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1. Purpose and stance 

This guide is designed to support teachers in exploring climate history with secondary students, 
emphasizing critical inquiry into environmental change, human impact, and the role of society and 
governance in shaping land and resource use. The Climate History cards provide a tool to examine 
historical events through multiple lenses: social, ecological, political, cultural, and economic. Students 
engage in constructing narratives, analyzing causes and consequences, and considering Indigenous and 
marginalized perspectives. 

 

2. Before teaching climate history — what should teachers consider? 
• The activity benefits from some familiarity with the events, but prior knowledge is not strictly 

necessary. 
• Consider whether the activity stands alone as a historical exploration or serves as a lead-in to 

further inquiry. 
• Teachers may wish to highlight: 

o Environmental history and land-use ethics 
o Indigenous displacement and adaptation 
o Technological and economic drivers of change 
o Shifts in societal and policy responses to climate phenomena 

• Decide how much guidance or reference materials to provide during the activity. 
• Choose a scope and scale to fit curricular goals and time available – the cards could be used to 

support a single lesson or class; they could be the basis of a unit of study; or they could be used a 
thematic interventions throughout the course, e.g. as lesson hooks or releases. 

 

3. Key principles when teaching climate history 
• Encourage historical thinking: significance, cause and consequence, continuity and change, 

perspective, and ethical judgment. 

Joel Pett, USA Today, Dec 13, 2009 



• Support inquiry-based learning: students develop questions, evaluate sources, and construct 
reasoned arguments. 

• Integrate multiple perspectives, particularly Indigenous and other marginalized voices. 
• Highlight connections between local, national, and global histories. 
• Foster critical reflection on human-environment interactions over time. 

 

 

 
4. Suggested uses and activities 
Human Timeline Activity (8.5”x11” Placards) 
Setup:  

• Pre-select the cards (i.e. some or all) based on the class size or purpose of the activity 
• Place timeline markers (Before 1600, 1600, 1700, 1800, 1850, 1900, 1950, 2000) around the room. 
• Allow more space near recent years. 
• Provide each participant or group with one or more event cards. 
• Explain rules: Place yourself on the timeline according to your card. 
• Dates may be approximate, and discussions about ranges are encouraged. Consider Canadian or 

North American reference points. Use start dates, midpoint, or key periods for events. 
 



Encourage discussion and critical reasoning: 
• What is ____? (the events may not be well known to participants) 
• How does this event relate to climate change, environment, or land use ?  
• What does the image reveal about the event? Does it tell the whole story?  Why might it have been 

chosen? What else could have been used? 
• Is the event historically significant or ethically charged?  
• How does it connect with nearby events?  
• Is the event a cause or consequence? Is it an ultimate cause (initiated a chain of events), a 

proximate cause (an immediate cause for a specific event which might have a broader or deeper 
cause), a primary or secondary consequence, or is it mainly a symbol or representation of other 
causes or consequences?  Is it some combination of these? 

• The descriptions have been edited for clarity and alignment with the themes of the resource, but 
are one way to characterize the events. What biases are noted? How else could the event be framed 
or described? 

• What other events might be considered?  E.g. The shift from linear to exponential population 
growth (c. 1800)? The Cold War? Nuclear testing? Proliferation of satellites? China’s 2013 Air 
Pollution Action Plan or 2020 Dual Carbon Goals? Energy load associated with the development 
of Artificial Intelligence? 

Suggested Uses / Additional Gameplay and Activities for Students 

A) Timeline Draft → Debate → Revision - Build initial timeline with a limited sub-set of the placards, 
then add new cards to challenge interpretations. 

B) Cause vs. Consequence Sort -- Label cards as technological driver, ecological driver, 
colonial/structural driver, legal/policy response, social movement/resistance. - Discuss patterns of 
influence. 

C) Missing Voices Inquiry -- Ask: “Whose story is not on the card?” - Encourage inclusion of 
Indigenous, racialized, or land-based perspectives. Each group could sort a sub-set of the cards based on 
what they perceive as the clusters of similar perspectives. 

D) Threshold Moments Draft - Identify 3 “no-going-back” events from subset. - Defend choices and 
create a class-wide synthesis.- 

E) Card-to-Place Mapping -- Locate each card on a map of Turtle Island/Canada. - Observe spatial 
patterns of extraction, erasure, and protection. 

F) Socratic Circles -- Cards are used as prompts for structured discussions. Students choose a card and 
explain its significance in terms of environmental change, local/global climate impacts, and human 
decisions. Peers question, challenge, or expand connections, supporting observational assessment of 
reasoning and understanding. 

G) Small-Group Card Analysis -- Students work in groups to cluster cards by themes (e.g., land-use 
change, industrialization, technological innovations, colonial impacts). They then map cause-effect 
relationships, identify pivotal decisions, or make connections to local climate impacts. Extension: groups 
rotate clusters to other groups and justify their thematic organization, intiate discussion and gather peer 
feedback.  

Suggested Activity for a Teacher PD Session or post-secondary students: Build a Narrative Spine 
• Goal: Build and defend an explanatory storyline. 



• Flow: 
o Groups of 3–5 receive 15–20 randomly drawn cards. 
o Select 5 cards to form a causal narrative addressing prompts such as: 

§ “When did Canada become a petro-state?” 
§ “When did colonialism start to change the climate?” 
§ “When did people begin to understand the climate crisis?” 

o Justify why these cards support the narrative 
o Speculate as to what further evidence (or other cards) would challenge the narrative 
o Gallery walk: post narratives and allow peer critique. 

• Payoff: Models inquiry, synthesis, forming arguments or conceptualizations. 

 

5. Assessment 
• Formative: Observe student discussions, reasoning, and engagement in activities. 
• Summative: Evaluate historical narratives or explanations for clarity, evidence use, critical 

reflection, and inclusion of multiple perspectives. 
• Can use rubrics based on emerging → extending proficiency levels, emphasizing inquiry and 

historical thinking. 
• Possible Observation/Conversation codes or rubric categories, descriptive (Emerging / 

Developing / Proficient / Extending) or scored 0-4:  
o CU -- Chronological Understanding: Student accurately sequences events and explains 

temporal relationships, showing awareness of how timing affects environmental and 
societal outcomes 

o EC -- Environmental, Land-Use, or Climate Change Connections: Student identifies how 
events altered land, ecosystems, or climate, and links human actions to short- and long-term 
environmental consequences. 

o CR -- Critical Reasoning e.g. Cause-Consequence: Student articulates relationships between 
events, recognizes multiple perspectives or unintended consequences, and can hypothesize 
alternative outcomes or broader impacts. 

o PE -- Peer Engagement via collaboration and communication: Student actively engages 
with peers, listens and responds thoughtfully, and provides evidence-based reasoning to 
justify positions or thematic groupings. 

 

6. List of Climate Events (card content) 
Suggested dates (if they matter!) for events and trends related to environmental change. Some of these 
dates are only suggestions, and are highly debatable — that’s the point! 
 
Prehistory Xexá:ls makes the world right 
1000 Viking Settlement in North America 
1300-1850 Little Ice Age 
1492 Columbus lands on San Salvador 
1500s (onwards) Europeans begin colonization of the Americas 
1526-1808 Slave trade 
1608 Champlain Founds Quebec 



1613 Haudenosaunee establish Covenant Chain with Anglo-American settlers 
1665 Jean Talon appointed Intendant of New France 
1750-1830 Enclosure Movement 
1775-1782 Smallpox epidemics 
1776 James Watt develops the steam engine  
1780 Pre-industrial atmospheric carbon at 278 ppm 
1783 Royal Proclamation 
1793 Cotton Gin 
1800s-? Manifest Destiny  
1815 Eruption of Mount Tambora and the year with no summer 
1820s Jean-Baptiste Fourier develops theory of atmospheric insulation (first reference to a greenhouse-like 

effect) 
1821 Fur Trade (i.e. peak fur trade with HBC-NWC merger, but could be other dates, e.g. 1670) 
1843 Completion of Lachine Canal at Montreal 
1845 Franklin Expedition 
1856 Eunice Foot published first scientific paper on the properties of CO2 
1858 Fraser River Gold Rush 
1864 Tsilhqot’in Incident 
1867 Canadian Confederation 
1869 Métis Bill of Rights 
1871-1921 Signing of Numbered Treaties with Indigenous Nations 
1872 Dominion Lands Act 
1872 First Coal Mine in Alberta opens on the Oldman River  
1876 Indian Act 
1878 John Wesley Powell marks 100th Meridian as boundary between humid east and arid west 
1878 Last Bison Hunt 
1881-1885 Canadian Pacific Railway constructed 
1890s-1930s Settlement of Prairies 
1883/1884 (post Indian Act) Residential Schools established 
1896 Scientists Arrhenius and Chamberlin independently connect burning of fossil fuels to rising CO2 and 

global warming 
1896 Klondike Gold Rush 
1897 Introduction of (internal combustion) automobile to Canada 
1901 Spindletop Hill oil geyser near Beaumont Texas 
1906 Chief Joe Capilano and delegates meet King Edward in London 
1908 Discovery of Masjid Suleiman oil field in Persia 
1914-1918 World War I 
1920-1924 Sumas Lake drained 
1930s Dust Bowl 
1938 Guy Stewart Callendar links rising CO₂ to global warming 
1939-1945 World War II 
1944 Bretton Woods System 
1947 Leduc oil discovery 
1950 Introduction of one-person chain saw 
1950s Possible/posited start of the Anthropocene 
1950s-60s The Green Revolution 



1959 Completion of St. Lawrence Seaway 
1960s Alberta Oil Sands 
1962 Rachel Carson publishes Silent Spring 
1968 Earthrise photograph 
1971 Greenpeace founded 
1972 Lovelock publishes his Gaia Hypothesis 
1973 Oil Crisis 
1974 Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry 
1975 Global population of cattle reaches 1 billion 
1975 James Bay Project - James May and Northern Quebec Agreement 
1977 Greenbelt Movement / 2004 Wangari Maatahi wins Nobel Prize 
1980 National Energy Program 
1986 Chernobyl nuclear disaster 
1987 Montreal Protocol to protect the ozone layer 
1988 James Hanson testifies to Congress (re presence of Greenhouse Effect) 
1990 First Intergovernmental Report on global warming 
1980s-1991 Canada-US Acid Rain Agreement/s 
1991 Mount Pinatubo Eruption 
1992 Rio Earth Summit 
1997 Kyoto Protocol to reduce emission of greenhouse gases 
1997 Delgamuuk Case 
1999 Canadian Environmental Protection Act 
2000s Lithium Triangle 
2002 Larsen B Ice Shelf Collapse 
2005 Hurricane Katrina 
2007 Northwest Passage opens to navigation 
2013 Atmospheric carbon reaches 400 ppm for the first time in recorded history 
2014 Kiribati buys land in Fiji 
2015 Paris Agreement 
2018 Greta Thunberg strikes for action on climate change 
2017-2025 US Reverses Course on Climate Change 
2022 Nuclear Fusion Breakthrough 
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