


 

 
 
 

 



 
Activity #1 - Sifting Through the Evidence, Primary Document Analysis - Student Worksheet 
 
Examining primary documents can be a challenge if you have never examined them before. A Primary Source 
refers to a document that reflects the first hand life experience of the person in question. They are very 
important for historians to learn about the past but are not always clear in what they mean. Primary document 
analysis requires ​interpretation.​ We need to figure out what this particular source is trying to say to us.  
 
When first looking at the document, you want to try to identify what kind of document it is; such as certificates, 
letters, poems, photographs, newspaper articles, etc and try to discover as much information about the person 
as possible. Look for dates, places, people’s names, events to build a biographical sketch of the person’s life.  
 
This file tells the story of Isabel McDonald, a member of the Women’s Royal Canadian Naval Service 
(WRCNS, or Wrens) during World War II. Your task is to find out as much as you can about her and her 
service. The following questions have been prepared to provide you with an idea of what researchers look for. 
Answer them and you will have an idea of what Wren McDonald’s service was like.  
 
Length:​ 1-2 class periods 
 
Primary Document Analysis 
When engaging with a primary document it is important to remember a number of key questions: 

1. What kind of document is it? 
a. Is it a letter? 
b. Is it a photograph? 
c. Is it a certificate? 
d. Is it a newspaper article? 
e. Is it an essay? 
f. Is it a government document? 

2. What are its parts? 
a. Is there an author? 
b. Is there a date? 
c. Are there locations mentioned? 
d. Who is mentioned within the document? 

3. Time to Analyze 
a. What is it talking about? 
b. Can you summarize in your own words the content in the document? 
c. Can you explain why it was written? 
d. What is the historical context? Or What was happening at that time in history? 

 
 
 
 

 



 
Assignment​: For this exercise, choose two documents from your folder and perform an analysis of those 
documents using the questions above. 
 

Primary 
Document 
Name 

What Kind of 
Document? 

Name the Parts Analysis 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

 
Now that you understand how to interpret a primary document, use this knowledge to answer the Research 
Questions about Isabel McDonald’s service using all the documents in your folder.  
 
Assignment:​  ​Along with the other members of your group, look through and examine the Primary Source 
Documents & Materials in this file.  Read the following questions, and answer them accordingly.  Be sure to 
note the source of your answers. 
 
Fill Out You Answers in this Table 

Question  Answer Source 

Who was Wren McDonald (Official 
Number, Rate, Given Names) 

  

What did she look like? (physical 
description) 
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When was she born?   

Where was she from?   

How old was Wren McDonald 
when she enlisted? 

  

Was she employed prior to 
enlistment? If so, what did she do? 

  

When did she officially enlist in the 
Women’s Royal Canadian Naval 
Service (ie Date of Attestation)? 
What else did she have to do on 
this particular date? 

  

When and where did she serve 
her country? (dates, places, 
locations) Be Specific 
 
 
 
 

  

When and where did Wren 
McDonald request to go on leave? 

  

What kind of leave did she 
request? A Long Weekend  or a 
Short weekend 

  

What was the daily rate of pay for 
Probationary Wrens? Could this 
amount increase? If so, for what 
reason? 

  

What was she instructed to bring 
with her when she reported for 
training? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

On which date did her pay begin?   

When and where was she 
required to report for training as a 
Probationary Wren?  
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On which date did she complete 
her Telegraphist Examination? 

  

On what topics was she tested? 
What was the required grade? 
What grade did she receive? 
 
 

  

What special qualification did she 
earn? 

  

Why was her Certificate of Service 
so important? 

  

What was the purpose of St 
Hyacinthe (what kind of training 
did they provide?) 

  

Examine nominal list of the Wrens 
who served at Gordon Head 
Special Wireless Telegraphy 
(W/T) station. How many Wrens 
came from each province? Make a 
chart. How many Wrens came 
from Kingston ON (include names 
and addresses).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

According to Wren McDonald’s 
Basic Training Notes, what does 
the salute signify? 
 
 

  

What is Morale and why is it 
important to the military? 
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Which areas of the ship are 
referred to as the following a) 
Brain, b) Eye, c) Ears, d) Heart, e) 
Arteries, f) Fists  

  

What are the four branches of the 
Royal Canadian Navy? 
 
 

  

In her personal log, Wren 
McDonald uses the phrase “Make 
and Mend”. What does she mean 
by this? 

  

According to her Basic Training 
notes, there are 3 branches (or 
types) of Communication in the 
Navy. What are they? Give 
examples of each. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

What is the daily scale of rations 
per Wren (including weekly 
specialty items)? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

How much did it cost to feed a 
Wren per day? 

  

List the traditional Naval toasts for 
each day of the week? 

  

Did Wren McDonald serve on the 
high seas? 

  

Upon Discharge and 
demobilization did she receive a 
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rehabilitation grant? If so, how 
much did she receive? 

When and where was Wren 
McDonald officially discharged 
(provide date and location)? 

  

Who designed Jenny the Wren 
Statue? 

  

Where was the statue erected and 
when was it unveiled? 
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Activity #2: Dits and Dahs! Learning Morse Code - Student Handout 
 
For this activity you will be given the opportunity to compare two forms of Morse code; International/Standard 
Morse code used by the Allies in World War II and Wabun (Kana) code used by the Japanese. You will listen 
to clip(s) of Morse code and decipher provided message(s), then you will decode the message below using the 
Morse alphabet and finally you will get to send your own Morse messages using flashlights. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

Can You Decode the Morse Message?  
 
Follow the Morse Code Alphabet to decipher the message  
The slashes indicate a break between the letters and the start and finish of a word 
 

/  ​ - ​  /  ​ ….​   /   ​.​   / 
 
 
/ ​  --​   /  ​ .​   /  ​ ... ​  /  ​ …​   /   ​.-​   /   ​--. ​  /  ​ .​   / 
 
 
/  ​ --​   /   ​..-​   /  ​ …​   /   ​-  ​ / 
 
 
/  ​ --. ​  /   ​. ​  / ​  -​   / 
 
 
/  ​ - ​  /   ​….​   /   ​.-.​   /  ​ ---​   /   ​..- ​  /  ​ --.​   /  ​ ….​   / 
 
  

10 



 
Activity #3  - Talking the Talk: War Time Vocabulary  - Student Worksheet 
 

Word Noun/ 
Verb 

Definition 

D/F   

Rate   

Rank   

Draft   

Appoint   

Grog   

Victual    

S.O.   

W/T(K)   

Katakana    

Destroyer    

Minesweeper   

Cruiser    

Convoy   

Leave    

C.O.   

E.O.    

D.O.   
 
 
 



 
Crossword Activity 
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Annex A - Primary Documents 

(excluding ​Wren McDonald’s Basic Training Instructions and Class Notes) 
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Nominal List 
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