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Citizenship, Human Rights, and 
Social Justice: Addressing Core 
Concepts Through an Examination of 
Japanese Canadian Internment and 
Deportation During World War II 

D J Timmons

1  Persons of Japanese ancestry.

It sure has been a long time since I was in Canada. 
It’s two years and a half of unpleasant surroundings 
and unfamiliar faces. Most of all is the suffering 
of hardship, hoping that tomorrow I’ll be in Canada 
but that tomorrow has not yet come … There is no 
other thing to do but wait for the time and the day 
I could go back to Canada. 

—Exiled Japanese Canadian teenager writing 
from Shikoku, Japan in 1948. British Columbia 

Archives, Winifred J Awmack Collection. 

Distant conflicts of the 1940s had a catastrophic 
impact on the Nikkei1 community in Canada. During 
the Second World War, persons of Japanese ancestry 
in British Columbia experienced the “most dramatic 
expression of racism in Canadian history” (Ward 
2002, xiii). More than 20,000 people were uprooted 
and removed from their homes, and few would ever 
return. Following the official surrender of Japan to 
conclude the war in 1945, the Canadian government 
attempted to deport over 10,000 members of the 
uprooted community before eventually yielding to 
pressure from Canadians concerned with civil liber-
ties and citizenship. The government halted the 
deportation programme, but not before almost 4,000 

were sent to Japan (Adachi 1976; Kage 2012; 
Sunahara 1981). 

The focus of this paper is how inquiry into the 
Japanese Canadian internment and deportation during 
and following the Second World War can help stu-
dents examine issues of citizenship, human rights and 
social justice while developing critical literacy and 
historical thinking in the Canadian social studies 
classroom. The subject of Nikkei internment and 
deportation is multifaceted and has a rich historical 
record; there is, therefore, great potential to incorpo-
rate various artifacts, accounts and perspectives into 
class activities and discussions. With the increasing 
availability of digitized historical documents and 
photographs through online public archives, primary 
documents are available to students as well as to the 
practicing historian. Using these resources in the 
classroom can help students actively develop historical 
thinking so as to read as historians do. 

One of the main roles of social studies is citizen-
ship education, because students in a liberal democ-
racy will become responsible for making decisions 
on public policy issues as adults (Darling and Wright 
2008; Wolk 2003). Issues of citizenship are immedi-
ately apparent in an examination of the Japanese 
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Canadian internment and deportation, in that more 
than 17,000 of the entire uprooted Nikkei community 
in Canada were legally Canadian citizens (subjects 
of the British Empire), and of those exiled to Japan 
after the war, 66 per cent were also Canadian citizens 
(Canada Department of Labour 1944). The treatment 
of Nikkei during their uprooting and dispossession 
by the Canadian government, the years of internment 
in isolated British Columbia camps, and the postwar 
federal deportation orders all relate directly to issues 
of human rights (Adachi 1976). The postwar deporta-
tion orders inspired a public outcry and a legal chal-
lenge to the Canadian government, which illustrates 
the emergence of social justice consciousness across 
the country (Bangarth 2008). These issues provide 
excellent opportunities for social studies teachers to 
incorporate historical thinking strategies and critical 
literacy into their classes, especially pertaining to 
issues of “race, culture, class, gender, media, and the 
environment in the hope of creating a more just, 
humane, democratic, and equal world” (Wolk 2003, 
102). In the sections that follow, I will provide some 
ways for students to develop this deeper social aware-
ness of their responsibilities toward shaping our future 
society. 

Critical Literacy and  
Historical Thinking

Literacy is important in all subject areas, and 
content-area teachers play a significant role in their 
students’ literacy development (Alger 2007, 2009; 
Draper 2002; Heller and Greenleaf 2007; Lind 2008; 
MacPhee and Whitecotton 2011). This paper adopts 
a sociocultural perspective, viewing literacy as a set 
of “social practices” (Gee 2007; Lankshear and 
Knobel 2003; New London Group 1996), and incor-
porates literacy into its approach to teaching, focusing 
on social justice in relation to literacy acquisition 
(Alger 2007, 2009; Freire 2000; Gee 2007; Keyes 
2011; Robertson and Hughes 2011). 

While this topic provides multiple opportunities 
for students to develop critical thinking, defined by 
Bailin et al as “thinking through problematic situa-
tions about what to believe or how to act where the 
thinker makes reasoned judgements” (as cited in 
Darling and Wright 2008), the focus in this paper is 
on critical literacy teaching and learning strategies. 
Teachers incorporating critical literacy strategies into 
their pedagogies endeavour to engage students in a 
critical examination of a variety of texts, and society 

itself, and call for empathy and compassion in order 
to help students become better world citizens (Alger 
2007; Keyes 2011; Wolk 2003). Wolk explains that 
critical literacy “is about how we see and interact with 
the world” and helps students see “dominant power 
themes in our society and world, such as racism, sex-
ism, corporate and media hegemonies, and the effects 
on the environment of individuals and systems” (Wolk 
2003, 102). Its purpose “is not to tell students what 
to think but to empower them with multiple perspec-
tives and questioning habits of mind,” (p 102) encour-
aging them to make decisions that shape a better 
world. Teachers may have to “rethink their usual 
practices,” (p 103) moving beyond the course textbook 
and using a variety of supplemental resources to make 
controversial issues a regular component of student-
centred, inquiry-based learning. 

When lectures and textbooks dominate history 
classroom instruction, as opposed to more active 
learning activities, students may develop a false im-
pression that history is about the memorization of 
facts. Seixas and Peck (2008) argue that history edu-
cation requires much more than remembering dates, 
people and events and warn that students should not 
be “swept in” by narratives in historical films, recon-
structions, fiction or other single-perspective ac-
counts. They believe that students should be given the 
opportunity to engage critically with historical nar-
ratives and develop historical thinking (p  109). 
Historical thinking aids historical literacy, defined as 
“gaining a deep understanding of historical events 
through active engagement with historical texts” 
(Centre for the Study of Historical Consciousness 
2014). The Historical Thinking Project, of which 
Seixas and Peck are executive committee members, 
believes that “historical thinking—like scientific 
thinking in science instruction and mathematical 
thinking in math instruction—is central to history 
instruction and that students should become more 
competent as historical thinkers as they progress 
through their schooling” (Centre for the Study of 
Historical Consciousness 2014). Nokes (2010) also 
believes that history teachers must promote in stu-
dents the “ability to negotiate and create interpreta-
tions and understandings of the past using documents 
and artifacts as evidence” (p 66). In classrooms where 
this occurs, “students are invited into the community 
of practice and learn how to negotiate and create the 
texts that are valued by historians” (p 57). Walker 
(2006) also argues that understanding history requires 
historical literacy and that analyzing a document’s 
meaning through the perspective of a historical actor 
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and the actor’s culture gives students an opportunity 
to “develop a historical understanding” (p 31). The 
Nikkei experience in Canada is well suited for devel-
oping historical thinking among students, and as 
relevant historical documents are becoming increas-
ingly available through online sites there is great 
potential for teachers to develop engaging student-
centred activities. 

Critical literacy and historical thinking concep-
tual frameworks both aim to make learning active, 
rather than passive, and provide opportunities for 
students to engage critically with course material. 
Social studies teachers can promote this kind of 
learning by building historical literacy through in-
struction and inquiry with authentic historical texts 
(Nokes 2010) and by providing active learning op-
portunities so as to prepare students for full demo-
cratic participation. Like teachers passionate about 
reading, who nurture a classroom environment that 
values reading, teachers who practise critical literacy 
in their daily lives can pass these practices on to 
their students (Wolk 2003). 

Curriculum Connections

An exploration of the Nikkei experience in the 
Canadian social studies classroom addresses a num-
ber of curricular outcomes from various provinces 
in several subjects. The issues related to the intern-
ment and deportation of Nikkei correspond directly 

to the guiding principles of western Canadian public 
education (Western Canadian Protocol 2000), which 
aim for students to gain essential citizenship skills 
and to critically examine diverse perspectives and 
foster “a sense of social compassion, fairness, and 
justice” (p 7). Also, the program rationale and phi-
losophy of the Alberta social studies kindergarten 
to Grade 12 curriculum (Alberta Education 2005) 
includes “respecting differences and fostering inclu-
siveness,” as well as respecting “individual and 
collective rights” (p  5). The subject also fits well 
within the Ontario Ministry of Education’s Canadian 
and world studies curriculum (2015) with the vison 
for students to become “critically thoughtful and 
informed citizens who value an inclusive society 
(p 8). The Atlantic Canada social studies curriculum 
includes links to the essential graduation learnings 
of citizenship, in which students are led to “consider 
the principles of human rights and … develop criteria 
for a just, pluralistic, and democratic society and 
learn to recognize the hybrid nature of their culture 
and the interdependent nature of our world” (Atlantic 
Provinces Education Foundation 1999, 6–7). 

The following sections will use critical literacy 
and historical thinking approaches to consider the 
themes of citizenship, human rights and social jus-
tice within a study of Nikkei internment and exile. 
Table 1 summarizes sample concepts, curriculum 
outcomes, resources and teaching ideas that might 
be used in such a unit of study. These examples will 
be further explained in the sections that follow. 

Table 1: Selected examples of curricular outcomes addressed through a critical examination of Nikkei internment and 
deportation from Canada in 1946 

Big Ideas  
(Sample Questions)

Samples of  
Curricular Outcomes Critical/Historical Literacy

Citizenship

Why were Japanese Canadian 
citizens uprooted, interned, 
and exiled from Canada?

• Did the Nikkei community 
pose a threat to Canada?

• Did being of Japanese 
ancestry make them any 
less Canadian citizens than 
Italian and German 
Canadians?

Alberta 

Social Studies 20-1 (Alberta 
Education 2005) 

1.11 evaluate the importance of 
reconciling nationalism with 
contending non-nationalist loyalties 
(religion, region, culture, race, 
ideology, class, other contending 
loyalties) (p 21) 

2.7 analyze nationalism and 
ultranationalism during times of 
conflict (internments in Canada) 
(p 22) 

Provide students with the opportunity to critically 
examine two primary documents that informed 
Nikkei in British Columbia that they were to be 
removed from their homes. These documents began 
the process, which eventually led to the attempted 
deportation of 10,000 Nikkei. See Appendix B.2 
See also related historical photos in the Vancouver 
Public Library’s collection at http://guides.vpl.ca/
japanese-canadian (accessed November 22, 2016). 

Have students complete primary source evaluations 
to critically analyze the documents and their impact 
on society, using templates developed by the Centre 
for the Study of Historical Consciousness at the 
University of British Columbia. 

2 Editor’s note: The original historical documents were accessed from www.najc.ca/thenandnow/experiencec_removal.php; however, 
this site is no longer available. 
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Big Ideas  
(Sample Questions)

Samples of  
Curricular Outcomes Critical/Historical Literacy

Human Rights

What happened to the Nikkei 
community when they were 
uprooted?

• What was life like in the 
internment camps?

• Why were Nikkei families 
separated during their 
uprooting?

Nova Scotia 

Canadian History 11 

(Nova Scotia Education 2002) 

J2 demonstrate an understanding of 
the relationship between land and 
culture and analyze the effects of 
displacement (p 114) 

J4 demonstrate an understanding of 
how the lack of political and 
economic power has led to 
inequities and analyze the responses 
to these inequities p 118) 

Engage students in online archival research on the 
Nikkei community on the websites for Library and 
Archives Canada, British Columbia Archives, and 
Nikkei National Museum and Cultural Centre 
Archives to find relevant photographs of the Nikkei 
community’s uprooting between 1942 and 1949. 
Have students each present one image to the class 
and discuss the photo’s relevance and why the 
student chose it, what was happening at that time, a 
description of how the student located the source 
and the source citation.

Can the Canadian  
government uproot, 
dispossess and relocate 
groups of people today?

Ontario

Canada: History, Identity and 
Culture. Grade 12, University 
Preparation (Ontario Ministry of 
Education 2005) 

D3. Diversity and Citizenship: 
analyse challenges facing various 
groups in Canada between 1867 
and 1945 as well as the 
contributions of various groups and 
individuals to the development of 
identity, culture, and citizenship in 
Canada (p 371) 

Students use the 1982 Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms to debate whether the experiences of 
the Nikkei community could happen to other ethnic 
groups today. The Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms is available at http://laws-lois.justice 
.gc.ca/eng/Const/page-15.html. 

Have students use a graphic organizer to compare 
Canada’s official multicultural policy (available at 
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/multiculturalism/
citizenship.asp) with federal policies toward Nikkei 
in the 1940s. 

Social Justice 

Why did the Canadian 
government want to deport 
Nikkei from a strong and 
prosperous Canada to a 
bombed-out defeated nation 
with millions of starving 
people?

• Why were the Nikkei 
community forced to 
choose to live under strict 
regulations in Canada or 
move to Japan?

• How did the 10,000 Nikkei 
facing deportation feel 
about having to leave 
Canada?

British Columbia 

Social Studies 11 (British Columbia 
Ministry of Education 2005) 

Autonomy and International 
Involvement: 

assess Canada’s role in World 
War II and the war’s impact on 
Canada—explain the war’s 
impact on the home front 
(“enemy aliens”) (p 33). 

Watch the NFB film Gateway to Asia (10 minutes), 
which provides an overview of British Columbia in 
1945. This background knowledge can help 
students when considering British Columbia 
following WWII and around the time of the 
government’s deportation orders for roughly 10,000 
Nikkei. Compare the film’s portrayal of Aboriginal 
people and of persons of European, Indian, Chinese 
and Japanese ancestry in British Columbia.

Next, watch the NFB film Minoru: Memory of 
Exile (20 minutes), which provides a first-hand 
account of the uprooting, internment, loss of 
Canadian citizenship, exile to Japan and eventual 
regaining of Canadian citizenship after joining the 
Canadian Armed Forces in Japan. This animated 
film provides a very different perspective of British 
Columbia and can be used to highlight the 
experiences of thousands of Japanese Canadians 
who lost their Canadian citizenship.

Contrast these two films critically, using activities 
such as a T-chart to compare the experiences of 
Japanese Canadians with those from other cultural 
groups in British Columbia, or use a KWL activity 
to drive students’ thinking through the unit. 
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Critical Literacy and  
Historical Thinking in the 
Social Studies Classroom

This is very disappointing. … I think the long-term 
effect on every Canadian will be very bad … If 
upheld it establishes an unfortunate precedent for 
the country … In effect this nullifies the provisions 
for Canadian citizenship just laid down … If this 
can be done to naturalized Japanese-Canadians, it 
can be done to any group in Canada. No one is 
secure in his citizenship. 

—T C “Tommy” Douglas,  
Toronto Daily Star 1946 

Few issues raise questions of citizenship as pro-
vocatively as the subjects of internment and deporta-
tion. Can governments uproot, dispossess and relocate 
groups of people today? Who protects individual 
human rights when the government is infringing upon 
them? What recourse do individuals have if their 
rights have been infringed upon? The deportation 
orders to send roughly 10,000 Nikkei from Canada 
to the ashes of postwar Japan raise all of these ques-
tions and more, with similarities to the persecution 
of members of diverse groups throughout our history. 
This subject is therefore also well suited to compara-
tive studies of events such as the displacement of 
Aboriginal peoples, the expulsion of the Acadians 
from the Maritimes, the relocation of African Nova 
Scotians from Africville or even the Holocaust. The 
subject presents ample opportunities for students to 
engage in critical literacy and historical thinking, 
drawing upon historical texts to provide multiple 
perspectives on these events.

Critical Literacy in the 
Social Studies Classroom

Table 1 above provides examples of how the subject 
of Nikkei internment and deportation could address 
select curricular outcomes through a critical literacy 
and historical thinking approach. The “big ideas” 
questions are inspired by Westcott and Viator’s (2008) 
article on using primary documents related to 
Japanese American internment in the classroom. They 
suggest an inquiry project that focuses on equality 
and social justice, aiming to answer the question 
“What does it mean to be a US citizen?” (p 202). They 
suggest that groups of students investigate the “big 
idea” questions, as well as their own questions, to 

begin their research. They argue that “through the 
study of primary documents, students will progress 
beyond their cultural confines to an enhanced under-
standing of a tragic moment in our history” (p 202). 
Miksch and Ghere (2004) also discuss teaching ideas 
for Japanese American internment, “so that such 
policies will not be repeated” (p 224). They suggest 
active learning tasks including a newspaper research 
assignment, a perspective-taking writing assignment 
with discussion, a simulation of court proceedings 
and a debate for students to utilize their newly gained 
knowledge of citizenship and human rights. 
Assignments like these can help students understand 
that a confluence of factors, including institutional 
racism and wartime hysteria, led to the oppression of 
Nikkei in both the United States and Canada, where 
in many respects the process resembled a form of 
ethnic cleansing (Price 2011; Timmons 2011). 

Historical Thinking in the 
Social Studies Classroom 

Marcus and Stoddard (2009) cite recent studies 
suggesting that teachers use video and film more fre-
quently than most other forms of media in their class-
room, and that as high as 82 per cent of history teachers 
use documentary film at least once a week. The sug-
gestion of using the two films recommended in Table 1 
comes with a caveat: simply passively viewing films 
does little more for developing critical literacy or his-
torical thinking than do hearing lectures and reading 
textbooks. Introducing students to critical literacy and 
critical media literacy strategies encourages them to 
understand sources as “ideologically biased” (Robertson 
and Hughes 2011). Developing critical media literacy 
is crucial for students as multimedia and online tech-
nologies continue to grow and requires competencies 
additional to those required for reading traditional texts 
(Gee and Hayes 2011; Kane 2010; Kim and Kamil 
2003; Lankshear and Knobel 2003). The Historical 
Thinking Project argues that in order for students to 
think historically, they must be able to “establish his-
torical significance; use primary source evidence; 
identify continuity and change; analyze cause and 
consequence; take historical perspectives; understand 
the ethical dimension of historical interpretations” 
(Centre for the Study of Historical Consciousness 
2014). Viewing historical films as primary sources 
representing one perspective requires students to en-
gage in “critical historical thinking so that they make 
connections to the periods in which the movies were 
made” (Walker 2006, 34), which can help students 
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develop nuanced understandings of historical events. 
Teachers can make room for multiple perspectives in 
their classrooms by incorporating both a “victim-
centered perspective” and a “perpetrator-based per-
spective” that allows survivor testimonies (in this case, 
Nikkei voices) to play a central role (Blutinger 2012). 
There are resources available online that can allow 
students to meet curricular outcomes while better 
understanding the core curricular concepts of citizen-
ship, human rights and social justice, some of which 
will be discussed below.2

Core Curricular Concepts

Core Concept—Citizenship
What does it mean to be a Canadian citizen today? 

What rights and freedoms do Canadians have by 
virtue of their citizenship? Contrasting our citizenship 
rights today with those of Japanese Canadians during 
the 1940s can help illuminate how the extension of 
rights has evolved over time. In order for students to 
better understand the social, political and economic 
climate in which Nikkei experienced their uprooting, 
internment and deportation, two National Film Board 
of Canada (NFB) films may be viewed (see Table 1). 
These films can be used to frontload lessons, or a unit, 
with background knowledge to help students better 
understand life in British Columbia in the 1940s, prior 
to engaging in further study of the Nikkei experience 
in Canada. The first NFB film is Gateway to Asia 
(10  minutes), which examines British Columbia in 
1945. This provides a background about British 
Columbia immediately following WWII and around 
the time of the government’s deportation orders for 
roughly 10,000 Nikkei. Viewing this film as a primary 
resource, and one of many possible perspectives, can 
help students critically examine which perspectives 
are included and excluded. In particular, students can 
compare the film’s portrayal of Aboriginal peoples 
and persons of European, South Asian, Japanese and 
Chinese ancestry in British Columbia. The second 
NFB film, Minoru: Memory of Exile (20 minutes), 
provides a first-hand account of one man’s uprooting, 
internment, loss of Canadian citizenship and exile to 
Japan, and eventual regaining of Canadian citizenship 
after joining the Canadian Armed Forces in Japan. 
This animated film provides a very different perspec-
tive of British Columbia and can be used to highlight 
the experiences of thousands of exiled Japanese 
Canadians who lost their Canadian citizenship. The 

3  Some of these, along with other resources, can be found in Appendix A.
4  The Universal Declaration of Human Rights was adopted by the United Nations General Assembly on December 10, 1948, in Paris. 

irony of regaining his Canadian citizenship by joining 
the army was not lost on Minoru Fukushima, who 
recalls his feelings in the film about later returning 
to Canada, “the only home [he] knew.” 

A critical analysis of these films as primary sources 
allows students to better understand British Columbia 
and Canada during the 1940s and encourages students 
to question the meaning of citizenship. Students might 
use graphic organizers to compare how the various 
cultural groups are portrayed in Gateway to Asia, or 
use a KWL chart to indicate what they already know 
(K) about citizenship rights and what they want to know 
(W) about the Japanese Canadian experience prior to 
viewing the films, and what they have learned (L) about 
Canadian citizenship rights in the 1940s after viewing 
the films (Daniels, Zemelman and Steineke 2007). 

Examining primary documents is an excellent way 
to encourage historical thinking, and since primary 
documents pertaining to the Japanese Canadian ex-
perience of the 1940s are accessible, students have 
the opportunity to engage critically with these 
sources. Two such documents available online (see 
Appendix B) are the official federal government no-
tification to Nikkei males they would be sent to road 
construction labour camps and the official federal 
government notification to all remaining Nikkei that 
they would be sent to remote internment camps in the 
British Columbia interior (National Association of 
Japanese Canadians 2005). These primary documents 
are the documents that began the dismantling of the 
Nikkei community and eventually led to the exile of 
almost 4,000 to postwar occupied Japan. Students can 
complete primary source evaluations and historical 
thinking activities to critically analyze the primary 
documents and their impact on society, using tem-
plates developed by the Centre for the Study of 
Historical Consciousness for the Historical Thinking 
Project (the templates for all six elements of historical 
thinking are available at http://historicalthinking.ca/
historical-thinking-concept-templates). These tem-
plates are powerful tools to assist students in organiz-
ing their thoughts and building literacy and historical 
thinking capabilities. 

Core Concept—Human Rights

Although the Nikkei experience of the 1940s oc-
curred prior to the 1948 Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights,43the events carried out by the Canadian 
government raise very serious questions over human 
rights then and now. Students could use such an in-
quiry to track the evolution of human rights over time. 
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Providing students the opportunity to search online 
archival material for this or any other activity intro-
duces them to historical research. By supporting and 
guiding students to search online archives for informa-
tion related to the Nikkei experience, teachers can build 
historical and critical literacy and foster historical 
thinking. Students can use searchable websites such as 
Library and Archives Canada, British Columbia 
Archives, and Nikkei National Museum and Cultural 
Centre Archives to find relevant photographs of the 
Nikkei community’s uprooting between 1942 and 1949 
to analyze whether the government infringed upon 
their human and citizenship rights. To develop histori-
cal literacy and thinking, students might choose and 
present one image to the class, discussing the photo’s 
relevance, why they chose it, what was happening at 
the time, and how they located the source and source 
information. For example, a student may present some-
thing like the following:

This photo (see image below), taken in 1942 in 
British Columbia, is called: “Relocation of 
Japanese-Canadians to internment camps in the 
interior of British Columbia.” I chose this photo 
because you can see the many unsmiling faces of 
adults and children on their way to isolated intern-
ment camps in the British Columbia interior. The 
adults are talking and one child seems to be look-
ing at them trying to understand what is happening. 
To me this image shows how stressful their 

uprooting and dispossession was. I find this image 
powerful in that these Nikkei do not seem to know 
where they are going, what the conditions will be 
like or how long they will be there. They do not 
seem to have a choice, and likely do not yet know 
that they will never return to their homes and 
property in British Columbia. 

I found this image on the Library and Archives 
Canada website. I selected Search in the Archives 
portion of the website database, then under Type 
of Material, Photographic Material. I used the 
search terms Japanese Canadian Deportation, and 
Japanese Deportation, but found no matching im-
ages. I changed my search term to Japanese 
Canadian and found 32 images. Source informa-
tion: Library and Archives Canada. “Relocation 
of Japanese-Canadians to internment camps in the 
interior of British Columbia (1942),” British 
Columbia, photographer unknown, accession 
number 1972-051 NPC. Reproduction copy num-
ber C-047397.
Teachers who use archives in the classroom must 

be prepared to provide guidance to ensure that all 
students can engage in the activity. Supporting stu-
dents in their search and analysis provides an excellent 
opportunity to encourage critical literacy and histori-
cal thinking in the social studies classroom. 

Photo from Library and 
Archives Canada.
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Core Concept—Social Justice

Online archives can help us understand the social 
injustice Japanese Canadians experienced. One 
digital archive available for use in the classroom is 
the CBC Digital Archives. This archive contains 
numerous video and audio clips pertaining to 
Japanese Canadians, which tell the story of the 
“largest mass exodus in Canadian history” (CBC 
Digital Archives nd). These clips can serve as pri-
mary documents, and provide students an opportu-
nity to search through an archive for relevant histori-
cal documents from various perspectives. This 
digital archive also has a teacher resource page with 
suggestions, and tips for using the website in your 
classroom. One suggestion is to divide the class into 
groups, each viewing and sharing information from 
an archived CBC clip then, as a class, creating a 
timeline of Japanese Canadian history that can il-
lustrate this social injustice. Compare the student-
made timeline with the timeline designed to accom-
pany the resource guide Internment and Redress: 
The Japanese Canadian Experience (Fukawa et al 
2002). Students could also assume the role of a 
teenager in the 1940s and write letters to exiled 
Japanese Canadian teenagers in Japan, like the teen 
who wrote the caption in the beginning of this paper, 
indicating their comprehension of these events as 
injustices. Another searchable archive is that of the 
New Canadian, the English-language newspaper 
that served the Nikkei community in Canada during 
the 1940s. This newspaper represents the perspective 
of the Nikkei community and is an excellent source 
for students to learn how the Nikkei were affected 
by their internment and deportation. 

As Wolk (2003) states, “Children’s literature, in-
cluding fiction, nonfiction, poetry, and picture books, 
offers endless opportunities to teach for critical lit-
eracy” (p 104–5). The novel Obasan, by Joy Kogawa 
(1981), about the experiences of a young child during 
the uprooting and internment of the Nikkei commu-
nity in Canada, remains an excellent piece of literature 
for use in the high school classroom and could easily 
be supplemented with historical inquiry. 

Conclusion

When teachers embed critical literacy and histori-
cal thinking into their lessons, students develop es-
sential analytical and conceptual abilities that can 
help them far more than simply memorizing names, 

dates and places. This paper has discussed just a few 
of many possibilities for using lessons about Japanese 
Canadian internment and deportation in developing 
critical literacy and historical thinking among social 
studies students. By using these approaches, teachers 
can engage students in active learning experiences on 
themes of social justice, human rights and citizenship. 
As Wolk (2003) explains, one goal of social studies 
courses should be to use critical literacy to connect 
with students’ lives by focusing on larger concepts 
rather than discrete facts. Such approaches can en-
courage students to think, talk and write about issues 
of race, class, gender and power in relation to histori-
cal events, and by so doing, “we are embedding criti-
cal literacy into their lives” (p 104). 

With federal government funding through the 
Department of Canadian Heritage, the Historical 
Thinking Project seeks to provide schools, school 
boards, provincial ministries of education, publishers 
and public history organizations with “models of more 
meaningful history teaching, assessment, and learn-
ing for their students and audiences” (Centre for the 
Study of Historical Consciousness 2014). With this 
support, one can expect to see more historical think-
ing embedded in high school history courses. Using 
primary documents in the social studies classroom is 
one effective way to foster historical thinking and 
encourage critical literacy among students. An in-
quiry into the experiences of Japanese Canadians 
during and after the Second World War can provide 
rich opportunities for students to become more criti-
cally literate, more adept in historical thinking pro-
cesses and, at the same time, better citizens.
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