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THE CREATION AND ROLE OF FEDERAL PUBLIC HEALTH
Amy Reinders

Topic/Title

The Creation and Role of Federal Public Health in Canada

Grade Level

10/11/12

Lesson Overview/Summary

Using a comparative approach, examine the role that Public Health plays in our daily life today 
when it comes to disease outbreak and control.

Time Required

1 to 2 classes, dependent on class discussion, depth and length of class (designed with one 75 
minute class period in mind)

Purpose

	To understand how and why Public Health was established

	To understand what Public Health is and what its roles and responsibilities are today

	To understand why Public Health is an important part of our daily life

	To understand what other organizations Public Health works with

Prior Knowledge

	Understanding of disease transmission

	Understanding of factors contributing to disease transmission

	Understanding of different levels of government (Gr. 10 Civics)

Expectations

	Students will work together to brainstorm solutions to hypothetical problems

	Students will become familiar with past and current systems in place as they relate to 
Public Health and disease outbreak

https://definingmomentscanada.ca
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Assessment

	Contributions to class discussion

	Contributions to t-chart compilation at end of lesson

	Possible exit card or reflective paragraph (as per teacher’s discretion)

Lesson outLine

Part A: What would you do?

Share the following account with your class (consider placing it on a ppt slide in order for students 
to refer back to it as they work through this activity).

Following his eighteenth birthday in September, George fell ill with chills, headache, pain 
all over, a mild cough and a moderate temperature. He thought little of it, as it was fall and 
symptoms like this at this time of year were common. He continued to work and go about 
his daily routine for a couple of days, but his symptoms worsened, eventually forcing him to 
go to the hospital. Once at the hospital, his symptoms continued to worsen. His breathing 
became shallow and more infrequent, his pulse quickened, his temperature rose, blood 
dripped from his nose and his cough increased. He developed chest pain, and from the blue 
tinge on his lips and fingers, it was clear that oxygen was not circulating well through his 
system.

Despite hopes that he would recover, George passed away almost three weeks after 
entering the hospital. Over the course of the next month, numerous other men and women 
in their late-teens to early-thirties enter hospitals around the country displaying symptoms 
similar to George’s, and a larger than expected number of these individuals succumb to 
their illnesses.

 ~ Adapted in part from “The Last Plague: Spanish Influenza and the Politics 
    of Public Health in Canada” by Mark Osborne Humphries

Once shared, have students work in small groups to brainstorm what they think is happening in the 
provided scenario, how they would respond, and what resources they would access.

	Teacher prompts may include: What do you think is happening?

	Who should be contacted in this type of scenario?

	What steps would need to be taken? 

	Who is responsible for what?

	Who will be impacted by this type of scenario? 

	How will they be impacted?

https://definingmomentscanada.ca
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Once students have had time to discuss and brainstorm amongst themselves, bring the 
conversation together, directing it towards the idea of having a central organization taking charge, 
and organizing a response effort to the described scenario.

Part B: Development and Role of Public Health during Outbreaks

Explain to students that the provided scenario was a common one during the 1918 influenza 
pandemic that swept through Canada following the conclusion of WWI.

Have students return to their small groups. In these groups, students will create a comparison 
t-chart, comparing the role and effectiveness of Public Health and Education from the 1918 
influenza pandemic, to that of today’s. Consider having students complete t-charts on white 
boards or chart paper. Have students begin by using the provided materials (see appendix) to 
examine the role (or lack thereof) of Public Health in 1918.

Teacher prompts may include:

	Which individuals made up ‘Public Health’ in 1918? 

	What levels of government were involved?

	Were different towns and regions able to coordinate their response to the outbreak? 

	What strategies did different authorities use to contain/reduce the outbreak?

	What kind of campaigns were mounted to try and educate and inform the public during this 
outbreak? 

	How effective were the efforts of these campaigns?

Following an examination of the response to the 1918 influenza, have students complete online 
research to examine the role of Public Health today, using this research to fill in the other portion of 
their t-charts.

Suggested online resources:

Public Health Agency of Canada

Public Health Agency of Canada, ‘About the Agency’

Report on the State of Public Health in Canada, 2008 ‘Canada’s Public Health History’

This is Public Health: A Canadian History

Public Health Agency of Canada, ‘Flu Watch’

The Canadian Encyclopedia, ‘Public Health’

https://definingmomentscanada.ca
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/corporate/mandate/about-agency.html
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/cphorsphc-respcacsp/2008/fr-rc/pdf/CPHO-Report-e.pdf
https://cpha.ca/sites/default/files/assets/history/book/history-book-print_all_e.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/flu-influenza/influenza-surveillance/weekly-influenza-reports.html
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/en/article/public-health/
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Part C: Consolidation

After students have had time to complete their t-charts, bring the class together again in 
discussing the following questions, or have students answer these questions as an exit card, or a 
reflective paragraph at home.

	What has Canada gained by implementing and developing a Public Health Agency? 

	Do Canadians appreciate the role that Public Health plays in their day to day lives?

	How has Public Health impacted your life? 

	How would your life be different without Public Health?

Part D: Extension

Consider extending the lesson into a discussion about the World Health Organization, and its role 
in disease outbreak.

‘Appendix

Resources for examining the response to the 1918 Influenza Pandemic; Consisting of eight 
primary source images and two secondary source written accounts.

 

Mass hospitalization in Dartmouth (US Naval Centre Temporary Hospital) during the 1918 Flu Epidemic. 

https://definingmomentscanada.ca
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The public notice indicating that all 
public places were to be shut down 
until further notice. Source: Daily British 
Whig. October 16,1918:6

The poster gives information on Spanish flu and 
instructions on how to make a mask. Poster 
issued by the Provincial Board of Health about 
the influenza epidemic, Alberta. 1918. Courtesy 
of the Glenbow Archives NA-4548-5-2.

Telephone operators wearing masks, High River, Alberta [ca. 1918-1919]During ‘flu epidemic.L-R: Gladys 
Stephenson; Cora Stephenson; Addie McDonald; Annie Grisdale. Courtesy of the Glenbow Archives: NA-3452-2-2.

https://definingmomentscanada.ca
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Canadian Bank of Commerce staff, during Spanish flu epidemic, Calgary, Alberta, 1918. Courtesy of 
the Glenbow Archives NA-964-22-2.

Chart of Flu Mortality in America and Europe, 1918- 1919. This call for volunteers was distributed throughout 
local newspapers in Ontario. Source: Daily British 
Whig. October 16, 1918:11

https://definingmomentscanada.ca
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“The end of the war in 1918, coupled with the influenza pandemic and the persistent 
venereal disease threat, brought growing pressure from national organizations with an 
interest in health for the establishment of a federal department. On the suggestion of 
military authorities, Prime Minister Robert Borden called a national conference in Ottawa 
on February 3, 1919 to organize a national Social Hygiene program aimed at controlling 
venereal diseases. This conference set in motion the political process that led to the 
drafting of legislation creating a federal department of health. Attending the conference 
were most provincial officers of health, as well as several provincial and federal cabinet 
ministers and officials, along with key leaders of the social hygiene movement. The 
conference’s principal resolution said, “It is in the interests of the future health and life 
of the Citizenship of Canada that there should be immediately established a Federal 
Department of Health.” The conference called for a shared 3:1 federal-provincial funding 
arrangement for the treatment of venereal diseases, “supplemented by the further 
development of the machinery. On February 20, 1919, the Speech from the Throne 
formally committed the federal government to create a Department of Public Health … 
After a decade dominated by war and plagues, public health leaders entered a new decade 
seeking to improve the health and education of mothers, sanitary conditions at home and 
school, and food safety with the support of new public health tools and financing from 
government.”

Christopher Rutty & Sue C. Sullivan. “This is Public Health: A Canadian History” (2010) pp. 2.18-
2.19

“Soldiers returning from European battlefields brought the flu to Canada in the summer of 
1918. The flu travelled the country along lines of communication, such as railways … it was 
conservatively estimated that one-sixth of the Canadian population got sick. As many as 
50,000 died in Canada. There was no federal public health department at the time and the 
work was left mainly to provincial and local health officials. Janice

P. Dickin McGinnis described how dedicated volunteers, police and firefighters all helped 
to care for the sick. She wrote: “One of the main reasons that such diverse types of people 
were involved in the flu fight was that nobody was quite sure whose responsibility it was 
and if people waited for some sort of superior organization to take hold, it would have 
been too late.” In June 1919, the federal government passed legislation creating a federal 
health department. On October 8, the [British Columbia] provincial government created 
the “Spanish Influenza Regulations” under the Health Act, which made it possible for a 
community to ban meetings in schools, churches and theatres ... there was considerable 

https://definingmomentscanada.ca
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pressure on Vancouver to “shut down” and public assemblies were eventually banned on 
October 18. The city did not “reopen” until November 18. Many B.C. schools were closed 
for upwards of two months ... On November 18, a newspaper reported the flu had cost 
the province $50,000. This estimate apparently took into account both public health 
expenditures, as well as revenue losses from an “Amusement Tax,” since people were 
banned from attending theatres. Local officials oversaw a variety of measures to fight and 
treat the flu. Emergency hospitals were set up in schools and hotels. Homes were placarded 
and patients quarantined. A 24-hour ambulance service was organized in Vancouver and 
the city’s medical health officer issued common sense guidelines through the media, 
such as “Use hankies, and boil soiled ones.’’ Calls went out for volunteers to tend the sick 
in hospital and at home. People were not required to wear face masks, as was the rule 
across the border in Alberta … There was a “great awakening amongst the public, with a 
consequent strengthening of the hands of those in charge of public health work,” wrote 
the provincial health officer in his 1919 report. The most significant awakening led to the 
creation of the federal health department. All provinces had a representative on a new 
Dominion Council of Health created along with the federal health department.”

Emily Yearwood-Lee. “Flu Pandemics of the 20th Century: The B.C. Experience.” Legislative 
Library of British Columbia, Background Brief (September 2009) 

https://definingmomentscanada.ca
http://www.llbc.leg.bc.ca/public/pubdocs/bcdocs/460566/200901bb_flu.pdf

