
Task Description:
Students will learn more on the history of the canoe. They will then view the film 
“François and his canoe”. They will have to pay attention to the different steps of ca-
noe building as they will have to follow a similar procedure to build their own canoe 
with cardboard. 
  

BIRCH BARK CANOE /
First Peoples’ Watercrafts 
Making a carton canoe

Level:  Grade 5

Pedagogical Intent: The activity is aimed at acquiring cultural and historical 
notions. Students will have the opportunity to learn more about birch bark ca-
noe-building. To this end, the teacher will invite the students to make a miniature 
canoe with cardboard.

Teaching Strategy:
Lecture and cooperative learning
* Complementary tools: Film “César and his birch 
bark canoe”,
57 minutes 57 seconds
https://www.onf.ca/film/cesar_et_son_canot_d_ecorce/
.

Cultural References:  canoe, rabaska, kayak, film “François and his canoe”
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Activity Evaluation sheet
School : _________________________________________________________________________
Title of activity : ____________________________________________________
Number of students:  ___________________________________________________________

Please give your appreciation using the following scale:
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Activity appropriate to the age group 4 3 2 1
Clarity of explanations 4 3 2 1
Activity content 4 3 2 1
Prescribed time vs. actual time 4 3 2 1
Ease of use 4 3 2 1
General appreciation (teacher) 4 3 2 1
Students’ appreciation (in your opinion) 4 3 2 1
Level of interest to redo this activity in the future

4 3 2 1

Relevancy of activity in relation to the pedagogical 
intent 4 3 2 1

What went well:
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
Problem(s) met, if any:
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
Suggestions or recommendations to improve the activity:
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
Suggestions or recommendations to improve the Gabriel-Commanda Educational Kit:_____________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

Thank you for your participation in this project!
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITY PLANNING
Level: Grade 5

Lesson planning
FIRST PEOPLES’ WATERCRAFTS

Time: 20 minutes

Material: Interactive board

Conduct

First, explain that watercrafts have long played a vital role in the cultures of most First Peoples in 
Canada. They have built many varieties of watercraft, including canoes, kayaks and rabaskas. This 
demonstrates the creativity and skill of these boat builders. Indeed, the early birch bark canoes were 
the prototypes for boats made today of canvas or fibreglass.

View the film with the group. (Slide 2)
* “François and his birch bark canoe”
Youtube, Birch bark canoe building, [online], https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=27VZtSl02B8 [page 
visited 15/02/2017].

Invite the students to carefully listen to the different canoe-building steps, because they will have to 
follow a similar procedure to build their own canoe with cardboard. Time: 11min. 45 sec.

After viewing the film, you can show slides 3 to 7 to illustrate the building process and examples of 
traditional watercrafts: canoe, rabaska, kayak. 



CLASSROOM ACTIVITY PLANNING
Level: Grade 5

Achievement of learning outcomes
BUILDING A CARTON CANOE

Time: 45 minutes
*It is suggested to hand out one student workbook “Making a birchbark canoe”
(appended) per team of 2 to 4 students.

Material:
- String
- Glue
- Scissors
- Scotch tape
- Hot glue
- Coffee sticks
- Skewer sticks
- Construction paper
- Student workbook

Conduct

*  Following is the step-by-step process and the questions arising from it. They are found in the student 
workbook.

. After having carefully viewed the video, briefly explain the canoe-making steps (see PowerPoint, 
slide 8 to 16) and let the students make their canoe in teams of two.

Step 1: Selecting the material
Why choose cedar and birch as basic material? Cedar and birch are found in sufficient quantity in areas 
inhabited by Aboriginal people. Cedar is particularly light and flexible. As for birch bark, it is light and water 
resistant. The canoe can be carried by one or two men, which makes portaging easier.

What tools were used? The most commonly used tools were the axe to cut and split the trees, the crooked 
knife to finish the wooden parts, the wood mallet to push the canoe ribs in place (structural pieces) and 
the awl to punch holes in the bark. Of course, electric tools were not available in those days.

Step 2: Birch bark
Could all birch trees be used to build a canoe?? No, they had to select the right tree. A birch of at least 50 
cm in diameter and 3.5 m high was the ideal to build a canoe. The bark must be removed before felling 
the tree because it could be damaged when the tree falls. Birch bark can be preserved in the shade for a 
long period of time. Aboriginal people used an axe to peel off the bark.

Do you think the bark could be stripped at all times? No, it is easier to remove it in the months of May and 
June. It is then particularly light and watertight. 



Step 3: Frame building (canoe’s basic structure)
What are the ideal dimensions of a canoe? A canoe is generally 6 metres long 
and can support a load of 450 kg. Framing the canoe on a flat surface allows 
outlining the canoe’s dimensions.
.

Step 4: What were the roots used for?
Roots were used to sew the canoe, to hold the different pieces of birch bark and to ensure a good finish.

Why were they boiled? White spruce roots are chosen for their flexibility. However, they must be boiled 
to clean them and make it easier to remove the bark with a small knife. They can thus be handled more 
easily. They must be preserved in water, otherwise they would dry and lose their flexibility.

Step 5: Cutting the bark
How did Aboriginal people proceed when they did not have a workshop to build their canoe? They used 
the flat sandy surface of a shoreline. The bark was placed with the pale side facing the inside of the 
structure. It was important to properly center the bark against the frame to ensure the canoe symmetry. 
Large rocks were used to stabilise the frame during the assembly.

Does the number of cuts matter? Yes, a first cut is made at the centre of the frame. Four additional 
equally spaced cuts are then made. Then the bark is cut transversely to the frame to ensure the 
shaping of the bark.

Step 6: Folding the bark
Why did they pour boiling water on the bark? Pouring boiling water near the structural members allows 
making the bark more pliable in those areas.

Step 7: Fixing the bark pieces with resin
What did Aboriginal people use the make the canoe joints watertight? They prepared a gum mixture 
made of pine or balsam resin and bear or other animal grease. This gum was used for making or 
repairing the canoe.

What could Aboriginal people do in case of breakage? Considering that the material came from their 
immediate environment, they could easily find the material they needed to make repairs along the way.

Step 8: Shaping the canoe
How to give the canoe its final shape? Stakes are fixed perpendicular to the frame to give it its final 
shape and hold the bark in place. If the birch pieces initially selected is not long enough, an extension 
is added and sewn to the bark pieces already in place. This part must be cut in diagonal to minimise the 
risk of tearing the bark. To finish the canoe, the large rocks and the vertical stakes are removed. Then 
the exceeding bark is cut off when it is dried and stiff. Finally, the boiled roots are used to lace the bark 
strips together.
 

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY PLANNING
Level: Grade 5



Reflective sharing and integration of learning

Time: 15 minutes

Materiel : 
- Cardboard canoes

Conduct

Exhibit the canoes on a table and give some time to allow the teams to walk around and see the final 
results.

The teacher asks the following questions:
- Can you repeat the main steps to build a birch bark canoe?
- What difficulties did you meet in making your cardboard canoe?
- Are you satisfied with the final result?
- How can you improve your canoe? Explain.
- What did you like best in this activity?

Suggestion: 
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________

 
Additional website on birch bark canoe building: Pratique du canoë kayak en rivière, Construction d’un 
canot d’écorce, [online], http://www.rivieres.info/antho/ecorce.htm (French only)
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