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INTRODUCTION

This learning tool has been created to accompany Canada History Week’s three animated short videos. The videos 
explore the stories of environmental educators, activists, and conservationists, including water activist Josephine 
Mandamin, environmental educator Marcelle Gauvreau, and Canada’s first mixed (natural and cultural) World Heritage 
Site, Pimachiowin Aki. The videos encourage viewers to reflect on Canada’s environmental history through themes of 
Indigenous land stewardship, Indigenous water rights, and environmental education. Viewers are asked to consider 
social awareness and individual action in the context of ongoing environmental issues, both globally and within 
Canada.  

This learning tool was created in partnership between Historica Canada and the Canada History Fund and is designed 
to help students interact with this year’s Canada History Week theme. Canada History Week provides all Canadians 
with opportunities to learn more about the people and events that have shaped the country we know today. Historica 
Canada is the country’s largest organization dedicated to enhancing awareness of Canada’s history, culture, and 
citizenship. The organization offers programs that you can use to explore, learn, and reflect on our history and what it 
means to be Canadian. Find us online at HistoricaCanada.ca.

MESSAGE TO TEACHERS:

This guide offers classroom activities that promote research and analysis, build critical thinking and communication 
skills, and explore ethical questions about human impact on the environment. Educators may use the lessons in 
sequence or as stand-alone activities. This guide is designed to complement current Canadian curricula and has been 
produced for use in senior elementary, middle, and high school history and social science classrooms; the grade 
level will vary by activity. Teachers may wish to address topics not covered in this guide to provide a more complete 
understanding of Canada’s environmental history. 

This guide has been developed with activities that can be conducted in class, online, or in some combination of the 
two. Teachers may want to adapt certain elements of the activities to best suit classroom needs. 

Canoes at Banff National Park (Robert Crum/29833121/Dreamstime).
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ONLINE RESOURCES
The following is a list of bilingual research resources to support educators and students. This list is not exhaustive, and 
you may choose to seek out supplementary resources.

Worksheets complementing this education guide can be downloaded 
from the Historica Canada Education Portal.
education.historicacanada.ca

An online resource for exploring a wide range of topics in Canadian 
history. Search for articles by title or content.
thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en

This organization includes Canada’s History magazine, Kayak: Canada’s 
History Magazine for Kids, CanadasHistory.ca, and the Governor General’s 
History Awards.
canadashistory.ca

View the digital magazine, created by Historica Canada for Canada 
History Week, to learn more about environmental history in Canada.
canadahistoryweek.ca

ACTIVITY 1. THE ENVIRONMENT: DEFINING KEY TERMS & CLASS DISCUSSION

This year’s Canada History Week videos feature three notable examples of people and places that prioritize the 
environment. The environmental movement aims to protect the natural world and promote sustainable living. 
Different cultures and individuals have different relationships to the land on which we live. Some cultures, like the 
First Nations groups that make up Pimachiowin Aki, have been practising sustainability for millennia. Individuals like 
Marcelle Gauvreau are dedicated to educating people about the natural world to protect it. Activists like Josephine 
Mandamin emphasize our responsibility to help save the planet and its natural resources, not just for us, but for future 
generations. 

This activity introduces students to key terms related to the environment before viewing the Canada History Week 
videos. This activity can be completed either in class or online.

1. Ask students to write down what they think the following terms mean, or discuss the ideas  as a class:

 • Sustainability

 • Conservation

 • Environmental Stewardship

2. Break students into groups of three. Each student will read one of the following articles from The Canadian 
      Encyclopedia and take notes:

 • Sustainability in Canada 

 • Environmental Movement in Canada

 • Environmental Stewardship in Canada

Activity 1 Continued   >
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3. Each student will explain or summarize the article they read to their group. As a group, have 
     students create definitions for the three terms they explored above, using their research. 

4. As a class, explore the following questions:

 • How did your understanding of the terms/ideas change from your initial discussion? 

 • What did you learn about these ideas after conducting research?

EXTENSION ACTIVITY:

Have students take the Environmental Movement 
quiz on The Canadian Encyclopedia to test their 
knowledge of environmentalism in Canada before 
viewing the videos. 

>  Activity 1 Continued   

Map of Pimachiowin Aki World Heritage Site courtesy of Pimachiowin Aki Corporation. 

Illustration by Kyle Charles, courtesy of Historica Canada. 

ACTIVITY 2. HISTORICAL
SIGNIFICANCE & KEEPING THE 
LAND: PIMACHIOWIN AKI

Part I: Ji-ganawendamang 
Gidakiiminaan (Keeping the Land) 

1. As a class, watch Pimachiowin Aki as an introduction 
to the content explored in this activity. 

2. After watching the video, have a class discussion 
about the concept of Ji-ganawendamang Gidakiiminaan 
(Keeping the Land). Questions to consider:  

 • How is this similar to the concept of   
  sustainability?

 • How do we practice sustainability in our  
  everyday lives?

 • How are your sustainable practices   
  similar or different from the First Nations  
  groups that make up Pimachiowin Aki?

Activity 2 Continued   >

In the Anishinaabemowin language, Pimachiowin 
Aki means “the Land that Gives Life.” In 2002, four 
Anishinaabe Nations signed an accord to protect their 
culture and ancestral lands. Pimachiowin Aki is Canada’s 
first and only mixed (natural and cultural) UNESCO World 
Heritage Site. The designation, which covers almost 
30,000 square kilometres of boreal forest straddling the 
Ontario-Manitoba border, prompted UNESCO to re-
evaluate their criteria for World Heritage Sites. 
 

 
This section will explore the meaning of ‘Ji-
ganawendamang Gidakiiminaan’ (Keeping the Land) 
and build on the definition of sustainability from the first 
activity. Students will consider how historical significance 
is defined in cases like Pimachiowin Aki, where land and 
culture are connected. The activities can be completed in 
class or online.  
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Part II: World Heritage Sites

1. Read about Pimachiowin Aki and Gwaii Haanas on The Canadian Encyclopedia and Pimachiowin Aki and SGang 
Gwaay (part of Gwaii Haanas) on the UNESCO World Heritage List, taking notes as you go.  

2. Break students into small groups of three or four. In your groups, create a T-chart to compare Pimachiowin Aki and 
SGang Gwaay/Gwaii Haanas with the information you gathered from the online sources. For each, include a short 
description, location, and any other interesting information about the site’s outstanding universal value. 

3. Using the information from the T-chart, as a group, fill out the World Heritage Site selection criteria rubric  for both 
Pimachiowin Aki and SGang Gwaay.  

4. Select one person from each group to present the rubric to the class. As a class, discuss what the selection criteria 
leaves out. 

HISTORICAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL 
SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA:
Prominence: Was the person, place, or event 
recognized as significant at the time? Why or why not? 
What did it mean to be “significant”?

Consequences: What effect(s) did the person, place, 
or event have?

Impact: How widespread and long-lasting was the 
person, place, or event’s impact?

Revealing: What does the person, place, or event 
reveal about the larger historical context or current 
issues? How do they inform our understanding of a 
historical issue or period?

Part III: Historical and Geographical Significance  

Pimachiowan Aki and SGang Gwaay are important both historically and geographically. But what makes 
something significant? Who defines significance?

Historical significance is a measure of what makes someone or something important in a historical narrative. 
People, places, and events in the past are historically significant if they created change that affected many 
people over time, or if their actions reveal something about larger issues in history or the present day. 
Significance can be assigned to a place or event by how someone perceives or represents it.  An event or place’s 
geographical significance can be explored by looking at the changes it causes to people and environments. 
However, significance is subjective; it is viewed differently from different perspectives. What is significant to 
one group may not be to another. Equally, some things may seem significant at the time, but may not remain 
significant over time.

>  Activity 2 Continued   

Illustrations by Kyle Charles, courtesy of Historica Canada.
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1. As a class, brainstorm examples of tangible things that might be assigned historical significance by historians 
     (examples: a specific architecture style, the location of an important event, etc.). Next, brainstorm examples of 
     intangible things that might be assigned historical significance (oral tradition, culture, knowledge, etc.). 

2. Discuss why something may be considered historically significant for one group but not another. How do different
     groups recognize people, objects, places, or events with historical significance? 

3. Select either Pimachiowin Aki or SGang Gwaay and imagine you are submitting a World Heritage Site nomination bid 
     to UNESCO for your site. Use the selection criteria from Part II as a reference. Your nomination bid should include a
     description of the area, its historical background, why you think it is significant, a map, photographs, and any other 
     additional supporting evidence.

Bison pictograph in Pimachiowin Aki. Photo by Hidehiro Otake, courtesy of Pimachiowin Aki. 

EXTENSION ACTIVITY:

All of Canada’s parks are on the original lands of a variety of Indigenous Nations. Many Indigenous peoples are 
still actively involved in the stewardship of these lands, and may have traditional hunting or fishing rights in these 
areas. Explore the history of a park near you to learn more about the Indigenous people who lived there and 
how that land came to be part of the parks system.

>  Activity 2 Continued   
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ACTIVITY 3. WATER ACTIVISM: JOSEPHINE MANDAMIN

Josephine Mandamin and the Mother Earth Water Walkers walked an 
estimated 17,000 km around the Great Lakes to raise awareness about 
water pollution. Since 2003, thousands of people have participated in 
water walks in communities across Turtle Island (North America).

This section will explore the significance of Josephine’s water walking 
movement in the context of Indigenous water rights and environmental 
racism in Canada. The activities can be completed either in class or 
online.

Part I: Indigenous Water Activism & “Walk the Talk” 

1. As a class, watch Josephine Mandamin and read about Josephine Mandamin on The Canadian Encyclopedia and take 
point-form notes. You can also do supplementary research on water activism if you like. 

2. Imagine you are a reporter interviewing Josephine Mandamin in the year 2003. Using your notes and additional 
online research, write an article for your newspaper that answers the following questions:

 • What is Josephine doing to raise awareness about water pollution? 

 • What inspired her to take action? 

 • What is the name of her water walking group?

 • Where is the group walking? 

 • Why is water activism important? What impact can humans have on the natural environment?
 
 • What does Josephine think the future of water will look like in the year 2030?

How to write an effective newspaper article: 

Begin with a lead sentence  that  will immediately grab the attention of the reader. Your introduction should establish 
context and answer the 5Ws: who, what, where, when, why, and how. Use direct quotes to help frame your story but use 
them sparingly for the most impact. Your main body should provide evidence to back up your story and you can either 
sum up your story succinctly with a traditional conclusion or find a suitable and effective closing quotation.

Activity 3 Continued   >

Illustrations by Kyle Charles, courtesy of Historica Canada.
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Paper mill in Sault Ste. Marie on Lake Superior (Melissa Connors/7488850/Dreamstime).
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1. Break into groups of four. Each group will be responsible for one of the 
     following articles from The Canadian Encyclopedia: 

 •  Africville
 
 • Hogan’s Alley

 •  James Bay Project

 •  Grassy Narrows

2. Working together, create a presentation, using Prezi or PowerPoint, to teach your classmates about your assigned   
      article. Make sure your presentation includes the following information: 

 • The 5Ws of the story: who, what, where, when, why, and how.

 • Highlight the issues, the people involved, acts of resistance, and environmental activism of community  
  members. 

 • What was the public and government response to this issue at the time? Has the government’s response  
  changed over time?

 • What is the status of this community or this issue today? Is it resolved? 

Use photographs, testimonies, etc. to present your case clearly and to make your presentation visually interesting.

Water protector Josephine Mandamin walked around 
the Great Lakes from 2003 to 2017 to raise awareness 
about water pollution. Photo courtesy of Ayse Gursoz.

Illustration by Kyle Charles, courtesy of Historica Canada.

>  Activity 3 Continued   

Part II: The Impact of Environmental Racism  

Environmental racism is the term we use to describe policies, practices, or 
enforcement that negatively affect communities— primarily Indigenous, 
Black, People of Colour, or low income— based on location and situational 
circumstances. Landfills, garbage dumps and other hazardous waste resulting 
from environmental pollution are disproportionately placed in or near these 
communities. They also experience severe environmental disruption from 
industry. For example, many First Nations communities are under “boil water 
advisories,” which means that their water is unsafe to drink. Often, these 
communities are at a higher risk for diseases like cancer. The physical and 
psychological effects of environmental racism can have a lasting impact on 
multiple generations.
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Protecting the Environment: 

1.  As a class, watch Marcelle Gauvreau and read about Marcelle Gauvreau on The Canadian Encyclopedia.

2. Divide into groups of three or four (or independently at home) and take a walk through the neighbourhood. Think 
about what issues are relevant to your area. Do you notice a lot of litter around? Is the air quality bad? Research what 
causes these issues and what can be done to reverse them.

3. Each group (or individual) will select one natural feature/community space they would like to protect for future 
generations. Alternatively, select an image of a natural feature, park, or landscape. 

4. Brainstorm specific issues related to the feature you want to protect. For example:

 • Lack of garbage cans or recycling bins
 
 • Little green space

 • Nothing to encourage biodiversity 
  (bird houses, pollinator gardens, etc.) 

 • Lack of signage about the surrounding 
  wildlife (turtle crossing, information 
  on species, etc.)

ACTIVITY 4. MARCELLE GAUVREAU & CONSERVATION IN ACTION

Marcelle Gauvreau introduced a hands-on 
educational approach to natural science decades 
before environmental studies was included in the 
curriculum. She believed that a practical hands-on 
connection to the natural world around us was the 
first step to environmental conservation. In order to 
protect something, we need to know it. 

The following activities will encourage students to 
observe the natural world around them, whether 
they live in an urban or a rural setting, and to take 
action in their everyday lives to help protect the 
environment for future generations. The activities 
can be completed either in class or online. 

Marcelle Gauvreau at the Jardin Botanique, Montreal, 1941. Photo courtesy of Jardin 
botanique de Montréal Archives - H-1941-0007-a. 

Activity 4 Continued   >

Brother Marie-Victorin, colleague of Marcelle Gauvreau, in 1928. Photo 
courtesy of Jardin botanique de Montréal Archives and Canada’s History.
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5. Develop a plan to protect this natural feature/community space. The plan should include clear ideas and actions that 
can be taken to better protect or rehabilitate the chosen feature/space. For example: 

 Issue: Litter/trash on the green space in front of our school

 Goal: Clean up the trash and encourage people to stop littering. 

 Step 1: Make sure there are enough garbage, recycling, and compost bins in the area. If there are not, write to  
  the principal and school board, asking them to place more garbage and recycling bins in front of the   
  school.

 Step 2: Create “no littering” signs and put them up in front of the school.

 Step 3: Create a “Greener is cleaner” campaign and encourage people to take the initiative to keep the shared  
  space clean.

 Step 4: Organize a weekly cleanup of the space: 

  • Choose one day a week to go out for 30 minutes as a class. 
 
  • Ask your school custodian for garbage bags and plastic gloves. 

  • Have your teacher supervise your class during your cleanup. 

  • Break into teams and see who can clean up the most trash in 30 minutes.

6. Using your action plan, select and complete one of the following options:

 • Create a poster to educate people in your neighbourhood about an environmental issue in your   
  community. Remember to make it eye-catching to grab people’s attention.

 • Create a brochure. Include background information (context) to help people understand the 
  roots of the problem, a list of actions that can be taken, a list of resources specific to the    
  problem, etc. 

 • Write a letter to your municipal/provincial/territorial/federal representative. Be sure to provide   
  evidence as well as solutions to the problem you are addressing. For additional inspiration, you   
  can search the internet for email templates. 

Post-Activity Reflection: 
Consider your experience completing the activity above and write a reflection on the importance of being in the natural 
world, even in an urban setting, to your learning. In your reflection consider:
 
 • How does being able to see, touch, or smell an object affect your experience? What context    
  might you be able to learn from seeing an object in its natural setting? What context might you   
  be able to learn from reading about something in a book?

 • How does seeing something make you think differently than you did when reading about it?    
  What can we learn from exploring things in person that we cannot learn from only reading    
  about something? 

>  Activity 4 Continued   
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This rubric was created based on the World Heritage Site criteria for selection. Please check the boxes for Pimachiowin 
Aki and SGang Gwaay/Gwaii Haanas where the criteria applies.

WORKSHEET: WORLD HERITAGE SITE CRITERIA 

Selection Criteria Pimachiowin Aki  SGang Gwaay/Gwaii Haanas

To represent a masterpiece of human 
creative genius.

To exhibit an important interchange 
of human values, over a span of time 
or within a cultural area of the world, 
on developments in architecture or 
technology, monumental arts, town-
planning or landscape design.

To bear a unique or at least 
exceptional testimony to a cultural 
tradition or to a civilization which is 
living or which has disappeared.

To be an outstanding example of 
a type of building, architectural or 
technological ensemble or landscape 
which illustrates (a) significant 
stage(s) in human history.

To be an outstanding example of 
a traditional human settlement, 
land-use, or sea-use which is 
representative of a culture (or 
cultures), or human interaction with 
the environment especially when it 
has become vulnerable under the 
impact of irreversible change.
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WORLD HERITAGE SITE CRITERIA FOR SELECTION

To be directly or tangibly associated with 
events or living traditions, with ideas, or 
with beliefs, with artistic and literary works 
of outstanding universal significance. (The 
Committee considers that this criterion 
should preferably be used in conjunction 
with other criteria).

To contain superlative natural phenomena 
or areas of exceptional natural beauty and 
aesthetic importance.

To be outstanding examples representing 
major stages of earth's history, including 
the record of life, significant on-going 
geological processes in the development 
of landforms, or significant geomorphic or 
physiographic features.

To be outstanding examples representing 
significant on-going ecological and 
biological processes in the evolution and 
development of terrestrial, fresh water, 
coastal and marine ecosystems and 
communities of plants and animals.

To contain the most important and 
significant natural habitats for in-situ 
conservation of biological diversity, 
including those containing threatened 
species of outstanding universal value 
from the point of view of science or 
conservation.

Selection Criteria Pimachiowin Aki  SGang Gwaay/Gwaii Haanas
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