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Overview
The story of the campaign to rescue the Historic Joy Kogawa House is helpful in classrooms as it 
can be an introductory point for discussion of past injustices in Canada and the small measures of 
justice received. 

This online educational resource helps students to understand and appreciate the history and 
significance of the house, and to learn about how community came together in a campaign to save the 
house. Students will apply their learning towards developing a community campaign of their own.

The activities in this guide support the three key core competencies of the BC K-12 curriculum: 
Communication, Thinking, and Personal/Social.

Students will:

• demonstrate an understanding of the history of Kogawa House and the events leading up to the
campaign to save the house

• learn to think critically and objectively about historical events and historical wrongs

• explore purposeful and productive ways to evoke change, including organizing a campaign

• practise writing skills such as description, summarization, and persuasion

• use creativity, decision-making, organizational skills, collaboration, and self-reflection in
developing a campaign
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Section 1: “Save the Joy Kogawa House Campaign” 

This first section focuses on educating students about the story of the “Save the Joy Kogawa 
House campaign.” 

How to integrate this topic into the classroom:

One of the most important aspects of integrating a topic such as community activism into the 
classroom setting is ensuring there is adequate explanation of the reasons people cared enough 
to get involved. Be sure to establish a sense of the importance of the house before the story of the 
campaign is explained. The two clearest methods for this are based on either accompanying the 
exhibit with a novel study or with a study of Japanese Canadian Internment during WWII.

1. Novel Study: A good starting point for students would be to read one of Joy Kogawa’s novels. For 
elementary school aged students, this could be Naomi’s Road. For secondary school aged students, 
Obasan should be studied. The home in both of these novels is a central part of the story and 
descriptions are based on the real home situated at 1450 West 64th Avenue in Vancouver. Once 
the students have a direct understanding of the symbolism of the home, they will find it easier to 
understand the importance of the campaign to rescue it from demolition.

2. Study of Japanese Canadian Internment: If a novel study is not possible, the story of the campaign 
could be integrated into a broader discussion of Japanese Canadian Internment, where the 
campaign to save the house becomes a case study on recovering stolen property. For a broader 
background on stolen property, the Landscapes of Injustice (landscapesofinjustice.com) at the 
University of Victoria covers this historic event extremely well with educational materials that 
could also be integrated into the classroom. 
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Webpage 1: “Saving Kogawa House: Background” 

The first webpage examines the sense of community Japanese 
Canadians established in Marpole and highlights difficulties 
they faced prior to Internment. This page concludes with the 
uprooting of Japanese Canadians into Internment camps.

CLASSROOM QUESTIONS: 
Ask the students the following questions about the first webpage:

1. Can you think of examples of ways your community is similar
to the Japanese Canadian community in Marpole? Are you 
aware of how the community you live in was built and how it 
compares to the way the community in Marpole was built? 

2. Japanese Canadian students under six years of age in Marpole faced discrimination in the
educational system by being separated from other Kindergarten students. Why would this be
harmful? Can you think of examples of educational discrimination today?

3. Most Japanese Canadians who had their property stolen during Internment in WWII never had
it returned. How should the government reconcile this inequity?

4. How did life change for Japanese Canadians after the outbreak of the war? How do you think
you would have felt in this situation?

5. What kind of thoughts or questions would you have if you were given only a few days’ notice
that you would have to evacuate your home?

Activity: Suitcase
The Joy’s Journey webpage on kogawahouse.com features 
an activity called the “The Suitcase” which allows students 
to brainstorm what they would take to fill a single suitcase 
if they faced a situation such as Internment. 

This activity can be performed in the classroom, and the 
larger exhibit can also be integrated into this discussion.

Use the student animation in your class, either to 
encourage discussion or to encourage your students to 
engage in a drawing or animation project of their own.

Click to View

Joy Kogawa with her brother Timothy 

in front of the house, circa 1938.
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Webpage 2: “Post WWII and the First Campaign” 

This second webpage highlights the experience after the war.  
Joy Kogawa expresses desire to return to her pre-war home but is 
at first unable to do so. Then in 2003, the pending sale of the home 
ignites a first campaign to rescue it, and despite not being able to 
raise funds to purchase before it is sold to another buyer, this early 
campaign lays the groundwork for the efforts in 2005–2006.

CLASSROOM QUESTIONS: 
The following questions could assist in developing a class discussion 
on this section of the resource:

1. How is the house a symbol for all Japanese Canadians as discussed 
in the text?

2. Why is the connection with Obasan and Naomi’s Road significant 
in the campaign to try to save the home?

3. Why should we preserve places such as this? How do they help us understand and reconcile 
what happened in the past?

Activity: Participating in the early campaign
Allow the class to place themselves into the mindset of someone involved in the 2003 campaign. 
Have them brainstorm methods of pitching to city councillors and other politicians the opinion 
that the house should be purchased and maintained as a heritage home. This could be done as a 
larger group discussion where the class works together, or they could separate into two groups:

Group 1: Focuses on the symbolism of Obasan and Naomi’s Road as the reason the house 
should be saved.

Group 2: Focuses on the larger issue of Japanese Canadian Internment and the symbolism 
that preserving the house would represent. 

Newspaper article reporting the house 

had been sold before the Committee 

could raise funds for purchase
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Webpage 3: “2005–2006: Campaign Success” 

The final webpage features the 2005–2006 campaign and the 
massive grassroots effort to rescue the home from demolition. 
Multiple ways of campaigning are highlighted. They culminate in 
the $500,000 donation from Senator Nancy Ruth that allowed final 
purchase of the house.

CLASSROOM QUESTIONS: 
These questions will facilitate critical thinking and allow students to 
learn important aspects of a campaign: 

1. How important to saving the home was the passion of the people 
involved? Why did it matter that they truly believed in the fight 
and the symbolism of the home, and how did this help the rescue 
of the house?

2. What was the importance of children, MPs, media, and overseas 
educators getting involved in the campaign? How would this help generate support?

3. What do you consider to be the most important aspect of the campaign? Why?

4. How does the donation demonstrate the success of the campaign beyond just being able to have the 
money needed to purchase the home? What does it show us about the importance of grassroots 
organization and passionate community efforts towards a cause?

Activity: Publicizing the campaign

This time, allow the students to position themselves inside the campaign of 2005–2006. Split 
the class into groups of four to five students. Each group should create a visualization on the 
importance of the house to help garner support and fundraising. This can be a poster, a short 
play, a reading of Obasan or Naomi’s Road, or anything else they feel appropriate. 

At the end, each group shares what they created with the class. This gets the gears of how to 
be involved in grassroots movements turning in the students’ heads and will become a larger 
focus in Section 2 of this teacher’s guide. 

Joy Kogawa with students from Tomsett  

Elementary in Richmond at Kogawa  

House. Image credit: Joan Young
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Section 2: Applying the Lessons of the Campaign to Other Causes 

The Save Kogawa House campaign has lessons that can be applied to other causes that are important  
to the lives of the students or their communities. Whether these causes are smaller and more 
community focused, such as funding cultural programs, or larger and more national or international  
focused, such as fighting climate change, these steps could allow your students to learn to get 
involved in them. 

Selecting a cause

The cause selected should be one that the students can feel personally connected to or involved 
in. They should have a good level of understanding or strong background knowledge of it. The 
students from Richmond’s Tomsett Elementary School connected with the story of Joy Kogawa 
House because they had learned about it through reading Naomi’s Road. Current events, word 
of mouth, class lecture topics, social media, and many other avenues can introduce a cause that 
students can support. There is also the question of the scope of the cause. Is it very community 
focused or does it apply more widely? For a classroom, a community focused approach will likely be 
the most achievable and the students will learn lessons from it they could later apply elsewhere. 

Supporting the cause: Method 1  

When the students from Tomsett Elementary in Richmond, BC, were acting in support of Joy Kogawa 
House, one of the actions they took was contacting local politicians. Students made drawings and 
wrote letters directly to then Vancouver Mayor Sam Sullivan. The same activities can be done 
effectively in classrooms and are a good teaching exercise for students in making their voices heard 
in a democracy. The most basic prerequisite is to ensure students express and convey their own 
emotions and views in the letters they send, and drawings could accompany those letters to add to 
the message. Beyond drawings, the use of poems, videos, music, or short stories can also be utilized. 

The following are some basic guidelines for composing a good letter:

• Address directly to the person you are writing to.

• Clearly introduce the topic and provide some background information on it.

• Identify the importance and significance of the cause you support.

• Explain how the cause would benefit the community. 

• Provide a specific matter that you hope would change; for example, the students at Tomsett 
Elementary in Richmond, BC, hoped the home would be saved from demolition and they 
wrote letters clearly stating their wish to not demolish the home.
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Supporting the cause: Method 2  

A second method of supporting a cause is the use of social media. Since the 2005–2006 Save Kogawa  
House campaign, the use of social media has skyrocketed, and most students are extremely familiar  
with its use. A class Twitter, Instagram, or Facebook account could provide a method to reach others  
who believe in a cause and will show students the power of social media to make community change.  
Opinions, images, and videos from students could be shared on this social media account. 

Optional: begin a change.org petition to gather signatures and share it on social media. A petition 
is one of the most tangible examples of support for a cause. 

Students can study other campaigns to learn about what makes them effective. They can research 
newspapers, social media, and community events. They can analyze these campaigns to learn about  
what makes them successful or not.

Debrief

Students can work in groups and present their campaign in their class. The other students can give  
feedback on various criteria such as:

• How clear was the message?

• How persuasive was the presentation?

• Was the message conveyed effectively?

• What were the most effective aspects of the campaign?  

• How could the campaign be improved?
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Thank you for your interest in  

the Saving Kogawa House campaign!

Teachers can create many other lessons and activities with these resources. 

We look forward to hearing about the unique approaches that you devise!

Please don’t hesitate to reach out to us at info@kogawahouse.com.
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