
 

 
Recognizing an Historic Injustice: 

Canada’s First World War Internment Operations, 1914-1920 
 

History, Canadian Studies and Social Studies 
teachers now have a resource to help their 
middle and senior high school students explore 
the events, cause and consequences of the 
internment of thousands of individuals in Canada 
during the First World War era. 
 
This teaching unit seeks to raise awareness about 
a largely untold event in Canada’s past that 
affected many communities including 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. 

 
 

Available for free download at tc2.ca/pv 

 

The 145-page resource provides detailed teaching instructions, briefing sheets, historical documents, 
images, and assessment materials to support students in thinking critically about topics such as: 

 Should this incident be in the curriculum? 

 Why did it happen? 

 What was life like in the camps? 

 How did the event affect the lives of individuals and communities? 

 Has the government properly responded to this injustice? 

 Could it happen again? 

 How might we educate Canadians about this injustice? 

Developed by The Critical Thinking Consortium (TC2) with financial support from the Endowment Council 
of the Canadian First World War Internment Operation Recognition Fund (CFWWIRF). 

 

 

 
For more information, contact 
 
TC2:  604-639-6325 or mail@tc2.ca  
 
CFWWIRF: 1-866-288-7931 (toll free) or 
malysh@internmentcanada.ca 
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file:///C:/Users/Scotts/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/80ES5CY2/tc2.ca/pv
mailto:mail@tc2.ca
file:///C:/Users/Scotts/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/80ES5CY2/malysh@internmentcanada.ca


Pivotal Voices
Recognizing an Historic Injustice: Canada’s First 
National Internment Operations, 1914–1920

Pivotal Voices

Recognizing an Historic Injustice: 
Canada’s First National Internment 
Operations, 1914–1920

AUTHORS   Atul Bahl Ilan Danjoux Lindsay Gibson James Miles
SERIES EDITOR   Roland Case EDITORS   Atul Bahl  Roland Case

Pivotal Voices is a project of The Critical Thinking Consortium. TC2 is a non-profit partnership of schools, school districts, faculties of education, teacher professional associations, universities and other educational organizations. Its aim is to promote critical thinking from primary to post-secondary education through partner-sponsored professional development, publications and research.

FOR MORE INFORMATION
The Critical Thinking Consortium (TC2)
1580 West Broadway
Vancouver, British Columbia V6J 5K8
tel 604-639-6325 • fax 604-639-6325
mail@tc2.ca • www.tc2.ca

R
eco

g
nizing

 an H
isto

ric Injustice: C
anad

a’s First N
atio

nal Internm
ent O

p
eratio

ns, 1914
–1920

Piv
o

ta
l V

o
ic

es
Recognizing an Historic Injustice

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. While the majority were Ukrainians, other communities included Germans, Poles, Italians, Bulgarians, Croatians, Serbians, Hungarians, Russians, Jews, Slovaks, Slovenes, Czechs, Armenians, Alevi Kurds, Turks and Romanians.

On 25 November 2005 MP Inky Mark’s private member’s Bill C-331, Internment of Persons of Ukrainian Origin Recognition Act, received Royal Assent. Following negotiations with the Ukrainian Canadian Civil Liberties Association, the Ukrainian Canadian Congress and the Ukrainian Canadian Foundation of Taras Shevchenko the Government of Canada established the Canadian First World War Internment Recognition Fund, 9 May 2008, to support commemorative and educational initiatives that recall what happened during Canada’s first national internment operations of 1914–1920.

www.internmentcanada.ca

This project has been made possible by a grant from the Endowment Council of the Canadian First World War Internment Recognition Fund.
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Recognizing an Historic Injustice: Canada’s First 
National Internment Operations, 1914–1920 
seeks to raise critical awareness among secondary 
school students about the largely unknown story of 
Canada’s first national internment operations. The 
publication is an attempt to recognize those who 
suffered from this injustice and, through greater 
awareness, ensure that similar injustices are less 
likely to be to be repeated.

This resource offers a new approach to teaching 
history. It recognizes there is no one story for most 
historical events, but rather differing accounts 
depending upon whose story is being told.

Intended for grades 7 to 12, this resource features 
nine lessons exploring the events, causes and 
consequences of the internment of thousands of 
individuals in Canada during the First World war 
era. Also included are:

•	 Teacher’s notes

•	 Source materials

•	 Assessment materials

•	 Student activity sheets

www.internmentcanada.ca

This project has been made possible by a grant 

from the Endowment Council of the Canadian 

First World War Internment Recognition Fund.

Available as a free PDF 
from www.tc2.ca/shop
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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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7.1 Assembling ideas

Events Causes

Consequences Lessons learned

HISTORIC
INJUSTICE
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Outstanding Well developed Competent Underdeveloped

Identifies 
relevant and 
important 
consequences 
for each 
category

Identifies several 
relevant and important 
consequences for each 
category.

Identifies several 
relevant and important 
consequences for most 
categories.

Identifies a few 
obvious consequences 
for most categories, 
but misses significant 
consequences.

Identifies very few 
consequences and 
often classifies them 
into inappropriate 
categories.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Supports with 
accurate, 
relevant 
and detailed 
evidence

Provides accurate and 
detailed evidence for 
the depth, breadth and 
duration of impact for 
most of the identified 
consequences.

Provides generally 
accurate evidence for 
the depth, breadth and 
duration of impact for 
most of the identified 
consequences.

Provides evidence 
of impact for many 
of the identified 
consequences, but some 
evidence is inaccurate 
or exaggerated.

Provides very little 
evidence of impact for 
any of the identified 
consequences.

Reasons/explanation for rating

Offers 
plausible 
ratings

Provides highly 
plausible ratings for 
each category.

Provides generally 
plausible ratings for 
most categories.

Provides plausible 
ratings for some 
categories, but not all.

Provides implausible 
ratings. 

Reasons/explanation for rating

 4.4  Assessing the impact
 Names: _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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6.12B 

National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations Phil Fontaine accepting Canada’s official apology for residential schools in the 
House of Commons on June 11, 2008.
Source: Prime Minister of Canada Stephen Harper, Government of Canada.

its five-year program, the TRC will provide former students and anyone affected by the residential school 
legacy with an opportunity to share their individual experiences in a safe and culturally appropriate manner. 

• A $20 million initiative that supports local, regional and national activities that honour, educate, remember, 
memorialize and/or pay tribute to residential school students, their families and their communities.

• Indian Residential Schools Resolution Health Support Program (IRSRHSP) provides mental health and 
emotional supports for eligible former students and their families as they participate in the components of 
the Settlement Agreement.

• As part of the Settlement Agreement, the government of Canada provided $125 million to the AHF to 
support community-based healing initiatives.

In June 2008, the federal government apologized for its role in the residential school system. By saying he was 
sorry on behalf of the government, Prime Minister Stephen Harper acknowledged the Canadian government’s 
central role in carrying out this historical injustice, and in inflicting untold pain and suffering on generations of 
Aboriginal children. Harper called residential schools a “sad chapter” in Canadian history and indicated that 
the policies that supported and protected the system were harmful and wrong.

Reactions to the apology and redress agreement

Assembly of First Nations (a leading political organization) National Chief Phil Fontaine stated in his 
acceptance of the government’s apology, 

 . . . for all of the generations which have preceded us, this day testifies to nothing less than the 
achievement of the impossible.

. . . We heard the Government of Canada take full responsibility for this dreadful chapter in our 
shared history. We heard the Prime Minister declare that this will never happen again. Finally, we 
heard Canada say it is sorry. 

The Critical Thinking Consortium
1580 West Broadway

Vancouver, BC V6J 5K8
Tel. 604.639.6325
E-mail: mail@tc2.ca

Website: www.tc2.ca

LIST OF LESSONS

1	 Should this event be in the curriculum?

2	 Why did it happen?

3	 What were the camps like?

4	 What was the impact on individuals?

5	 How did it change the communities?

6	 How adequately has the government 
responded?

7	 What should we all know?

8	 Could it happen again?

9	 How can we educate others?

Lesson plan

Source material Assessment material Student activity sheets

To download your free copy

please visit tc2.ca/shop
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Developing Understanding through the Arts 
- Recognizing an Historic Injustice: Canada’s 
First National Internment Operations, 1914–
1920 is a unit for students in grades 5 to 9 that 
explores the experiences of Ukrainian and other 
European immigrants to Canada in the late 1800s 
and early 1900s and the impacts of internment on 
individuals, families and communities.

The lesson plans in this resource are self-contained, 
each focusing on developing understanding 
through the use of a related art form. If taught 
individually, these lessons are ideally suited for 
exploring the role of the arts as a vehicle for 
questioning, interpreting and deepening our 
understanding of historical events. As components 
of a unit of study, these lessons invite critical inquiry 
into a wide range of topics and issues relating to 
the challenges and opportunities experienced by 
European immigrants and the impact of the First 
World War internment operations on affected 
communities in Canada.

Each lesson includes detailed instructional strategies 
and required support materials.These include 
briefing sheets, activity sheets, images and source 
documents.

www.internmentcanada.ca

This project has been made possible by a grant 

from the Endowment Council of the Canadian 

First World War Internment Recognition Fund.

Also available as a free PDF 
from www.tc2.ca/shop



Why did European immigrants come to Canada? 

1
MODULE

ALESSON

Developing understanding through 
images and documents 

CRITICAL CHALLENGE
Select three important questions about the reasons why European immigrants decided to come to Canada in the late 1800s and early 1900s, and about the possible challenges they may have faced. 

SUMMARY
In this lesson, students examine immigration posters created in the late 1800s and early 1900s that were used to convince Europeans to immigrate to Canada. As a class, students create an initial list of questions they have about the messages conveyed in the posters. They investigate additional immigration posters, make further observations and draw inferences about these messages. Students use the criteria met by an important question to generate and refine their list of questions. They then select and share three important questions about the reasons why immigrants may have come to Canada and the challenges they may have faced. The lesson concludes with students reflecting on the reasons why European immigrants came to Canada despite possibly having similar questions or concerns. 

OBJECTIVES
Broad understanding

Knowledge that Canadian immigration posters may have influenced European immigrants’ decision to come to Canada 
Requisite tools

Background knowledge

• knowledge of the factors that contributed to increased European immigration to Canada between 1891 and 1914
• knowledge of the messages used to attract European immigrants to Canada

Criteria for judgment

• criteria used to determine whether a question is important
 ê helps us understand something we find confusing
 ê looks for answers we don’t already know
 ê asks for more information about interesting or key ideas

Developing Understanding through the Arts 2 
The Critical Thinking Consortium
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A
Lesson Activity sheet #A-1

Selecting important questions

Select and record three important questions by applying the criteria to our class list 
of recorded questions.

An important question:
• helps us understand something confusing;

• looks for answers that we don’t already know;

• asks for more information about interesting or key ideas.

My three important questions:

1.

2.

3.
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Briefing
sheet 

3
Briefing sheet #3

Understanding European immigration  
to Canada, 1891–1914

Between 1891 and 1914, the Canadian 
government encouraged people from many 
European countries to come to Canada. The 
government wanted immigrants to Canada 
who could help clear the land, build roads and 
railways, and set up farms to produce food 
for a growing country. In addition to being 
“pushed” to leave by difficult conditions in 
their home countries, many immigrants were 
“pulled” to Canada by the promise of free land 
and greater freedom in exchange for settling 
in western Canada.

When immigrants arrived in Canada, the 
land they received was not yet ready to live 
and farm on. They had to cut down trees, 
remove the stumps and clear the fields that 
they would eventually farm. They also needed 
to build homes to shelter themselves from 
the cold Canadian winters. Despite the hard 
work required to create a homestead, reports 
from immigrants back to their home countries 
encouraged more people to come to Canada. 
This “chain migration” led to the growth of 
ethnic communities across the Prairies.

Most of the farming done by European 
immigrants was done by hand without 
machinery. Very little money was available to 
purchase tools and equipment. Men often had 
to leave their families in order to find jobs to 
earn money. Women and children were left 
behind to take care of the land and farm it as 
best they could. 
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A
Lesson Source document #A-1

The Critical Thinking Consortium
1580 West Broadway

Vancouver, BC V6J 5K8
Tel. 604.639.6325
E-mail: mail@tc2.ca

Website: www.tc2.ca

Lesson plan

Source material Briefing sheet Student activity sheets

To obTain your FrEE* copy:

Order online: tc2.ca/shop 
Email: mail@tc2.ca  
Phone: 604-639-6325

*Shipping charges will be applied.

We accept payments by Visa, Mastercard, cheque or cash.
†All online credit card payments will be processed by Paypal.
‡Cheques should be made out to The Critical Thinking Consortium.

LIST OF LESSONS

A Why did European immigrants come to 
Canada?

B What was daily life like for European 
immigrants to Canada?

C What was life like in internment camps?

D What might the internees have felt and 
thought?

E What might Ukrainian and other European 
immigrants have felt and thought?

F Which are the most important story events?

G How might creating sounds deepen our 
understanding of events and experiences?

H How might creating dramatic poses deepen 
our understanding of events and experiences?

I What were the challenges, opportunities and 
achievements of Ukrainian immigrants?



Historic injustices and redress in Canada
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Context of the World War I
internment operations

World War I
•	 When	the	British	Empire,	alongside	Russia	

and	France,	declared	war	against	Germany,	
the	Austro-Hungarian	Empire	and	the	
Ottoman	Empire	in	1914,	Canada	was	
automatically	at	war.

•	 On	August	22,	1914	the	Canadian	
government	led	by	Prime	Minister	Robert	
Borden	passed	the	War Measures Act	giving	
the	government	certain	powers	during	times	
of	war.

•	 Canada	fought	in	World	War	I	from	1914	
until	the	armistice	on	November	11,	
1918	(Remembrance	Day)	that	ended	the	
fighting.

•	 World	War	I	officially	came	to	an	end	with	
the	signing	of	the	final	peace	treaty	in	
1920;	this	officially	ended	the	internment	
operation.

Enemy aliens
•	 The	Canadian	government	was	greatly	

worried	about	the	hundreds	of	thousands	
of	immigrants	living	in	Canada	who	were	
citizens	of	such	enemy	nations	as	Austria-
Hungary,	Germany,	Bulgaria	and	the	
Ottoman	Empire.	

•	 The	government	of	Canada	issued	an	Order-
in-Council	providing	for	the	registration	
and,	in	certain	cases,	the	imprisonment	of	
aliens	of	“enemy	nationality.”

•	 An	estimated	120,000	people	living	in	
Canada	were	designated	as	“enemy	aliens”	
(citizens	of	a	country	at	war	with	the	land	in	
which	he	or	she	is	living).

•	 From	August	4,	1914	to	February	24,	1920,	
80,000	individuals	were	forced	to	report	
regularly	to	special	registrars	or	to	local	
or	North	West	Mounted	Police	forces.	
These	individuals	included	Ukrainians,	

Bulgarians,	Croatians,	Czechs,	Germans,	
Hungarians,	Italians,	Jews,	various	
people	from	the	Ottoman	Empire,	Polish,	
Romanians,	Russians,	Serbians,	Slovaks	
and	Slovenes,	among	others,	of	which	most	
were	Ukrainians	and	most	were	civilians.	
They	were	issued	identity	papers	that	had	to	
be	carried	at	all	times,	and	those	failing	to	
do	so	could	be	subjected	to	arrest,	fines	or	
even	imprisonment.

•	 Restrictions	were	also	imposed	on	freedom	
of	speech,	association	and	movement	of	
enemy	aliens.	Municipalities	were	told	to	
watch	all	Germans	and	Austrians	living	
within	their	areas,	and	all	enemy	aliens	
were	prevented	from	leaving	the	country.

World War I internment operations
•	 In	total,	8,579	enemy	aliens	(including	

81	women	and	156	children)	were	
interned	in	24	internment	camps	across	
Canada.	The	internment	camps	held	
5,954	Austro-Hungarians	(believed	to	be	
mostly	Ukrainians),	2,009	Germans,	205	
people	from	the	Ottoman	Empire	and	99	
Bulgarians.

•	 Throughout	the	war	years,	numerous	letters,	
petitions	and	memoranda	were	addressed	
to	the	federal	and	provincial	authorities	by	
Ukrainian	Canadian	organizations,	asserting	
that	the	Ukrainian	Canadians	were	loyal	
to	the	Dominion	of	Canada	and	the	British	
Empire,	not	Austria-Hungary.

•	 Although	many	camps	closed	from	1916	to	
1918,	camps	in	Vernon	(British	Columbia),	
Kapuskasing	(Ontario)	and	Amherst	(Nova	
Scotia)	were	not	closed	until	1919	or	1920,	
a	full	year	and	a	half	after	the	end	of	the	
war.


