
History Lesson Plan: The Growth of Canadian Cities 
 

Teacher: Emily Rose Antflick 
Date: Oct. 16, 2009 
 
Course: Canadian History Since World War I, Grade 10, Academic (CHC2D) 
Time: 95 minutes (20 + 75) 
 
Topic: The Growth of Canadian Cities in the Early 20th Century 
 
Overview:  
In this lesson, students will discover what it was like to live in a Canadian city around the time of 
World War I. They will uncover the push and pull factors that brought various groups to Canadian 
cities, and the social and technological factors that allowed cities to sustain population growth 
during this period. Students will learn about “The Ward,” a notorious Toronto slum, through an 
examination of primary and secondary sources. Finally, by looking at Canadian urban life from 
different perspectives, students will judge whether the benefits of living in Canadian cities 
outweighed the challenges. 
 
Overall Expectations: 
Content 

o Analyse changing demographic patterns and their impact on Canadian society since 
1914; 

o analyse the contributions of various social and political movements in Canada since 
1914; 

o analyse how changing economic and social conditions have affected Canadians 
since 1914; 

Skills 
o interepret and analyse information gathered through research, employing concepts 

and approaches appropriate to historical inquiry; 
 
Specific Expectations: 
Content 

o describe Canadaʼs and Canadiansʼ contributions to the war effort at home during 
World War I; 

o Identity the major groups of immigrants that have come to Canada since 1914 and 
describe the circumstances that led to their decision to emigrate; 

o evaluate the impact on Canadian society of post World War I  urbanization; 
o describe the ways in which technological developments have affected the lives of 

Canadians since World War I; 
o analyse how technological developments have changed working conditions in 

Canada since World War I; 
o assess the contributions made by Canadian entrepreneurs and Canadian owned 

corporations to the development of the Canadian economy; 
o explain how and why social welfare programs were designed, and assess their 

effectiveness in meeting the needs of various segments of society; 
Skills 

o distinguish between primary and secondary sources of information; 
o evaluate the credibility of sources and information; 
o organize and record information gathered through research; 
o identify different viewpoints and explicit biases when interpreting information for 

research or when participating in a discussion; 



o draw conclusaions and make reasoned generalization or appropriate predictions on 
the basis of relevant and sufficient supporting evidence; 

 
Portals: 

o Perspective Taking 
o Continuity and Change 

 
Habits of Mind: 

o empathetic 
o consultative 
o attentive to detail 
o critically minded 
o open-minded 
 

 Background Knowledge: 
- Primary & secondary sources. 
- Canadaʼs immigration trends & policies in the early 20th Century 

 
 
Critical Thinking Vocabulary: 
- Interpretation / perspective 
- Analysis 
- Conclusion 
- Criteria 
- Empathy 
- Judgement 
 

 
Enduring Understanding:  
There was an interplay between the incentives that brought people to Canadian cities and the 
challenges that arose as a result of urban growth. 
 
Critical Challenge: 
Was living in the city worth it at this time? 
 
Materials: 

- Textbook: Canada: A North American Nation 
- Laptop 
- Projector 
- PowerPoint slideshow: The Ward - Primary Documents 
- Student handouts 

o Push & Pull factors 
o Printout of The Ward - Primary Documents slides 
o My Perspective, cut into slips and numbered 1-6 at top right corner of each slip 
o Challenges and Benefits of Urban Life 
o Was it Worth it? 

- Manila envelopes – these will be used for the Jigsaw activity. Each table (group of 5-6) will 
have one envelope, containing: 

o ONE copy of all of the primary documents 
o 5-6 copies of My Perspective slips  
o 5-6 copies of handouts 3 + 4. Print the slips and handouts on a different 

coloured paper for each stakeholder group.  
 



Day 1: (20+ minutes at the end of class) 
Time Activity Materials 
 
5-10 min 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10-15 min 

Pre-reading activity: Concept Attainment 
Push & Pull factors 

Help students define push and pull factors by 
presenting a hypothetical scenario: 

- Draw a T chart on the board but do not label 
it.  

- Ask students to come up with reasons why 
they should go on a class trip to Mexico for 
winter break instead of staying home in 
Toronto.  

- Write all of the “push factors” (i.e. itʼs cold in 
Toronto) in one side and all of the “pull 
factors” (i.e. the beach) 

- Once you have a good list, ask students to 
figure out why you wrote some of their 
reasons on one side and some on the other  

 
 
Reading Assignment 

Students will read sections of the textbook and fill 
out the Push/Pull chart 

- Distribute Handout 1 and give students 
some class time to begin their independent 
reading assignment 

 
 
Blackboard, chalk 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Handout 1: “What 
brought people to 
Canadian urban 
centres in the early 
20th Century?” 
 
Textbook: Canada: A 
North American 
Nation 
• The Push Factor 

(350-51) 
• Immigrant Women 

(352-53)  
• The Urban 

Immigrant 
Experience (353-
54) 

• The Urban 
Experience (403-
414) 

• Sources of Urban 
Reform Ideas 
(420-423) 

• Control of 
Municipal Utilities 
(425-428) 

 
Day 2: 70 minutes 
Time  Activity Materials 
Prep Set up desks in groups of 5 

Set up laptop & projector 
Jigsaw envelopes – 1 per table 

Laptop, projector 
 
Jigsaw Envelopes –  
 



5 min * Formative Assessment 
Take up reading 

What are the push & pull factors that you identified 
in your reading? 

- Generate list on the board 
- Is there anything you would add that you 

didnʼt see in the textbook? 
 

Blackboad, chalk 

10 min Mini lecture/ Socratic questioning 
The Ward – Torontoʼs forgotten slum 

– Ask students if they have ever been to the area 
between College & Queen/University & Yonge.  

o What is there now? How long do you 
think it has been like this? 

 
Show slides 1 and 2 –view of “The Ward” and photo of 
child on Elizabeth St 
 
Key points: 

- In the first few decades of the 20th C, this area was 
Torontoʼs worst slum.  

- Proper name is St. Johnʼs Ward – all of Torontoʼs 
municipal districts were named after saints (St. 
Paulʼs etc.) 

- Mixed residential and commercial district –homes, 
small storefronts, restaurants.  

- Eatonʼs factory and annex was at the South-East 
end of The Ward  

o What is there now? 
o Who might live in The Ward and why? 

- Landlords took advantage of peoplesʼ desperation. 
Rents were higher than most of the inhabitantsʼ 
wages.  

o What happens when a family cannot 
pay their rent?  

- Sometimes the Health Department would condemn 
a property, but because demand was so high and 
the Department didnʼt have the resources to follow-
up, the landlord would soon rent the space out 
again without bringing it up to standard. 

- In 1913, Toronto General Hospital razed part of 
The Ward to construct a large, new hospital.  At 
this time, according to a report by Charles 
Hastings, head of the Department of Helath, there 
were over 3,000 households in The Ward, most of 
which were occupied by 2-6 families. 

- By the mid-1930ʼs, The Ward had become 
Torontoʼs first Chinatown.  

o Do you know another neighbourhood in 
Toronto where Jews used to live that is 
now predominantly Chinese? 

o What accounts for the demographic 
shift in these ethnic neighbourhoods? 

o Who is touched  - directly or indirectly - 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Laptop 
 
Projector 
 
“The Ward - Primary 
Documents” slides 



by living conditions in The Ward?  
- Everyone you just mentioned is a “stakeholder.” 
- We are going to be looking at what life was like in 

The Ward from the perspectives of a few of these 
stakeholders. 

20 min 
 
(5 min intro, 
15 min group 
work) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Jigsaw activity 
Was life in The Ward worth it? 

- On each of your tables, there is an envelope. 
- Do not open it yet 
- In it, you will find a collection of primary 

documents.   
* Formative assessment: do they understand primary 
documents? 

o Letʼs review - What is a primary 
document?  

o What are some examples? 
o What are we looking for when we 

examine primary documents? 
- You will also find a handout for each member of 

your group. These sheets will tell you a bit about 
one of the stakeholders in the ward.  

o A Jewish immigrant living with his wife 
and children  

o A public health inspector 
o A woman from rural Ontario country 

whose husband is a soldier overseas 
(WWI) 

o A single Italian labourer living in a 
boarding house 

o A Canadian-born child of Chinese 
immigrants living in The Ward 

o An upper-class Christian woman 
o A journalist for the Globe 
o Additional stakeholders, depending on 

class size 
- When you are looking at the primary documents, 

remember to examine them through the eyes of 
your character. Remind students: 

o Try to suspend your own personal 
biases and opinions 

o How did the people at this time perceive 
this document – for example, when you 
are looking at this slide (show Eatonʼs 
catalogue) donʼt think “OMG thatʼs so 
cheap!” 

o How does it reflect their values? 
o How would it make them feel? 

- Instruct students to open the envelopes and hand 
out the coloured packages 

- The slip of paper tells you who your character is. 
Hold on to this slip, you will need it later. 

- Flip to the first page, Challenges and Benefits of 
Urban Life.  

 
 
Jigsaw Envelopes 
(already on tables) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Slide # 4 – Eatonʼs 
catalogue 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Handout 2: My 
perspective slips  



 
 
 
 
 
(after 5-10 
minutes of 
group work, 
check that 
students are 
filling out the 
sheet) 
 

o There are different kinds of challenges 
e.g. economic challenges. What are 
some others? 

- Spread the primary documents around, take turns 
looking them over individually. 

- Then, discuss them with your group and decide 
what the 3 greatest challenges and benefits of 
urban life are for your character.  

- Write your responses down in the space provided 
- You will have about 15 minutes to do this.  
- Then you will have to share your perspective with 

other stakeholders and come to a conclusion about 
whether the overall benefits outweighed the 
challenges of living Toronto during the first few 
decades of the 20th century.  

 
Handout 3: 
Challenges and 
Benefits of Urban Life 
 
The Ward - Primary 
Documents printout 

5 minutes 
 
 

Brainstorm 
Establishing Criteria  

- You should now have a list of the 3 greatest 
challenges and 3 greatest benefits of life in Toronto 
during this period. Now we are going to have to 
decide whether living in the city is worth it 

o How do we decide whether the 
challenges outweigh the benefits or vice 
versa? 

- Brainstorm criteria for judgement: 
o e.g. Were lives lost, did peopleʼs 

suffering create opportunities for the 
next generation or for relatives back 
home, was there hope, did hard work 
contribute to the economy, were the 
contributions significant to the cityʼs 
development, would they have been 
better off staying where they came from 
etc. 

*Formative assessment: Can students apply the 
categories they came up with to help them generate 
criteria for judgment? 

- The categories of challenges/benefits can be 
helpful in coming up with criteria for judgement 

o e.g. lack of living wage  was the cycle 
of poverty breakable? 

Blackboard, chalk 

15 minutes Jigsaw activity contʼd. 
Sharing perspectives and arriving at a consensus 

- On the slips of paper you were given, there is a 
number at the top right corner (Direct students to 
numbered tables). 

- Your new table has a diverse group of 
stakeholders. Take turns explaining your 
perspective to the rest of the group and sharing 
your top 3ʼs. 

- You must arrive at a consensus – do the overall 
challenges outweigh the benefits or vice-versa? 

- Remember to make a decision based on criteria, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Handout 4: Was life 
in Toronto worth it? 



and to consider everyoneʼs perspective 
- Under the “What Now?” section, make some 

suggestions that will help Toronto be a better place 
to live for all its inhabitants.  

- Be prepared to share your conclusions with the 
class. You have 15 minutes. 

10-15 
minutes 

Conclusion 
Group presentations/discussion 

- Now that you have come to a concensus, can one 
representative from each group please tell us what 
you decided? 

- Based on yes/no answers – decide as a class 
whether the challenges outweighed the benefits. 

- What were some of your solutions – someone who 
didnʼt just speak, please tell the class what you 
came up with.  

- To your knowledge, were any of these solutions 
attempted by the city? 

-  Did they work? 
- Do Torontonians today still face some of the same 

challenges? 

 

 
 
 
Lesson Developed using Resources from: 
 
Online Resources 
 
Canada Science & Technology Museum, “Picturing the Past – Searching for the Sublime:” 
http://www.images.technomuses.ca/?en/searching_sublime/intro_flash/page/1/  
 
City of Toronto Archives: http://www.toronto.ca/archives/index.htm.  
 
City of Toronto, Exploring our Cityʼs Past. http://www.toronto.ca/culture/history/index.htm 
 
Toronto Public Library, All Aboard Toronto: http://ve.torontopubliclibrary.ca/allaboard/index.html. 
 
Toronto Public Library, Ontario History Quest: http://ohq.tpl.toronto.on.ca/. 
 
Torontoist – The Historicist “Forgotten Urban Squalor of The Ward” 
http://torontoist.com/2008/10/historicist_forgotten_urban_squalor_1.php. 
 
Wikimedia Commons – History of Toronto, Canada, 1910ʼs: 
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Toronto_in_the_1910s. 
 
Books 
 
Bennet, P. et. al., Canada: A North American Nation (2nd Edition). McGraw-Hill Ryerson  Limited, 
1995. 
 
Berchem, F. R. Opportunity Road: Yonge Street, 1860-1939. Toronto: Natural 
 Heritage/National History Inc. 1996. 
 



Speisman, Stephen S. The Jews of Toronto: A History to 1937. Toronto: McClelland and   
Steward Limited, 1979. 
 
Harney, Robert F. ed. Gathering Place: Peoples and Neighbourhoods of Toronto 1834- 1945. 
Toronto: Multicultural History Society of Toronto, 1985. 



What brought people to Canadian urban centres in the early 20th Century? 
 
Key definitions: 
Pull Factors: Conditions that attract people to a new area 
Push factors: Conditions that drive people to leave their former homes 
 
Homework: 
Read the following pages in Canada a North American Nation: 

• The Push Factor (350-51) 
• Immigrant Women (352-53)  
• The Urban Immigrant Experience (353-54) 
• The Urban Experience (403-414) 
• Sources of Urban Reform Ideas (420-423) 
• Control of Municipal Utilities (425-428) 

 
As you are reading, jot down notes in the chart below, listing all the reasons you can 
find that might cause people to move to Canadian cities.  
 

 

Push Factors 
 

Pull Factors 

E.g.:  Heavy land taxes in Europe (p. 350) E.g.: The prospect of making a fortune in 
business (p. 407) 



Stakeholder 

Challenges and Benefits of Urban Life 
 
Based on the primary documents at your table and on the information that you gathered 
through your textbook readings, determine whether living in the city was worth it for a 
given stakeholder. To do this, you will have to identify 3 of the greatest challenges this 
person faced, and 3 of the greatest benefits of urban life for this person.  
 
Challenges of urban life can fall into several categories, for example:  
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Top 3 Benefits  
1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. 

Top 3 Challenges  
1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. 

 
 
 
 



 
 

Was Life in Toronto Worth it? 
 
 
Group Consensus: Yes  / No 
 
Justification:  
 
_______________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
What Now? 
 
_______________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
 
 



My Perspective 
Moshe Vilshevsky 
You are a 43 year-old Jewish man, born in Vilna, Lithuania. You immigrated to Canada 
through Pier 21 in Halifax last year with your wife, Golda and two sons, Isaac (8) and 
David (6) after, fleeing a violent anti-Semitic pogrom in Vilna. Your infant daughter, 
Rivke, was born in Toronto. Your father’s brother and his family have been living in 
Toronto for six years, and rent a 3-room home on Agnes St. in The Ward.  You, Golda 
and the kids share one room, your uncle and his wife share another room (which also 
serves as the kitchen), and another family from Vilna with five children live in the third 
room. You work as a buttonhole sewer at Eaton’s, but are afraid you may lose your job 
because you do not want to work on the Jewish Sabbath. You also do piecework in the 
tailor shop that your uncle runs out of the house where you live. You speak Yiddish and 
Russian, and are picking up some English at work. Your eldest son, Isaac, is learning 
English quickly and is making some money selling newspapers on Yonge St.  
 
 
 
My Perspective 
John Patterson 
You are a 32 year-old man, born in Toronto. You graduated with a degree in Pharmacy 
from the University of Toronto, and have been employed as an Inspector for the Public 
Health Department for the last six years. Your job brings you often to The Ward, 
investigating the spread of diseases like tuberculosis and typhoid which are widespread 
thanks to overcrowding, lack of proper sewage systems, and other problems. You have 
also noticed health issues arising from vice – such as alcoholism and syphilis. You have 
condemned many of these makeshift “houses” because their damp cellars, leaking roofs, 
poor plumbing, and other sanitary violations. Often, the tenants move out of a condemned 
home but it is soon re-occupied by a new horde of immigrants.  You work with public 
health nurses in schools and community centres to educate the poor about healthy and 
sanitary behaviour. You have contributed to reports asking for greater regulation of living 
conditions in The Ward but the department is always short on resources and it is difficult 
to implement any changes the City may attempt.  
 
 
 
My Perspective 
Louise Morris 
You are a 22 year-old woman, born and raised on a farm in Orillia, Ontario. You and 
your husband Jim moved to Toronto – a young couple looking to make it in the big city, 
hoping for a better life than the small family farm could provide. Jim worked at the 
Gooderham & Worts distillery until he was drafted and sent overseas to fight in the ‘War 
to End All Wars’. You settled in The Ward because it was close to Jim’s work, and you 
are now sharing a room with your sister Nellie, who moved shortly after you did. You 
and Nellie both work in a munitions factory, assembling and inspecting radio equipment. 
Your paycheques allow you to wear store-bought dresses and enjoy other modest luxuries 
but you are saving up to move and start a family when Jim comes home. 



 
 
 
 
My Perspective 
Franco Santaguida 
You are a 26 year-old man, born in Monteleone di Puglia, Italy. You came to North 
America through New York hoping to escape poverty and looking for a better life in an 
industrialized city. You soon immigrated to Canada, where you easily found work 
constructing Toronto’s growing streetcar lines and maintaining the city’s roads. You live 
in a boarding house on Chestnut St. with 7 other Italian men, taking turns sleeping in 
limited bedspace and sharing household responsibilities like cooking and cleaning.  Most 
of the other tenants work with you, or as brick makers or builders. You want to save as 
much money as you can to send home to your family in Italy, and hope that soon they 
will join you in Canada. You speak Italian, and because you work with other Italians, you 
have not picked up much English.  
 
 
 
My Perspective 
Mary Sutherland 
You are a 34-year-old woman, born in Toronto. Your husband Samuel is a banker and 
you own a home on Sherbourne St. where you live with your two children, Eliza (10) and 
Robert (12) and two house-servants. Your church sisterhood visits The Ward annually to 
serve a Christmas dinner to the poor. As a mother, you hate to see little children in the 
streets. At the same time, you are worried that your own children will be exposed to the 
vice and violence that go unchecked right in the middle of the city. You are involved with 
the Central Neighbourhood House and have campaigned to raise money to support their 
projects in the slums.  
 
 
 


