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Greatest Canadian Invention in the Classroom  

Introduction 
Canada has a rich history of scientific and technological discovery and 
innovation. From earliest times to the present, Canadians have been the source 
of some of the most important discoveries in history. The Greatest Canadian 
Invention is an attempt to make all Canadians more aware of this role their 
compatriots have played and continue to play. 
 
The depth and breadth of this role makes it a natural subject for study in a 
number of areas. Some of the possible areas and topics include: 
 
Science and Technology: What was the scientific basis for the creation of a new 
invention? What technological demands influenced the invention’s development? 
What engineering achievements were required for the new invention to work 
properly? Is there a process that successful inventors follow? What role does 
serendipity play in the creation of a new invention? What kinds of lab or shop 
work are required before a new invention is ready for market?  
 
History and Social Studies: When was each invention developed? What previous 
developments made the new invention possible? What effect did the invention 
have on future historical development? 
 
Business and Law: What is intellectual property? How do patents protect an 
inventor’s rights? How does one obtain a patent? How does one successfully 
market a new invention? 
 
Geography: How has Canada’s geography influenced Canadian inventors? Has 
Canada’s geography lead to special areas of Canadian invention expertise? In 
what parts of the world have Canadian inventions had their greatest impact? 
 
Physical and Health Education: How have Canadian inventions influenced the 
way Canadians play and use their leisure time? What are some of the ways 
invention has impacted on the health of individual Canadians? 
 
Art and Design: What inventions depend on design for a large part of their 
success? How can good design enhance the desirability of a new invention? 
 
Language Arts: How do inventors “sell” the importance of their discoveries? What 
writing and other communications skills are necessary for successfully creating, 
protecting and marketing a new invention? Students might be asked to prepare a 
persuasive writing piece to introduce one of the inventions to a first-time 
audience. 
 
English as a Second Language: Here are 50 Canadian success stories waiting to 
be shared with new Canadians. The competitive nature of the program should 



Greatest Canadian Invention in the Classroom  p. 3 of 24 

lead to some lively discussion. Students should also be eager to share stories of 
successful inventions and innovations from their countries of origin. 

The Fifty Nominees 
The producers of Greatest Canadian Invention have pre-selected 50 Canadian 
inventions. The program, using viewer input through a nominations process, will 
narrow this to a select group of contenders, from which a winner of the title 
“Greatest Canadian Invention” will be determined. The wide field provides rich 
research opportunities for students. It is also a topic that underlines the strengths 
- and limitations - of the Internet as a research tool. The list of nominees in this 
guide includes – with one exception – one or two recommended websites where 
students may effectively begin their research. Additional recommended web 
resources for expanded activities are also included.  
 
The number of nominees means that every student in a class may choose a 
different invention and inventor to investigate. Using the profile sheet as a basic 
took, teachers will be able to help students discover the similarities and 
differences in background, method and eventual success of an impressive group 
of Canadians. 
 
In 1967, author J.J. Brown wrote (in Ideas in Exile [McClelland and Stewart, 
c1967]): “The story of the disasters and triumphs of Canadian invention is for the 
most part the story of the struggles of individuals to achieve recognition from an 
indifferent society.” It is, of course, the Great Canadian Complaint that Canadians 
are indifferent to those who would be heroes in other societies – and  Greatest 
canadian invention is an attempt to help conquer that indifference. 
 

 

Greatest Canadian Invention: Key Discussion Questions 
 

1.What makes an invention great?  
 
 Every manufactured item we deal with on a daily basis is an invention. 
Some things, however, stand out as uniquely important discoveries that literally 
changed lives forever. How do we define these? And how do we compare one 
invention with another? Does a major medical discovery trump a fundamental 
breakthrough in communications technology? 
 
2.Are there areas in which one might expect Canadian inventors to be especially 
successful? 

 
As one looks over the list of Top 50, it certainly seems that geography 

plays an important role. Several of the inventions on the list are inconceivable 
without Canada’s vast landscape and northerly location. Observers often 
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comment that Canada’s inventive genius – much like its comic genius – is all out 
of proportion to its population.  

 
3.Are Canadians aware of their great record as inventors and innovators? 
 
Before us is a list of 50 significant inventions, many of which play an important 
role in our day-to-day lives. How many did we know were actually Canadian in 
origin? Was J.J. Brown right (see above)? Do Canadian inventors struggle “to 
achieve recognition from an indifferent society”? 
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Greatest Canadian Invention: The Inventions and Their 
Inventors 
 
[Each of the fifty inventions listed below, with one exception (number 41), 
includes one or two recommended websites to serve as a starting point for 
student research. The amount of information available varies considerably from 
invention to invention. Students should be encouraged to explore other websites 
and traditional resources as necessary.] 
 
1. Alkaline Long-lasting Battery, 1959 [Lewis Urry]  
Long-lasting alkaline batteries were invented by Lewis Urry. One of his battery 
prototypes is now displayed near Thomas Edison’s light bulb in the Smithsonian. 
 
Corrosion Doctors: “Lew Urry” www.corrosion-
doctors.org/PrimBatt/urry.htm 
and 
National Public Radio: “Lewis Urry, Alkaline Battery Innovator, Dies” 
www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=4125907 
 
2. Ardox Spiral Nail, 1954 [Allan Dove]  
Allan Dove really hit the nail right on the head with this invention. He created a 
spiraled nail that― once nailed in ―held firmly in wood. 
 
Canadian Home Workshop: “Ardox Nails” 
www.canadianhomeworkshop.com/stuff/inventions2.shtml 
 
3. Automatic Lubricating Cup, 1872 [Elijah McCoy]  
Elijah McCoy was born in 1844 in Colchester, Ontario― the son of former slaves 
who had fled along the Underground Railroad. His invention inspired the term 
“The Real McCoy.” It was a device that fed oil to machine bearings and 
revolutionized the mechanical industry. 
 
AfricanAmericans.com: “Elijah McCoy” 
www.africanamericans.com/ElijahMcCoy.htm 
 
4. Basketball, 1892 [James Naismith]  
James Naismith was looking for something to keep his bored students occupied. 
So he invented a game involving a ball and two open-bottomed peach baskets.  
The rest is hoop history. 
 
About.com: “Basketball – James Naismith” 
inventors.about.com/library/inventors/blbasketball.htm 
 
5. Birch bark Canoe [First Peoples]  
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The only canoe in the world made out of birch bark. This vessel was invented in 
Canada― and its ingenious design has stayed afloat for centuries. 
 
Canada’s SchoolNet: “Aboriginal Innovations in Arts, Science and Technology 
Handbook” 
www.schoolnet.ca/aboriginal/handbook/technology_canoe.htm 
 
 
6. Blackberry, 1999 [Mike Lazaridis]  
The wireless hand-held phone with email is so addictive they call them 
“crackberries”. In 1999, Mike Lazaridis invented this device that lets your thumbs 
do the walking.  
 
EETimes.com: “The Interview: Mike Lazaridis, Research in Motion” 
eet.com/disruption/interviews/lazaridis.jhtml 
 
7. Bloody Caesar, 1969 [Walter Chell]  
Walter Chell settled on a mixture of hand-mashed clams, tomato juice, vodka, 
Worcestershire sauce, salt, pepper, and a celery-stick for a garnish. Eureka! 
 
EnRoute: “You Say Tomato, I Say Clamato” 
www.enroutemag.com/e/archives/august02/archives04.html 
 
8. CANADARM, 1975 [Spar Aerospace/NRC]  
The robotic CANADARM lifts Canada’s technical wizardry to new heights…and  
 hasn’t  malfunctioned once in 50 missions with NASA’s Space Shuttle. 
 
CBC Archives: “Canadarm - A Technology Star” archives.cbc.ca/IDD-1-75-
1090/science_technology/canadarm/ 
and 
IEEE Canada: “The Canadarm” 
ieee.ca/millennium/canadarm/canadarm_home.html 
 
9. Caulking Gun, 1894 [Theodore Witte]  
This inventor saw his “puttying tool” as a useful way to insulate windows. And it 
all started when he was watching his local baker decorate a cake. 
 
Canadian Home Workshop: “Caulking Gun” 
www.canadianhomeworkshop.com/stuff/inventions2.shtml 
 
10. Cobalt-60 “Bomb” Cancer Treatment, 1951 [Harold Johns]  
No, it didn’t bomb countries—it destroyed cancer cells with radiation in a fast, 
cheap, and powerful way. 
 
Canada’s Digital Collections: “Harold Elford Johns: Creating a Bomb of a 
Different Kind” collections.ic.gc.ca/heirloom_series/volume4/186-187.html 
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and 
CBC Archives: “Debut of the Cobalt Bomb” archives.cbc.ca/IDC-1-75-346-1855-
10/on_this_day/science_technology/cobalt_bomb 
 
11. CPR-Mannequin: “ACTAR 911”, 1989 [Dianne Croteau, Richard 
Brault]  
Croteau and Brault invented a light and easily transportable life-size torso to 
replace the heavy full-size ones being used for CPR training.  
 
The Canadian Design Resource: “Actra 911 CPR Trainer” 
www.canadiandesignresource.ca/officialgallery/?p=837 
 
12. Crash-Position Indicator-CPI, 1957 [Harry Stevinson]  
While working at the NRC's National Aeronautical Establishment, Harry 
Stevinson invented a special system for locating a crashed plane. 
 
IEEE Canada: “The Crash Position Indicator Aviation Safety” 
www.ieee.ca/millennium/cpi/cpi_more.html 
 
13. Electric Oven, 1882 [Thomas Ahearn]  
Thomas Ahearn invited a skeptical group of electrical engineers for an elaborate 
dinner. After they had eaten, he informed them, to their surprise and horror, that 
it had been cooked by electricity― shocking news at the time. 
 
CBC.ca: “Thomas Ahearn” 
www.cbc.ca/ottawa/features/ottawa150/1880.html# 
 
14. Electric Wheelchair, 1952 [George Klein]  
One of the tragic legacies of World War II was the number of quadriplegic 
veterans returning to North America. Prolific inventor George Klein came up with 
a joystick-driven wheelchair to give them mobility. Sadly, no Canadian 
manufacturer stepped up to the plate to build them… so the design was handed 
over to the United States. 
 
National Research Council of Canada: “NRC Helps Welcome Home a Great 
Canadian Innovation: Original Electric Wheelchair Returns to Ottawa” www.nrc-
cnrc.gc.ca/highlights/2005/0510klein_e.html 
 
15. Electron Microscope, 1939 [James Hillier, Arthur Prebus]  
Postgraduate students working in the Physics Department of the University of 
Toronto, James Hillier and Arthur Prebus developed the first ever high-resolution 
electron microscope for all types of samples.  
 
Canada’s Digital Collections: “The Electron Microscope” 
collections.ic.gc.ca/heirloom_series/volume4/258-261.htm 
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 16. Electronic Music Synthesizer, 1945 [Hugh Le Caine]  
A scientist and musician with a wry sense of humour, he named his first 
instrument the “Electronic Sackbut”. It evolved into the synthesizer― without 
which disco music may never have been born. 
 
HughLeCaine.com: “Le Caine, an Inventor’s Notebook,” by Gayle Young 
www.hughlecaine.com/en/index.html 
 
17. Explosives Vapour Detector, 1985 [Lorne Elias]  
A chemistry professor from Carleton invented one of the first explosives vapour 
detectors that sniffs out hidden bombs. His portable devices keep people safe in 
airports worldwide. 
 
Carleton University: “Explosives Expert Lorne Elias” 
magazine.carleton.ca/2002_spring/763.htm 
 
18. Five Pin Bowling, 1908 [Thomas E. Ryan]  
Smaller bowling balls, half the pins, and… presto! ―Tommy Ryan invents a 
Canadian twist to an old game. 
 
Canadian 5 Pin Bowlers Asociation: “History of 5 Pin Bowling”  
www.c5pba.ca/about_us/history.php 
 
19. Fog Horn, 1853 [Robert Foulis]  
Robert Foulis was a land surveyor in New Brunswick. The foggy weather of Saint 
John inspired his invention of a coded series of steam whistles to warn ships that 
the shore was looming. It worked in a similar way to a teakettle.  
 
Canada’s Digital Collections: “Robert Foulis, Fog Buster 1796-1866” 
collections.ic.gc.ca/heirloom_series/volume6/98-101.htm 
 
20. Goalie Mask, 1959 [Jacques Plante]  
Montreal Canadiens goalie Jacques Plante was sick and tired of having his face 
stitched up from flying pucks. So he and Fibreglass Canada developed the goalie 
mask and made hockey history. 
 
Wikipedia: “Jacques Plante” en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacques_Plante 
and 
Library and Archives Canada: “1959 – Jacques Plante and the First Hockey 
Mask” www.collectionscanada.ca/hockey/kids/024003-3006-
e.html 
 
21. Green Garbage Bag, 1950 [Harry Wasylyk, Larry Hansen]  
This one has it in the bag. Millions are in use every day. Raccoons everywhere 
can testify to their convenience.  
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About.com: “Garbage Bag – Harry Wasylyk” 
inventors.about.com/library/inventors/blGarbageBag.htm  
and 
Library and Archives Canada: “Garbage Bag” 
www.collectionscanada.ca/cool/002027-2005-e.html 
 
22. G- Suit, 1941 [Wilbur Rounding Franks]  
No, it didn’t make you fly. But Dr. W.R. Franks’ invention of the Anti-Gravity Suit 
at the University of Toronto let jet pilots withstand higher centrifugal forces 
without passing out. 
 
Banting Research Foundation: “Dr. Wilbur Franks” 
www.utoronto.ca/bantresf/HallofFame/Franks.html 
  
23. Instant Mashed Potatoes, 1962 [Edward Asselbergs]  
A gourmet’s worst nightmare: the instant mashed potato flake. Asselbergs 
invented a special technique that dehydrated a spud into flakes while working for 
the Department of Agriculture.  
 
Wikipedia: “Instant Mashed Potato” en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Instant_mashed_potato 
and 
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada: “Potato Facts” 
res2.agr.ca/fredericton/centre/facts-faits_e.htm 
 
24. Instant Replay, 1955 [CBC’s Hockey Night in Canada]  
In 1955, George Retzlaff at the CBC produced the first in-game replays. Sports 
broadcasting took a quantum leap into the future when the instant replay was 
born. 
 
Museum of Broadcast Communications: “Hockey Night in Canada” 
www.museum.tv/archives/etv/H/htmlH/hockeynight/hockeynight.htm 
 
25. Insulin, Treatment for Diabetes 1921 [Frederik Banting, 
Charles Best]  
It came to Banting in a dream one night― the Nobel-prize winning idea of how to 
treat diabetes with insulin. With the help of Charles Best, he finally isolated the 
compound that has changed the lives of millions of diabetics ever since. 
 
Canada’s Digital Collections: “Insulin: Saving Millions of Lives Worldwide” 
collections.ic.gc.ca/heirloom_series/volume4/10-13.htm 
 
26. JAVA Programming Language, 1994 [James Arthur Gosling]  
No, it's not a mellow cup of coffee, but a multi-purpose, cross-platform, 
object-oriented programming language. It's versatile enough to be used in a 
wide variety of applications... including the World Wide Web. 
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BusinessWeek Online: “The Man Who Brewed Up Java” 
www.businessweek.com/technology/content/may2005/tc2005054_3448_tc057.ht
m 
 
 
27. Key Frame Animation, 1970s [Nestor Burtnyk, Marcelli 
Wein]  
Nestor Burtnyk and fellow scientist Marcelli Wein eliminated the need for 
animation artists to draw each and every frame. Their invention revolutionized 
the animation industry and earned them an Academy Award in 1997. 
 
IEEE.org: “Retired NRC Scientists Burtnyk and Wein honoured as Fathers of 
Computer Animation Technology in Canada” 
www.ewh.ieee.org/reg/7/millennium/computer_animation/animation_honoured.ht
ml 
 
 
28. Lacrosse [First Peoples]  
It used to be played with a hair-stuffed deerskin ball known as baggataway― 
meant to settle feuds among warriors. Now it’s one of our fastest-growing sports 
and the official Canadian game of summer. 
 
CBC Archives: “Lacrosse: A History of Canada’s Game” archives.cbc.ca/IDD-1-
41-824/sports/lacrosse/ 
 
29. Light bulb, 1874 [Henry Woodward, Mathew Evans]  
In 1874, Henry Woodward and Mathew Evans patented the first electric light 
bulb; after having tested it successfully in Toronto. Then he sold the patent to 
Thomas Edison. Bad move. 
 
Mysteries of Canada: “The First Electric Light Bulb” 
www.mysteriesofcanada.com/Ontario/first_electric_light_bulb.htm 
 
30. Marine Screw Propeller, 1833 [John Patch]  
John Patch installed a screw propulsion system on a schooner in the Bay of 
Fundy in 1834, moving a large ship forward without wind power― and 
astonishing local onlookers. Tragically, Patch was denied a US patent when he 
went to Washington, and he later died as an inmate of the Yarmouth poorhouse. 
 
Canada’s Digital Collections: “John Patch: Propeller of Ships 1781-1861” 
collections.ic.gc.ca/heirloom_series/volume4/278-279.htm 
 
31. Marquis Wheat, 1908 [Sir Charles Saunders]  
The wheat that won the west. In 1908, Dr. Charles Saunders developed a cold-
weather resistant grain that turned Canada into one of the great breadbaskets of 
the world. 
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Canadian Grain Commission: “Marquis Wheat: King Wheat is 100 Years Old” 
www.grainscanada.gc.ca/newsroom/news_tips/2003/marquis-e.htm 
 
 
 
 
 
32. Pablum, 1930 [Alan Brown, Theodore Drake, Frederick 
Tisdall]  
The original breakfast of champions. Three doctors from the Hospital for Sick 
Children came up with the perfect baby cereal that is still used today. 
 
SickKids: “Alan Brown” www.sickkids.ca/abouthsc/custom/brown.asp 
 
33. Pacemaker, 1950 [John Hopps, Wilfred Bigelow, John 
Callahan]  
Can an ailing heart be jolted into working? John Hopps thought so, and, in 1950, 
he developed the first pacemaker. 
 
CBC Archives: “First Pacemaker Implanted in Human” archives.cbc.ca/IDC-1-75-
942-5469-10/on_this_day/science_technology/pacemaker_implanted 
 
34. Paint roller, 1940 [Norman Breakey]  
Who could paint a ceiling without it? Norman Breakey invented the device that 
changed the world of home renovations forever. 
 
Canadian Home Workshop: “Paint Roller” 
www.canadianhomeworkshop.com/stuff/inventions2.shtml 
 
35. Plexiglas, 1931 [William Chalmers]  
You can stomp on it, protect your eyes with it, and see right through it. A grad 
student in chemistry at McGill perfected a technique for making transparent 
polymerized methyl methacrylate― more commonly known by the name 
“Plexiglas”.  
 
McGill News: “Unknown Inventor” 
www.mcgill.ca/news/2001/spring/letters/two/ 
and 
Canadian Home Workshop: “Polymerized Methy Methacrylate” 
www.canadianhomeworkshop.com/stuff/inventions2.shtml 
 
36. Poutine, 1957 [Fernand Lachance]  
In his small restaurant in Quebec, Fernand Lachance answered a trucker’s 
hurried request for fries and cheese curds by putting them all in a paper bag and 
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saying it would make “a bloody mess.” That “mess”― poutine― has gone on to 
become a culinary classic unlike any other. 
 
CBC Archives: “Vive la Poutine!” archives.cbc.ca/IDC-1-69-1371-
8372/life_society/canadian_food/clip5 
 
37. Radio Voice Transmission, 1900 [Reginald Fessenden]  
Many feel that Reginald Fessenden― not Marconi ―should be considered the 
true “Father of Radio”. Fessenden transmitted history’s first wireless voice 
message in 1900. Then in the year 1906, on Christmas Eve, he made the first 
radio voice broadcast― singing a carol to ships in the Atlantic and as far away as 
the Caribbean.  
 
IEEE Canada: “An Unsung Hero: Reginald Fessenden, the Canadian Inventor of 
Radio Telephony” www.ieee.ca/millennium/radio/radio_unsung.html 
 
38. Retractable Beer Carton Handle, 1957 [Steve Pasjack]  
The sacred two-four deserves the perfect carton. In 1957 Steve Pasjack came up 
with a nifty way to carry your beers with a retractable handle on the case. 
 
The Canadian Design Resource: “Scarborough Suitcase” 
www.canadiandesignresource.ca/officialgallery/index.php 
 
39. Robertson Screw, 1908 [Peter Robertson]  
He called it the biggest little invention of the 20th century. Peter Lymburner 
Robertson of Milton, Ontario, invented a square-headed screw. The little screw 
that carries his name is now an essential part of the construction business 
 
Mysteries of Canada: “Robertson Screws” 
www.mysteriesofcanada.com/Ontario/robertson_screws.htm 
 
40. Self-propelled Combine Harvester, 1937 [Thomas Carroll]  
In The Great Depression, Thomas Carroll rolled all stages of wheat harvesting― 
binding, stooking, threshing and cleaning― into one operation. During WWII, his 
invention was doing the work of hundreds to make up for a shortage of farm 
labour. 
 
Australian Dictionary of Biography: “Carroll, Thomas (Tom) (1888-1968)” 
www.adb.online.anu.edu.au/biogs/AS10082b.htm 
 
41. Separable Baggage Check, 1882 [John Mitchell Lyons]  
While waiting in airports, tired travelers might sit and ponder who invented the 
separable baggage check tag. Well… they might be startled awake to know it 
was an inventor from Canada’s Maritimes. And the inventive idea still travels 
well. 
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42. Ski-Doo, 1922 [Armand Bombardier]  
Talk about teenage ingenuity. Joseph-Armand Bombardier, a 15 year-old kid 
from Quebec, took the motor of an old Ford, somehow attached it to a sleigh, and 
changed winter transport forever. 
 
J.Armand Bombardier Museum: “J. Armand Bombardier” 
www.museebombardier.com/en/content/jab/jab.htm 
 
 
43. Snowblower, 1925 [Arthur Sicard]  
He was considered oddly optimistic for trying to conquer winter. But in 1925, 
Arthur Sicard’s contraption quickly cleared Montreal’s roads, and got the city 
moving after a snowstorm. 
 
Suite 101: “Snowblower” www.suite101.com/article.cfm/farming/112466 
 
44. Standard time, 1878 [Sandford Fleming]  
If you want to make sure the trains run on time, you better have all your clocks 
ticking in unison. Sir Sandford Fleming, one of the architects of the CPR, did just 
that. 
 
CBC Archives: “Sir Sanford Fleming Delivers ‘the World on Time’” 
archives.cbc.ca/IDC-1-75-2079-12894-10/on_this_day/science_technology/twt 
 
45. Telephone, 1876 [Alexander Graham Bell]  
Canada’s most famous inventor started to experiment with sound when he was 
just a teenager. After years of tinkering he figured out how to send sound-waves 
through wire, and the first―now famous―spoken words: "Mr. Watson, come 
here, I need you," were transmitted on March 10, 1876. 
 
CBC.ca: “Alexander Graham Bell” www.cbc.ca/greatest/top_ten/nominee/bell-
alexander-graham.html 
 
46. UV Degradable Plastics, 1971 [James Guillet]  
This Toronto chemistry professor discovered a new plastic that, eventually, turns 
to dust when continually exposed to sunlight. 
 
University of Toronto: “James Guillet, Chemist and Teacher: 1927-2005” 
www.news.utoronto.ca/inthenews/archive/2005_10_01.html (under 
Alumni News) 
 
47. Walkie-Talkie, 1942 [Donald L. Hings]  
In 1942, Donald Hings invented the walkie-talkie for the Canadian military. Over 
60 years later it’s an essential tool for soldiers everywhere. 
 



Greatest Canadian Invention in the Classroom  p. 14 of 24 

HyperStealth Biotechnology Corporation: “Donald Lewes Hings” 
www.hyperstealth.com/DonHings/Don-Hings-Walkie-Talkie-Development.PDF 
 
48. WEEVAC 6, 1980s [Wendy Murphy]  
It’s got six sturdy warm pockets to carry newborn babies to safety. The WEEVAC 6 
is a first in stretchers ― it can fit half a dozen tiny patients at once. 
 
Inventive Women: Inventive Women Biographies: “Wendy Murphy” 
www.inventivewomen.com/library/library_wendy_murphy_on.shtml 
 
 
49. Wonderbra, 1964 [Louise Poirier]  
“Plunge and push” is the secret technology designed to maximize cleavage in 
this gravity-defying invention. Louise Poirier, a designer working for a Montreal-
based lingerie company, developed the revolutionary bra.  
 
University of Michigan Business School: “Sara Lee: Wonderbra” www-
personal.umich.edu/~afuah/cases/case15.html 
 
50. Zipper, 1913 [Gideon Sundback]  
Can you imagine a world of just buttons and buckles? Do you know how long it 
would take to get dressed in the morning? Thanks to Gideon Sundback, that part 
of our lives became a lot easier. 
 
About.com: “The History of the Zipper” 
inventors.about.com/library/weekly/aa082497.htm 
 
 
 
 
 

Suggested Additional Web Resources 

Canadian Inventors and Inventions 
 “Canadian Inventors – All About Canadian Inventors and Inventions.” 
About.com, 2006. (inventors.about.com/od/canadianinventors/) 
 
“Canadian Science and Engineering Hall of Fame.” Canada Science and 
Technology Museum, 2006. 
(www.sciencetech.technomuses.ca/english/about/hallfame/u_m_e.cfm) 
 
“Inventive Women.” Inventive Women, 2006. 
(www.inventivewomen.com/home/home.shtml) 
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McGaghran, Terry. “50 Canadian Innovations That Changed Our    Lives.” 
Northeastern Ontario Communications Network, 2004. (www.operation-
dialogue.com/e/pdf/Canadian_Inventions_School.pdf) 
 
National Research Council Canada. “Canadian Innovations and Innovators.” 
National Research Council Canada, 2006. (www.nrc-
cnrc.gc.ca/education/innovations/sti-innovations_e.html) 
 
Library and Archives Canada - Made in Canada: Patents of Invention and 
the Story of Canadian Innovation 
(http://www.collectionscanada.ca/innovations/023020-2000-e.html) 

Intellectual Property and Patents 
Bellis, Mary. “Lessons on Turning a New Invention Idea Into Money.” About.com, 
2006. (inventors.about.com/od/firststeps/a/lesson_money.htm) [Note that some 
information is specific to the United States] 
 
Canadian Intellectual Property Office. “Patents.” Strategis, 2006. 
(strategis.ic.gc.ca/sc_mrksv/cipo/patents/pt_main-e.html) 
 
CBC News. “Protecting Your Ideas in Canada.” Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation, 2006. (www.cbc.ca/news/background/patents/) 
 
Intellectual Property Institute of Canada. “About Patents.” IPIC, 2006. 
(www.ipic.ca/english/general/patents.cfm) 
 
“Patent (Consumer Tips – Legal).” Better Business Bureau of Southern Alberta, 
2004. 
(www.betterbusinessbureau.ca/consumer_services/tips/patents.
asp) 

Invention As a Process 
 “Inventions.” Pitsco Ideas and Solutions, 2006. 
(catalog.pitsco.com/content/item.aspx?CategoryID=9&ap=1&art=
12&bhfx=8.0%20%20r22&bhfv=8&bhqs=1) 
 
National Research Council Canada. “A Day in the Life…” National Research 
Council Canada, 2006. (www.nrc-cnrc.gc.ca/education/innovations/sti-dil-
main_e.html) 
 
Smithsonian National Museum of American History. “Inventors at Play.” 
Smithsonian, 2002. 
(invention.smithsonian.org/centerpieces/iap/iapgalleryguide.pdf) 
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Greatest Canadian Invention: A Profile 
 

This sheet will serve as a notemaking guide as you perform your research on 
one or more of the candidates for “greatest Canadian invention.” You may use 
point-form notes. You may not be able to fill in every section, but you should be 
able to explain why you could not, if you are asked. Be sure to identify your 
sources, including complete web addresses, in the appropriate spaces on the 
form. 

 
Invention:     Date: 
 
Inventor:      Born:  Died: 
 
Birthplace of Inventor: 
 
Educational background:  
 
 
 
Employment activity:  
 
 
Description of the invention:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Was the inventor inspired by a particular incident or observation?  
 
 
 
 
 
What specific needs did the invention meet?  
 
 
 
 
 
Did the inventor work alone, or with colleagues?  
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Was the inventor responsible for other inventions? (If so, list some of the more 
significant.)  
 
 
 
 
 
Did the inventor benefit economically from the invention? (If not, why not?)  
 
 
 
 
 
Is the invention still in common use?  
 
 
 
 
Were you aware of the existence of this invention before you began your 
research? 
 
 
 
Should this invention be chosen as one of the finalists for the titel “greatest 
Canadian invention”?  In sentence form, write a brief summary of why you 
believe it should or shouldn’t be part of the top group.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
List the sources for your research notes here:  
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Greatest Canadian Invention: An Alternate List 
On July 1 (Canada Day), the newspaper the National Post published a list it 
called “Canada’s Top 10.” It included 10 “Canadian Firsts” in innovation – and 
half of them did not make the list for Greatest Canadian Invention. The National 
Post’s top 10 were as follows (the full article, with descriptions of each 
innovation, is available at Canada.com at 
www.canada.com/nationalpost/news/story.html?id=3bbac911-6e03-47da-9cc3-
fb3c9f0a774a&k=72968):  
1.Paint Roller (Norman Breakey, 1940) 
2.Telephone (Alexander Graham Bell, 1919) 
3.The Game Show (Roy Ward Dickson, 1935) 
4.Bloody Caesar (Walter Chell, 1969) 
5.V-chip (Tim Collings) 
6.Fielder’s Glove (Arthur Irwin) 
7.Speed of Sound (George Wong, 1984) 
8.Light Bulb (Henry Woodward, 1874) 
9.Heart Pacemaker (John Hopps, 1949) 
10.Square-head Screw (Peter Robertson, 1908) 
 
Numbers 3, 5, 6, 7 and 8 failed to make the “Top 50” list for Greatest Canadian 
Invention.  

Discussion Questions 
1.Of the five inventions missing from the “Top 50” list, are there any you feel 
should definitely have been included? Why are they important enough to be 
considered among the “greatest” inventions by Canadians? 
 
2.If you are adding new inventions to the list, then one or more will have to be 
eliminated from the “Top 50.” Which ones would you eliminate, and why? 
 
3.Of the five inventions missing from the “Top 50” list, is any one of them 
important enough that it might have been included as a finalist for consideration 
as “Greatest Canadian Invention”? Why or why not? 
 
4.Of the five inventions common to both lists, are any likely to be a finalists on 
the program? Which ones and why? 
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Greatest Canadian Invention: Another Top 50! 
In 2004, Terry McGaghran, Special Projects Coordinator for the Northeastern 
Ontario Communications Network, prepared a list he titled “50 Canadian 
Innovations That Changed Our Lives.” The list is available in Adobe pdf format at 
www.operation-
dialogue.com/e/pdf/Canadian_Inventions_School.pdf. 
 
Only 24 innovations from McGaghran’s list appear on the “Top 50” list for 
Greatest Canadian Invention. If nothing else, this provides yet another 
demonstration of the depth and richness of Canadian innovation history. “50 
Canadian Innovations That Changed Our Lives” also provides a further 
opportunity for students to explore Canada’s inventive history. 

Suggested Activities 
1.Select a new innovation from McGaghran’s in the same field as one you have 
researched from the CBC list (for example, if you studied insulin you might 
investigate Wilder Penfield’s “Montreal Procedure.”  Compare the inventors’ 
backgrounds and the way in which the two innovations were developed.  
 
2.Choose an innovation from McGaghran’s list that you feel should not have 
been left out of the CBC’s Top 50. Write an editorial giving the reasons why it 
should be the beneficiary of a write-in campaign for consideration for the 
program. 
 
3.Sort one or both lists according to the field in which the invention or innovation 
was developed. Are there areas in which Canadians seem to be especially 
innovative? Does either listing show a bias toward particular areas of interest? (A 
worksheet is included to help you sort the inventions, and may be used with 
either list.) 
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Greatest Canadian Invention: Sorting the Candidates - A Worksheet 
The 50 inventions on the Greatest Canadian Invention list have benefited a 
variety of fields of activity. Most, however, can be identified with one specific 
specialty. Using the headings on this worksheet, sort the inventions according to 
the suggested headings. If no heading seems appropriate for any of the 
inventions, place it in “Miscellaneous” – but be prepared to explain why. When 
you have completed your sorting, compare your results with other class 
members. (This worksheet may also be used to sort “The 50 Canadian 
Inventions That Changed Our Lives) 
 
Arts and Entertainment 
 
 
Construction 
 
 
Energy 
 
 
Fashion  
 
 
Food and Drink 
 
 
High-Tech Industries 
 
 
Home Economics 
 
 
Medicine  
 
 
Transportation 
 
 
Safety 
 
 
Sports 
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For Discussion 
1.What areas show the greatest numbers of nominated inventions? Why do you 
think that is? 
 
2.Were any of the inventions particularly difficult to categorize? If so, why? 
 
3.In each of the categories, which invention would you choose as the greatest? 
Why? 
 
4.Are some of the areas more important than others? Could the “Greatest 
Canadian Invention” come from any of these categories? Are there one or two 
categories that are most likely to provide the “greatest”? 
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Greatest Canadian Invention: Protecting Intellectual 
Property 
Governments help to protect successful inventors from theft of their ideas by 
issuing patents for their inventions. A patent is a legal document that prevents an 
invention from being copied for a certain number of years. Patent law can be very 
complicated, but anyone interested in invention should have a basic 
understanding of how it works. Here are 10 True-False questions to test you on 
the basics. The answers are located on the next page. 
 

1.Patents in Canada are issued for 20 years. After that time the invention can 
legally be copied by anyone. 
 True   False 
 
2.Patents must contain a full description of the workings of an invention. This 
information is made publicly available to all interested parties. 
 True   False 
 
3.The patent office will reject any patent that it considers silly. 
 True   False 
 
4.Patents may be issued for both new inventions and improvements to existing 
inventions. 
 True   False 
 
5.Most patents are issued for totally new inventions. 
 True   False 
 
6.A Canadian patent protects an inventor not only in Canada but in other 
countries as well. 
 True   False 
 
7.The first inventor to get the idea gets the patent. 
 True   False 
 
8.Eighty per cent of patent applications in Canada are approved. 
 True   False 
 
9.Applying for a patent is a simple process. 
 True   False 
 
10.The Canadian Intellectual Property Office, which issues all patents in Canada, 
will prosecute anyone suspected of illegally copying a protected invention. 
 True   False 
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Answers 
1.True. The granted patent is issued from the date of the original application. 
After 20 years, almost all inventions have been improved or replaced to a point 
where they are no longer of much value. 
 
2.True. Canadian patents are all available on line from the Canadian Patents 
Database (patents1.ic.gc.ca/intro-e.html). 
 
3.False. The patent office will only reject an invention if it does not work. Those 
interested in some of the sillier inventions patented in the United States will enjoy 
a visit to CrazyPatents.com at www.crazypatents.com/. 
 
4.True. 
 
5.False. Improvements to existing patented inventions account for 90 per cent of 
new patents. 
 
6.False. Inventors must apply in every country where they wish their invention to 
be protected against copying. 
 
7.False. The first inventor to file for an invention gets the patent. 
 
8.True. In 2004-2005, there were over 39,000 applications. 
 
9.False. Applying for a patent is very complicated. Almost all inventors hire a 
representative called a patent agent to handle the process for them. 
 
10.False. In Canada, the person who holds the patent is responsible for making 
sure it is enforced. 
 

To Learn More 
See the section “Selected Additional Web Resources: Intellectual Property and 
Patents” in this guide. A highly recommended starting point is the CBC News 
backgrounder “Protecting Your Ideas in Canada” available at 
www.cbc.ca/news/background/patents/. 
 
 
 


