Tug of War
A century after the First World War, it can be difficult for students to truly appreciate the experiences of
the people involved in that devastating conflict. Looking at old photographs can play an important
role in helping students learn, understand, and connect with an event that happened a hundred
years ago, but those black and white photographs can also be difficult to relate to. Adding colour to the
photographs arguably helps us better imagine life at the time, and connect with the subject
matter. These colourizations are meant to enhance the black and white photos ‒ not
replace them. However, colourizing photographs, by necessity, requires the alteration of primary
source documents. While all attempts are made to be as historically accurate as possible, there is
no doubt that the photographs are changed.
You can choose to have your students engage in this activity before or after viewing the photographs –
or both, to see if their opinions change! It is recommended that students also read Mark
Truelove’s explanation about the colourization process.

1. Your students will be considering the following question: “Should we alter historical documents,

even if done so in an historically accurate way?” Your class will have an “intellectual tug of war” to
debate this issue.

2. On individual sticky notes, have students write down as many pieces of evidence or ideas to support
either side of the argument. These notes will serve as the “tugs” in your tug of war. This can be
completed individually or in small groups.

3. Now you will need a “rope”. Draw a line along the length of your blackboard or on mural paper. On
one end, write “yes, we should” and at the other end, write “no, we should not”.

4. After your students have written down as many “tugs” as they can, the class will need to evaluate the

strength of each one. As with a real tug of war, those with the greatest strength are placed at the ends
and the weaker ones towards the middle. Take turns having the students add their sticky notes along
the class “rope” where they think they make most sense.

5. Once all the “tugs” are along the rope, as a class, evaluate the two sides of the argument. Perhaps your
students will determine that there are actually more than two sides to this argument!

Credit for basic framework of thinking routine: Making Thinking Visible by Ritchhart, Church and Morrison

After the class discussion, have each student write a short reflective piece about how their thinking did or
did not change after experiencing the photos and engaging in the intellectual tug of war. You can
encourage them to use the following prompt to frame their writing:

“I used to think _____________. Now I think ___________.”

Canadian machine gunners dig themselves in, in shell holes on Vimy Ridge. Library and Archives Canada / PA-001017 (modified
from the original)

