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Inquiry Question
How can learning about the past 
help us imagine possible uses for 
future waste?
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• Waste refers to materials and objects that 
are considered to be no longer useful, 
valuable, or required. 
ØOther words for waste include trash, 

garbage, or rubbish.
• Materials and objects are used and valued 

differently over time.
• Different people have different views 

about waste – one person’s trash is 
another person’s treasure.
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What is waste?

What do you consider to 
be waste? Write down a 
list of all the waste you 

created today.
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• To determine if something is waste, you 
should ask questions about its form, function, 
and value:
ØWhat is the configuration of the object?
ØWhat is the purpose of the object?
ØHow is the object used?
ØWhat are the benefits of the object?

• The answers to these questions might change 
over time, and be unique to different people 
depending on their circumstances.
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Form, Function, and Value

Is this cardboard 
box valuable or 

waste?
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What is the configuration of the object?

What is the purpose of the object?

How is the object used?

What are the benefits of the object?

Valuable Waste

Useful Not useful

Irreplaceable Easily replaced

Multi-purpose

Poorly configured

Example: A cardboard box for someone who is moving

Well-configured

No purpose
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Mountains of Waste
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• Today, most humans produce 
tremendous amounts of waste, which 
has a negative impact on health and the 
environment.
• The average American generates 102 

tons of garbage in their lifetime 
(Humes, 2013).
• Canadians produce an average of 777 

kg of garbage per person, one of the 
highest in the world (The Conference 
Board of Canada, 2008).
• But this hasn’t always been the case…
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“Understanding how past societies…turned trash into productive outputs 
can offer important lessons for responding to climate change, 
overconsumption, and the twenty-first century’s other looming 
environmental crises.
Today’s extreme wastefulness was a luxury that few people could afford in 
the 1940s.”
(Souchen, 2020, p. 15)
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Key Lessons from Postwar Canada
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• During the Second World War, Canada 
produced many military objects (uniforms, 
weapons, vehicles, etc.) that were no longer 
useful when the war ended. 
• When the value of these objects changed, the 

wastes of war were reused, recycled, and 
upcycled in peacetime.
• Canadians in the 1940s were as thrifty as they 

were creative and imaginative—people 
repurposed waste to improve their lives.
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Key Vocabulary
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Reuse Using what materials and objects you have available, for 
similar purposes; using them carefully and not wastefully. 
May also be called “thrift.”

Recycle Breaking waste into parts and converting it into 
something new; the value does not necessarily change.

Upcycle Creative reuse of waste; transforming it into something 
new, of greater quality and value.
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Example 1: Parachute Wedding Dress
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• During and after the war, some 
wedding dresses were made from the 
silk, nylon, and cotton linings of 
parachutes.
• Parachutes were also formed into silk 

lampshades.

Are these examples of reusing, 
recycling, or upcycling?

Source: Smithsonian.

https://www.si.edu/newsdesk/snapshot/parachute-wedding-dress
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Example 2: Helmets for Children & Chickens
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• Many helmets were sold to farmers, who 
used them as chicken nests.
• Helmets were sold as toys for young 

children to play “make believe.”

Are these examples of reusing, 
recycling, or upcycling?

Source: Getty Images.

https://www.gettyimages.ca/detail/news-photo/worker-on-a-poultry-farm-in-kent-carrying-eggs-from-a-news-photo/3368693?adppopup=true
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Example 3: Barnyard Bomber
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• Aircraft were deconstructed by 
farmers for spare parts to repair 
their tractors—they were referred 
to as “Barnyard Bombers.”
• Aircraft were also broken down to 

make animal dwellings, cabins, 
machinery, and jewelry.

Are these examples of reusing, 
recycling, or upcycling? Source: Bomber Command Museum of Canada.
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• Some objects are more 
complex than others because 
they have many different parts 
and materials. 
• Aircraft are actually composed 

of 1000s of different parts and 
materials that make up the 
aircraft’s form and function.
• When separated from the 

whole, each part and material 
can be valuable on its own and 
used for other purposes. 
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The Sum of Many Parts

Diagram of the Avro Lancaster, with labelled parts, materials, and 
technologies. Source: Wikipedia.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Avro_Lancaster_B.I_cutaway_drawing,_circa_1943_(44266126).png
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1. Refer to the chart on Activity Sheet 1.
2. Recall the definitions and examples of reusing, recycling, and 

upcycling.
3. Complete the chart by identifying ways to reuse, recycle, and/or 

upcycle each of the three different aircraft parts.
4. Be prepared to share some of your ideas with the class.
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Activity 1
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Wheelbarrows Asphalt roads Boat dock 
bumpers

Farm equipment

Scrap metal

Artwork

Animal shelterParts for other 
aircraft

Windmill
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• Guidepost 1:
Ø Continuity and change are interwoven: both can exist together. 

Chronologies—the sequencing of events—can be a good starting point.
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Second Order Concept: Continuity and Change

Demonstration of Limited Understanding: 
Student does not grasp that continuity and 

change can happen simultaneously.

Demonstration of Powerful 
Understanding: 

Student uses the conventions 
and vocabulary of chronology 
to demonstrate how continuity 
and change are interwoven.

Adapted from: Seixas, P. & Morton, T. (2013). The big six historical thinking concepts. Nelson., p. 86.

There are both continuities and changes in the form, 
function, and value of materials and objects over time.
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• Guidepost 2:
Ø Change is a process, with varying paces and patterns. Turning points are 

moments when the process of change shifts in direction or pace.
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Second Order Concept: Continuity and Change

Demonstration of Limited Understanding: 
Student sees change in the past as a series of 

events.

Demonstration of Powerful 
Understanding: 

Student describes the varying 
pace and direction of change 
and identifies turning points.

Adapted from: Seixas, P. & Morton, T. (2013). The big six historical thinking concepts. Nelson., p. 86.

Postwar Canada and climate change can be 
considered turning points in dealing with waste.
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• Guidepost 3:
Ø Progress and decline are broad evaluations of change over time. Depending 

on the impacts of change, progress for one people may be decline for another.
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Second Order Concept: Continuity and Change

Demonstration of Limited Understanding: 
Student sees change as either progress or 

decline for all.

Demonstration of Powerful 
Understanding: 

Student describes progress and 
decline, noting that progress for 

one people may be decline for 
another.

Adapted from: Seixas, P. & Morton, T. (2013). The big six historical thinking concepts. Nelson., p. 86.

The concept of progress and decline can also be 
applied to materials and objects.
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Changes in Value Over Time

Second World War 
(1939-45)
• Aircraft highly valued, 

increased production.

Postwar (1946+)
• Aircraft surplus, 

planes were used for 
other purposes.

Late 1800s-Present
• Fossil fuel-powered 

vehicles valued.

Present/Future
• Electric vehicles 

replace fossil fuel-
powered vehicles. 
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At some point in the future, fossil fuel resources will be depleted, and 
everyone will have electric vehicles and/or alternative transportation. As 
part of this transition to a more sustainable use of materials and objects 
in the future, we will need to consider fossil fuel-powered vehicles as 
waste…

What will we do with these vehicles in the future? How will we reuse, 
recycle, and upcycle them?
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Activity 2: Imagining a Future for Waste
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1. Form groups of 3-4 members.
2. Refer to Activity Sheet 2 and discuss the different parts and 

materials that make up a vehicle today (e.g., engines, seats, windows, 
electrical wiring).

3. Use your imagination to think of possible ways to reuse, recycle, 
and upcycle vehicles and their parts. 

4. Record your ideas in words and/or drawings on the graphic 
organizer.

5. Extension: Research real-life examples online. Collect photographs 
and website links.

6. Present your favourite ideas to the class.
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Activity 2: Imagining a Future for Waste
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1. How have your views of waste changed?
2. Is everything we currently own future waste?
3. How do reusing, recycling, and upcycling contribute to greater 

sustainability in lifestyles? 
4. How can historical examples help us better deal with waste today?
5. How can we revive a lifestyle that celebrates thriftiness?
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Thinking Questions
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