategy.

Student activity

Use the rubric to assess the sample use of the strategy. 

Example
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Historical document original

•	 understand	historical	documents	prior	to	analyzing	their	

contents

•	 learn	about	a	book	before	I	decide	to	read	it

•	 increase	my	ability	to	acquire	background	information

•	 understand	the	context	of	emails	and	web	information	

Possible responses



Student
Guide
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Reading around the document
identifying clues around the “edges” of a historical document to 
learn about its author, audience, origin, purpose, and type

Purpose

This strategy helps me identify important 
information about a document without reading 
the entire document.

Instructions

•	 Look carefully “around the edges” of the document

•	 Identify the parts of the document that contain clues about the content and 

context of the document.

•	 Circle the clues found around the edges of the document.  

•	 Use the data sheet to record observations from the “edges” of the 

document that provide clues about the author of the document, the 

intended audience, the context, the type of document and  the purpose of 

the document.

•	 Be	sure	that	your	observations	are	accurate	and	relevant.

•	 Draw a conclusion or inference from each observation. 

•	 Be	sure	your	inferences	are	plausible	and	imaginative.

•	 Generate possible questions and research information about the document.

•	 Read the entire document to verify the plausibility of your inference.



Assessment
for Learning
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Assessing observations and inferences

Excellent Not yet

My observations are accurate and relevant

Evidence for rating Suggestions for improvement

Excellent Not yet

My inferences are plausible and imaginative

Evidence for rating Suggestions for improvement

Observation #1 Inference #1

•	 date	and	time	listed	indicate	the	message	was	sent	at	the	 
beginning of the week, after school hours

•	 email	address	is	.bc
•	 people	receiving	the	email	have	similar	addresses
•	 subject	is	the	big	day
•	 closing	indicates	seeing	people	tomorrow
•	 signature	is	“the	Prez”

Observation #2 (non example) Inference #2 (non example)

•	 written	on	Monday
•	 written	by	Jordan
•	 subject	is	the	“big	day”
•	 sent	to	eight	people
•	 signature	is	JF	“the	Prez”

•	 This	is	not	related	to	an	in-school	assignment.
•	 The	author	and	recipients	are	all	from	the	same	school.
•	 This	could	be	an	event	that	has	had	lots	of	buildup.	It	may	

be a culminating event.
•	 Tomorrow	might	be	the	“big	day.”
•	 The	signature	is	casual.	JF	probably	knows	the	group	well	

and may be the president or leader of the group.
•	 The	email	could	be	a	reminder	or	sending	information	to	

prepare the big day.

•	 It	was	a	school	assignment.
•	 Jordan	is	a	boy.
•	 There	is	going	to	be	a	party.
•	 Jordan	has	lots	of	friends.
•	 JF	is	a	cool	guy.
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Assessing Reading around  
the document

Accurate and relevant observations

Plausible and imaginative inferences

Evidence:

Evidence:

Identifies	many	relevant	
and accurate details from 
the document, including 
several less obvious details.

Provides many varied and 
imaginative inferences that 
are highly plausible.

Identifies	many	relevant	
and accurate details from 
the document, and oc-
casionally recognizes less 
obvious details.

Provides many plausible 
and sometimes imaginative 
inferences.

Identifies	a	number	of	
relevant and accurate, but 
obvious, details from the 
document.

Provides a number of infer-
ences that are generally 
plausible, but are rather 
obvious.

Identifies	only	a	few	of	the	
most obvious details from 
the document, but not all 
are relevant or accurate.

Provides a few plausible 
but obvious inferences.

Excellent Very Good Competent Basic Not Yet Able

Excellent Very Good Competent Basic Not Yet Able
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Circle the clues example #1
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Circle the clues example #2

Monday February 8, 2010 4:52 pm

From: jordanfisher@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca 

Subject: The Big Day

To: globalcitizenclub@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, ashleymartin@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, rajdhillon@
fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, britneyrodriguez@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, saveourplanetnow@telus.
net, mikebrown@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, suechan@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, emilydoscovitz@
fairviewsecondary.bc.ca,

Hi all,
Jst wntd 2 connect wit u all b4 the last big event. Pleez be ther early 2morrow morning nd don’t forget 2 bring 
the supplies that u volunteered 2 bring. We will meet in d multipurpose rm at 8 am. Mr. Pratchell sed we can 
store all of d bottles in d storage rm until we take it 2 d depot at d end of d day. Hopefully this final event will 
raise enuf money 2 get 2 r goal! Who would’ve thot we cud raise enuf $$ to buy books 4 a place we didn’t 
even know about a few yrz ago?

See you 2morrow,

JF “the Prez”

Observation(s):

Observation(s):

Observation(s):

Observation(s):

Observation(s):

Observation(s):
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Circle the clues example #3

Monday February 8, 2010 4:52 pm

From: jordanfisher@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca 

Subject: The Big Day

To: globalcitizenclub@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, ashleymartin@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, rajdhillon@
fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, britneyrodriguez@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, saveourplanetnow@telus.
net, mikebrown@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, suechan@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, emilydoscovitz@
fairviewsecondary.bc.ca,

Hi all,
Jst wntd 2 connect wit u all b4 the last big event. Pleez be ther early 2morrow morning nd don’t forget 2 bring 
the supplies that u volunteered 2 bring. We will meet in d multipurpose rm at 8 am. Mr. Pratchell sed we can 
store all of d bottles in d storage rm until we take it 2 d depot at d end of d day. Hopefully this final event will 
raise enuf money 2 get 2 r goal! Who would’ve thot we cud raise enuf $$ to buy books 4 a place we didn’t 
even know about a few yrz ago?

See you 2morrow,

JF “the Prez”

Observation(s): date and time listed

Observation(s): shows this is from  
jordanfisher@fairviewsecondary.bc.ca

Observation(s): subject is the big day

Observation(s): 
a list of who the document is addressed to—most of the addresses end in fairviewsecondary.bc.ca, and most 
of the addresses include a variety of male and female names

Observation(s): closing discusses seeing these people tomorrow

Observation(s): signature at the end of the document is from JF “the Prez”
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Transcript of original document
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Historical document original
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Author: Report 
everything you can 
about the author of 
the document.

 

Audience: Report 
everything you can 
about the intended 
audience for the 
document.
 

Context: Report 
everything you can 
about where and when 
the document was 
created. 

Type of document: 
Report on the kind of 
document it is; e.g., 
diary, personal letter, 
legal document. 

Purpose: Report 
everything you can 
about the likely 
reason for creating the 
document.

Inferences
(What you conclude)

Reading around the document
identifying clues around the “edges” of a historical document to learn about its 
author, audience, origin, purpose, and type

Observations
(Clues from the document)



Sample
Use
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Circle the clues historical  
document sample
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Author: Report 
everything you can 
about the author of 
the document.

 
Audience: Report 
everything you can 
about the intended 
audience for the 
document.
 

Context: Report 
everything you can 
about where and when 
the document was 
created. 

Type of document: 
Report on the kind of 
document it is; e.g., 
diary, personal letter, 
legal document. 

Purpose: Report 
everything you can 
about the likely 
reason for creating the 
document.

Inferences
(What you conclude)

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

Observations
(Clues from the document)

– the top of the document says it is from the 
Immigration Branch

– document is signed A.L. Joliffe, Controller of 
Chinese Immigration

– the document is addressed to Mr. Yip Kew Him of 
Wing Sang & Co.

– document is addressed “Dear Sir”

– the document says that it is from the 
Immigration Branch, Department of the 
Interior, Canada, Vancouver, BC, April 10th, 
1917

– The author of the document is A.L. Joliffe, 
Controller of Chinese Immigration for the 
Immigration Branch, Department of the 
Interior, Government of Canada.

– The intended audience for the document is Mr. 
Yip Kew Him who works for, or represents, the 
Wing Sang & Co.

– The document was created on April 10th, 
1917 in Vancouver, BC. It is not known when 
Mr. Yip Kew Him received the document.

– the document follows the form and structure 
of a formal letter; it is dated, it opens with 
“Dear Sir,” and finishes with a formal signature 
from A.L. Joliffe, the Controller of Chinese 
Immigration

– This document is an official letter sent 
from A.L. Joliffe, the Controller of Chinese 
Immigration for the Immigration Branch, 
Department of the Interior, Canada.

– letter is sent from the Controller of Chinese 
Immigration

– letter is addressed to the Win Sang & Co. 
based in Vancouver, BC

– bottom of the letter includes the abbreviation 
Enclo. that suggests that other documents 
are enclosed with the letter

– Although it is difficult to know for certain, as 
the Controller of Chinese Immigration this 
letter from Mr. Joliffe to Mr. Kip Kew Him of 
Wing Sang & Co. is most likely about a financial 
issue related to Chinese Immigration which is 
most likely a receipt or information about the 
Chinese Head Tax.
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Transcript of original document

Y.M.C.A.  SERVICE FOR PRISONERS OF WAR

CARRIED ON INTERNATIONALLY BY MUTUAL AGREEMENT OF BELLIGERENT
NATIONS UNDER THE DIRECTION OF THE INTERNATIONAL COMMITTEE  

OF NEW YORK, THE NATIONAL COUNCILS OF THE  
VARIOUS COUNTRIES INVOLVED

WRITTEN  AT _____________________ DATE_____________191_

   COPY.

  __________________________

 

  Internment Camp Vernon B.C.
 April 19, 1918.

P.O.W. CAMP COMMITTEE

  Internment Camp Vernon B.C.

  We beg to inform you that our fellow-prisoners in Internment Camp at Morrissey are exposed 
to the very brutal treatment of the Canadian soldiers and non-commissioned officers doing police duty 
there. As we know that it is impossible for them to write to you stating the facts, and that complaints 
to the Officer-Commanding result only in making things worse for them, we must request you, for the 
sake of humanity, to inform the Royal Consulate of Sweden, the legal representative of our interests 
in Canada of these conditions and to beg him to exercise his influence to have a stop put to the cruel 
treatment of Prisoner of War in Morrissey.

 Signed   : W. M. Doskoch No.  305

 Josef Kratky  " 808

 Frank Pavich " 147

 Peter  Fuchak " 603

 Sam Sichon " 445

  Iwan Sebunka " 018
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Original historic document image

Taken from http://uccla.ca/In_Fear_of_the_Barbed_Wire_Fence.pdf, p. 26
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Author: Report 
everything you can 
about the author of 
the document.

 

Audience: Report 
everything you can 
about the intended 
audience for the 
document.
 

Context: Report 
everything you can 
about where and when 
the document was 
created. 

Type of document: 
Report on the kind of 
document it is; e.g., 
diary, personal letter, 
legal document. 

Purpose: Report 
everything you can 
about the likely 
reason for creating the 
document.

Inferences
(What you conclude)

Reading around the document

Observations
(Clues from the document)

– The “letterhead” states “Y.M.C.A Service for 
Prisoners of War: carried on internationally by 
mutual agreement of belligerent nations under 
the direction of the International Committee of 
New York, the National Councils of the various 
countries involved.”.  

– The letter is signed by 6 individuals, each has a 
number after his name.

– Above the date is Internment Camp, Vernon.

– Below the letterhead is the word “copy”.
– P.O.W. Camp Committee, Interment Camp Vernon 

B.C. is written at the beginning of the letter. 
– The stamp on the bottom right hand of the 

letter says “Internment Operations – May 8 
1918 – Ottawa”. 

– The date is April 19, 1918. Above the date is 
Internment Camp Vernon B.C.

– The letterhead is Y.M.C.A. Service for 
Prisoners of War. 

– The stamp on the letter says “Internment 
Operations- May 8 1918- Ottawa.

– The letter is written by 6 internees from the 
internment camp at Vernon, B.C. The numbers 
by their names are likely their internment camp 
numbers. Based upon their first and last names, 
they are most likely of eastern European origin. 

– Since the document is marked copy, there 
were several audiences. The stamp at the 
bottom right hand corner indicates the office of 
Internment Operations in Ottawa, received the 
letter almost 3 weeks following its creation. 

– The letter may have been initially sent to the 
YMCA service or to the Camp Committee to be 
forwarded to other groups or agencies.

– POWs wrote the letter in 1918 from an 
internment camp in Vernon, BC. The letterhead 
implies the YMCA provided some sort of 
service for prisoners during the war. The stamp 
indicates the internment camps were approved 
and perhaps run by the Canadian government. 

– Letterhead
– Indication the letter is a  “copy”
– Multiple signatures, inclusion of numbers
– Place and date of the writing are indicated.

– This document is intended to be an official, 
formal correspondence, as opposed to a 
personal letter.

– Letterhead: “Service for Prisoners of War”
– Salutation: P.O.W. Camp committee
– Multiple signatures
– Internment Camp, Vernon BC

– It is likely the letter is making a request or 
reporting on some condition at the internment 
camp.


