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Résumé I Abstract 

Cet article explore les rapports qui existent entre l'enseignement scolaire et les changements qui se produisent dans le milieu matériel et social 
où il est dispensé, compte tenu de l'évolution de la structure sociale du corps enseignant. L'auteur analyse d'abord la pédagogie et les conditions 
de travail des enseignants (principalement dans le Haut-Canada et en Ontario) en fonction des innovations introduites par l'État et de ques
tions litigieuses comme la fréquentation scolaire, la construction des bâtiments scolaires et la conception des classes, le matériel pédagogique et 
la responsabilité de l'entretien de l'école. En s'inspirant des ouvrages de Marta Danylewycz sur le Québec, ainsi que d!Alison Prentice et de 
Beth Light sur l'Ontario, l'auteur expose brièvement la structure sociale de l'enseignement et montre comment les changements qui s'y pro
duisent peuvent se rapporter au milieu de travail et au matériel dont disposent les enseignants. En conclusion, on présente un essai de 
chronologie sur l'histoire de l'enseignement. 

This paper explores the relationships between school teaching and changes in the material and social environment in which the work of 
teaching occurred, and between both of these and the changing social structure of the teaching force. First, nineteenth-century pedagogy and 
luorking conditions for teachers (chiefly in Upper Canada and Ontario) are analyzed in terms of state-promoted innovations and debates 
affecting attendance, school building and classroom design, teaching tools and who should clean the school. This is followed by a brief discus
sion , drawing on the work of Marta Danylewycz on Quebec and A lison Prentice and Beth Light on Ontario, of the social structure of teach
ing and how changes in this structure might be related to the material environment and tools of teachers' work in schools.. The paper concludes 
with a suggested periodization for the history of teachers. 

Mary O'Brien and Anne Langton were early Upper 
Canadians who "kept school." During one period of her 
life in Canada, Anne Langton, a spinster who devoted her 
life chiefly to housekeeping for brothers in Canada and 
England, took in neighbours' children to teach a few days 
a week. Not all that enamoured of her "untutored children 
of the forest," she nevertheless believed it her duty to 
spread British culture to the inhabitants of the Canadian 
backwoods. Mary O'Brien's motives were rather different. 
She took in a pupil in order to have, in exchange, the 
young woman's help with her own children and the house
work. Mary's pupil lived with her teacher's family and she 
and the O'Brien daughters were taught together. 

Originally presented in January 1983 at "Industrious in Their 
Habits: Rediscovering the World of Work," a Heritage Conference 
jointly sponsored by the Ontario Museum Association and the 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education. The Ontario research re
ported in this paper has been sponsored by the Ontario Institute for 
Studies in Education, while the research on teachers in Quebec was 
supported by a Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
grant to my colleague in the study of teachers, Marta Danylewycz. I 
am grateful for this support and as well to Beth Light, who assisted 
with the study of teachers' characteristics using the manuscript 
census. My thanks also to John Abbott and Marta Danylewycz for 
careful and extremely helpful critical readings of earlier versions of 
the paper. 

Domestic schools of the sort run by Mary O'Brien and 
Anne Langton were not uncommon in British North 
America. They clearly had long roots in a past which did 
not distinguish very sharply between pupils and servants 
or between the mistresses and masters of households and 
the mistresses and masters of schools. To examine the shift 
from the kind of teacher represented by Langton and 
O'Brien to the modern teacher is to explore a major shift in 
the nature of work in schools: a transition encompassing 
not only the work itself, but the work-place and the social 
characteristics of the workers. 

North American studies in the history of teaching have 
unveiled many aspects of the shift. Studies of the ideology 
surrounding the movement of women from domestic or 
private into public school teaching followed earlier work 
which focused on the quest for professionalism in an occu
pation that was relatively poorly paid and tended to attract 
large numbers of transient or temporary workers. More 
recently, research and writing in the history of teachers 
has focused on the teachers themselves: on the organiza
tion of teacher associations, sexual divisions of labour in 
the occupation, and cultural and regional variations in its 
history.3 What follows is in part a summary of some Cana
dian findings in this research. In part it is also an attempt 
to open up a new approach to this history of teaching, one 
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which focuses on the relationships that can be traced 
between the teachers — who they were, where they came 
from, and how they were seen in the community — and 
the work that they did in and out of schools. 

1 

To begin with the work is to consider the work-place. 
One of the most significant transitions that has occurred 
between Mary O'Brien and Anne Langton's time and our 
own clearly has been the shift from the private or family 
school, conducted in the household of its teacher or 
teachers, to the non-domestic or public institution, con
ducted in a building now formally identified as a school 
house or, eventually, simply as a school. In terms of their 
own numbers, the vast majority of schools continued to be 
carried on in the rooms of private dwellings or in the tran
sitional one-room schools that dotted the Canadian land
scape for most of the nineteenth century. In terms of num
bers of pupils and teachers, however, by the end of that 
century and certainly by the first quarter of the twentieth, 
more and more of those involved in schooling were spend
ing their working days in larger structures: the two- or 
three-room schools of villages or the even more grand, 
graded institutions of towns and cities. The latter, of 
course, were the prototypes of the future. By the mid-
twentieth century it is certain that the majority of teachers 
and pupils alike were to be found in such institutions, de
spite the persistence in some locations and the continuing 
mystique of the one-room rural school. 

On the grounds that the physical environment in which 
schooling took place necessarily affected (and was affected 
by) the teacher's work, it is worth examining in some 
detail. In traditional domestic or family schools, pupils 
were instructed in kitchens, in parlours, or in upstairs 
rooms set aside for the purpose. Somewhat untypically, 
perhaps, an Ancaster, Upper Canada, schoolmistress even 
proposed in 1828 to conduct her school in a neighbour's 
ballroom. The furnishings in such schools were essentially 
the chairs and tables or, in more simple surroundings, the 
stools and benches that the household possessed, multi
plied according to the number of scholars to be accom
modated. In the early one-room school house, benches or 
"forms" provided the most common seating for pupils, 
while the teacher was usually provided with a chair or a 
stool. Although writing desks were increasingly thought 
necessary, they were often placed along the walls and were 
rarely sufficient to accommodate all the scholars at any one 
time. Nor did every teacher enjoy the privilege of a desk in 
the first school houses. 

It is interesting to speculate on the probable relation
ship between these physical surroundings and the 
teacher's work. Chairs and the ordinary furnishings of 
houses suggest the possibility of a mobile, fairly flexible 
atmosphere. With benches we are already moving toward 
the immobilization of the pupils who typically now would 

Fig. 1. Entitled "March of Intellect," this 1845 sketch of a 
common school in Adelaide Township, Upper Canada, 
was the work of school superintendent William 
Elliott. The open fire, single window, and low ceilings 
— even the telaxed posture of the schoolmaster — were 
all features of mid-nineteenth-century common 
schooling that critics like Elliott ultimately 
condemned. (Metropolitan Toronto Library, JRR 
3338.) 

be lined up in rows facing the teacher. Yet the bench was 
still a potentially flexible piece of furniture compared with 
what was to come, as an elderly schoolmaster from the 
District of Gore, Canada West, proved to the school 
superintendent of that district in the late 184()s. The 
superintendent, Patrick Thornton, reported to the pro
vince's Chief Superintendent of Schools that he had found 
the teacher using the school bench to relax. Comfortably 
lying on it, the aged pedagogue had permitted the chil
dren to read to him as they gradually drifted into the 
school house during the course of the morning. This was 
an old-fashioned and far too grandfatherly approach for 
Thornton. When all of the scholars were assembled, he 
gave both the old man and the pupils a lecture on punctu
ality. Later he saw to it that the government grant was 
denied to this teacher.^ 

The casual approach that Thornton so deplored begins 
to suggest not only the relationship between the physical 
environment of the school and the character of the 
teacher's work, but the importance of the social environ
ment as well. In the early household and family schools 
and even in the first one-room community schools, the 
attendance of the pupils was not only extremely unpunc-
tual by modern standards, but also highly sporadic. No 
teacher knew which of his or her registered pupils would 
be in attendance on any given day or for what period of 
time they might stay once they did come to school. As late 
as 1882 schoolmaster D. Farquhar McLennan ol (harlot 
tenbutgh, Ontario, noted in his diary the pupils who left 
at recess or noon and did not return. The delightful diary 
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of Maggie Beattie, who taught near Morrisburg, Ontario, 
in 1898, records a constantly fluctuating number of schol
ars in attendance and, as well, the changeable weather 
conditions that could prevent school trustees from meet
ing in the same way that they often kept children at 
home. 

Of course weather was only one of the factors affecting 
school attendance. Both enrolment and daily attendance 
were also dictated by the length and character of the jour
ney to school, by the numbers of children in a family, and 
by their parents' or guardians' ability to clothe them. 
Most importantly, they were dictated by the other work 
that children and young people had to do. Thus, on a par
ticular September day in 1852, the teacher of a small 
country school in West Gwillimbury, Canada West, had 
no doubts whatsoever about why some of his pupils had 
stayed away. They were involved in the potato harvest.8 

As Canadians were increasingly sold on the idea of regu
lar schooling for their children and as more and more 
people left farm or bush to take up residence in towns, 
these material conditions of the teacher's work gradually 
changed. Although poor urban families continued to need 
the labour of their children and resisted regular and ex
tended bouts of schooling for them, the general trend was 
toward increasing school attendance, both in terms of a 
lengthening school year and in terms of a growing number 
of days and years that any given child might continue in 
school. The promoters of increased and more regular 

Fig. 2. The work ot a Toronto firm enjoying the sanction of the 
Upper Canadian Department of Education, these desks 
were nevertheless held by Deputy Superintendent of 
Schools John Geotge Hodgins to be less than ideal. The 
hinged lids caused unnecessary noise when they were 
being opened and shut. Pupils could also hide behind 
them and thus perform "acts...which would not be 
openly attempted." (John Geotge Hodgins, TheSchool 
House: Its Architecture, External and Internal Arrange
ments, with Additional Papers.... [Toronto: Department 
ot Public Instruction for Upper Canada, 1857], p. 75.) 

PIC. i 

Fig. 3. The authot of The School House believed that this 
arrangement of desks was well designed for the 
purposes of school government. Pupils seated diago
nally could not see each others' faces and were pre
vented from "playing and whispering." Furthermore, 
in a space that normally seared only 36, this arrange
ment permitted the accommodation of as many as 46 
children. (John George Hodgins, The School House: Its 
Architecture, External and Internal Arrangement*, with 
Additional Papers.... [Toronro: Department of Public 
Instruction for Upper Canada, 1857], p. 78.) 

schooling agonized over the "idleness" of the young and 
one suspects that it was chiefly urban youth that con
cerned them, as fears were expressed about the potential 
for juvenile delinquency that existed among the idle and 
unschooled in cities. Whatever theit reasoning, by the 
end of the nineteenth century most provinces had enacted 
compulsory school laws to try to ensure that children 
under twelve years of age received several years in school. 
While these laws may not, in fact, have altered either rates 
of enrolment or attendance, they symbolized new 
attitudes to schooling and new conditions of work for 
teachets. Increasingly, the expectation was that most chil
dren would attend school for five days a week and for all of 
the school days of the year. 

In the course of the nineteenth century, school "govern
ment" or the maintenance of order in school, was also both 
an increasing concern and a growing expectation. Clearly, 
in the early household or private schools, pupil numbers 
were so small that order was rarely a problem. Older schol
ars helped our with younger ones and parental discipline, 
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even if this was frequently harsh, was the order of the day. 
But as teaching moved out of the household and into the 
public school, problems of control often developed. Num
bers in any given school were larger. Indeed classes were 
frequently huge by modern standards. There were older 
children in attendance who had never experienced con
finement in a school before; occasionally pupils were even 
older than the teacher. In these circumstances questions 
were increasingly raised about how best to keep order and 
systems developed for doing so. Students filed in and out 
of classrooms; individual seats, screwed to the floor, re
placed benches and made it easier to keep pupils apart 
(figs. 2, 3); teachers introduced government-produced 
merit cards and other rewards to encourage orderly 
behaviour in their pupils. 

Other shifts occurred in the tools of the teacher's trade. 
Instead of allowing pupils to bring their own books, often 
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Fig. 4. Catalogues like that of the E.N. Moyer Company, 
"Canada's School Furnishers," urged boards of trustees 
to provide their schools with the best and the latest in 
school furnishings and teaching aids. Along with theit 
products, they promoted less tangible items as well: 
the virtues of competition and the thrill of 
consumerism. (E.N. Moyer Company, Catalogue 
[Toronto 1912], p. 10. Hodgins Rare Book Room, 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education.) 

texts which had been handed down from child to child in 
the family, provincial and local school authorities began 
to insist on uniform classroom sets of books. They also 
insisted that schools acquire blackboards, globes, and 
other Technologies unknown to the traditional domestic or 
even the early one-room school teacher (figs. 4, 5). From a 
pedagogy which focused on individual, if rote, rci ii.nions 
from the pupil's own book, teachers were urged ro move CO 
the "simultaneous" method of teaching. In this method, 
whole classes were instructed ar the same t ime, a peda
gogy that was suited to the larger, graded schools and also 
to more regular attendance, for it depended on entire 
classes of children being kept at the same place in the same 
book at the same time. The desire to create this kind of 
learning environment, indeed, was behind the building of 
larger schools and the intense campaigns to promote regu
lar attendance among pupils. Simultaneous teaching, the 
method school reformers believed to be the most efficient, 
was impossible if students came irregularly or were un-
puncrual, or if children of all ages and stages of learning 
were mixed together and used a great variety ol different 
books. Simultaneous teaching was also supposed to be-
more stimulating to children and, according to the 
reformed pedagogy, teachers were not only to instruct and 
control rheir pupils but to interest them. No longer wind 
ing their individual ways through their own books and 
lessons, whole classes were now expected to rivet their 
attention on the teacher, or on the increasingly ubiquitous 
blackboard, and to work together. The ideal, according ro 
one late-nineteenth-century American school superin
tendent, was that at any given time any given grade of 
children throughour the school in his city should be on the 
same page of the same book at the same time. ' ' 

Thus the more structured learning environments that 
gradually developed in the course of the nineteenth cen
tury both dictated and made possible more formal and dis
tanced approaches to the teacher's work. Early nineteenth-
century teachers and many who followed them probably 
maintained whatever distance they could from their 
pupils with the use of the birch rod. In the 186()s, Toronto 
Normal School students were still learning when and 
when not to "flog," according to the notes of one of them, 
while in 1882 D. Farquhar McClennan reported the need 
to "whip" his pupils with amazing frequency. But 
formal pedagogies, larger schools and, perhaps, the 
presence of growing numbers of women teachers created a 
new kind of distance between teachers and taught. And as 
teachers were increasingly urged to strive for a professional 
status superior to that of their scholars, social class factors 
were involved as well. The ideal teacher by 1900 was 
hardly an old gentleman lying on a bench as the pupils 
read to him or a gentlewoman quietly going about her 
business in her own household and instructing the young 
at the same time. The new teacher was a person who stood 
at the front of the room, actively pursuing the attention 
and allegiance of his or her pupils. The latter were, in 
theory and increasingly in practice, fixed in individual 
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Changing Pedagogies: The Spread of 
Blackboard Use in Upper Canada, 
1856-1866 

Percentage of 

Elementary Schools 

with Blackboards 

>90.0 

80.0-89.9 

70.0-79.9 

60.0-69.9 

9 L I 50.0-59. 

I I ^ 5 0 . 0 

Fig. 5. Upper Canadian teachers and trustees appear to have responded with amazing speed to Education Department pressure favouring 
blackboards in the 1850s and 1860s. By fixing pupils' attention collectively on an object and on the written rather than the 
spoken word, blackboards must have assisted teachers in the shift to the highly regarded "simultaneous" mode of teaching and 
altered schoolroom relations in the direction of greater silence, collectivity, and control. (Courtesy of The Historical Alias of 
Canada, Vol. 2. Research for the maps was carried out by Susan Laskin and funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada.) 
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Fig. 6. The ground floor of a two-storey brick school house, 
designed by Toronto architects for the town of Simcoe, 
Norfolk County, Upper Canada, to hold from 500 to 
600 pupils. Schoolroom "A" alone was intended to 
accommodate 160. (John George Hodgins, The School 
House: Its Architecture, External and Internal Arrange
ments, with Additional Papers... [Toronto: Depart
ment Public Instruction for Upper Canada, 
1857], p. 211.) 

seats that were firmly screwed to the floor and were or
ganized according to age and academic level in classrooms 
that were inside large buildings containing many other 
classrooms similarly organized (fig. 6). 

Over both teachers and taught loomed the authority of 
a whole new set of educatots whose presence gradually 
altered the conditions of work for the otdinary classroom 
teacher: principals, school board trustees, superin
tendents and inspectors and, ultimately, the provincial 
officials who ran the ever-growing bureaucracies known as 
provincial departments of education. Much that was new 
in nineteenth-century teachers' work was promoted by 
these authorities and the new often was hotly debated. 
Parents and trustees objected to the new subjects as they 
were introduced or to the new pedagogies. Some had no 
use for grammar; others had no intention of supplying the 
local teacher with a blackboard. In some rural Ontario 
communities at least, grammar and blackboards appear to 
have symbolized an alien culture, the unnecessary and 
offensive trappings of an all-too-distant metropolitan 

M 
power. 

Another vigorously debated question involved what 
might best be described as the housework of the school, 
the laying of fires and the cleaning of the schoolroom. In 
1848, the Chief Superintendent of Schools for Canada 
West, Egerton Ryerson, wrote that these matters were 
subject to negotiation between teachers and the trustees 
who employed them, the law not specifying who was 
responsible for the work of school maintenance. But argu
ments on the subject continued. One gathers that most 
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Fig. 7. An aspect of the schoolroom environment much dis
liked by turn-of-the-century teachers was the dust and 
dirt, particularly associated with oily school floors. 
The ttansition to janitors meant that urban teachers ai 
least, no longer had to clean their own schools. E.N. 
Moyer's "New Dustless Floor Brush" was designed to 
take the irritation away even from being present while 
the janitot was doing his work. School boards were 
responding, in this petiod, to the efficiency movement 
in industry and Moyer's descriprion of schoolroom 
cleaning also attempted to capitalize on this trend. 
(E.N. Moyer Company, Catalogue [Toronto 1912], 
p. 31. Hodgins Rare Book Room, Ontario Institute for 
Studies in Education.) 

local school trustees thought that the housework ol the 
school was part of the teacher's job, while a good many 
teachers increasingly objected to doing it. Finally, in 
1861, the Journal of Education for Upper Canada 
pronounced on the subject. The question was no longer 
one to be settled locally, at least in theory. According to 
the Department of Education, teachers were not required 
to make fires or to clean, much less repair, the school 
house. Teachers were employed only to teach school. 

With the development of larger schools and more 
sophisticated methods of cleaning and heating, a separate 
category of caretakers evolved who specialized in the 
maintenance of schools and these debates eventually came 
to an end. Yet defining the boundaries of the teacher's 
work has continued to be a problem to this day. If teachers 
trying to establish themselves in nineteenth-century 
communities felt undermined or overworked if asked to 
petform the housekeeping tasks of the school, many 
contemporary teachers have felt the supervision of 
lunchrooms equally beneath their dignity as educators or, 
more mundanely, simply beyond their capacities in terms 
of time and enetgy. 
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Perhaps nowadays, however, it is the ever-increasing 
mountains of paperwork that most irritate the people who 
work in schools. This condition too can be traced to the 
nineteenth century. From the ubiquitous school register, 
which had to be filled in at least twice a day, to the grow
ing numbers of tests and exams to mark, forms to fill out 
and reports to make, teachers even in one-room rural 
schools were more and more involved in written work, as 
were their pupi ls . ' Gradually spelling bees, mental 
arithmetic contests, and public examinations, and the oral 
culture which sustained these activities, gave way to the 
culture of the written word, once again substantially alter
ing the conditions of the teacher's work. The hard work of 
keeping fires going and cleaning school houses may have 
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Fig. 8. Normal School students learned the importance of 
sch(X)l government both by the example of their own 
training and by precept. Maria Payne's notes, made at 
the Normal School in Toronto in the late 1860s, tecotd 
her reaction to instruction in the keeping of school 
registers. "In these squates," she notes with apparent 
mystification, "you must put cettain marks." 
Although she could not keep up with the speed of the 
lecture, she attempted to get down, at the very least, 
what was done at the model school attached to Toronto 
Normal. In the "model," matks wete given not only for 
punctual attendance (evidently fout times a day) but 
for "petfect recitations" and "good conduct." The keep
ing of such tecords marked the beginning of a trend to
ward ever-increasing amounts of paperwork tor 
teachers. (Maria Payne Notebooks, Toronto Notmal 
School, Education Recotds, General Collection, 1860-
69, Mu 975, Box 5, no. 6, Archives of Ontario.) 

disappeared, but only to be replaced by what many 
teachers would see as a different sorr of drudgery. 

II 

One can imagine public examinarions conducred by 
genrlemen teachers who, by virtue of their age, srarus, 
and gender, had the potential to exercise the kind of 
authority and showmanship appropriate to such occa
sions. Christmas recitals, on the other hand, may have 
seemed more suitable tasks for the young women who in
creasingly came to staff Canada's one-room rural, as well 
as larger urban, schools. This is only one of many possible 
illusrrations of the relationships that may exist between 
the perceived characteristics of workers and the nature of 
the wotk they perform. When it came to the manual work 
associated with nineteenth-century rural schools, it may 
have seemed proper for male teachers to split the firewood 
for rhe school but not quite right fot them to take on the 
cleaning. For young women, the opposite likely would 
have been the case, although one must beware of applying 
modern stereotypes to a pioneer society. Nevertheless it is 
clear that this reasoning applied ro rhe use of the birch 
rod, which was gradually replaced, as teaching forces 
feminized, by the "strap" which, in irs rurn, was recom
mended for sparing use and, eventually, only by princi
pals. In the large, graded schools where these same princi
pals held sway, it was assumed that kindetgarten and early 
grade school teachets would be women. The principals 
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Fig. 9. This plan of a school house measuring 24 feet by 26 
feet, with 10-foot ceilings, appears to have been 
submitted in 1882 by the school commissioners of Sr. 
Gabriel de Brandon-Berthier to the Quebec superin
tendent of schools, Gideon Ouimet, fot his approval. 
Its designers assumed both that the teachet would be a 
single woman and that she would live in the school 
house. (M. O'Keir to the Honourable Gideon Ouimer, 
1 I January 1882, Education Recotds E 13, Atchives 
Nationales du Québec.) 
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Fig. 10. Hodgins' 1857 school manual had described the construction of a modest blackboard that could be accommodated on an easel. 
Not so the school supplier of 1912, who imagined school room walls almost entirely covered with boards. (E.N. Moyer Com
pany, Catalogue [Toronto 1912], p. 13. Hodgins Rare Book Room, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education.) 
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themselves and the teachers of the higher grades, on the 
other hand, seemed more appropriately male. 

Yet that the social structure of teaching has been a more 
complex and changeable phenomenon than such state
ments would imply is revealed when we examine ques
tions such as gender more minutely. Statistical profiles of 
nineteenth-century teachers compiled from manuscript 
census returns currently available to researchers for the 
years 1851, 1861, 1871, and 1881, make such detailed 
examination possible for at least one brief but important 
period of Canadian history. Marta Danylewycz, Beth 
Light, and I have analyzed the changing characteristics of 
teachers during the third quarter of the nineteenth cen
tury for selected rural counties of Quebec and Ontario and 
for the cities of Montreal and Toronto, using these sources 
in conjunction with the records of local school boards and 
the provincial departments of education. 

If we begin with the two cities, we find that in Toronto 
feminization proceeded rapidly, especially in the schools 
controlled by the Public School Board until , by 1881, 
over 80 per cent of the teachers were women. In Montreal, 
the opposite occurred. Gradually, among the lay teachers 
employed by the Roman Catholic School Commission in 
the city, the men increased in proportion to the women 
until , by the end of our period, they were in the majority. 
In Montreal, in fact, large numbers of Roman Catholic 
women teachers continued in private or domestic teaching 
well beyond the period when most other Canadian 
teachers were abandoning this traditional form of educa
tional work. An alternative, of course, was to join a 
teaching order and this was the path that many Quebec 
Catholic women chose. Convent schools multiplied 
rapidly in the second half of the nineteenth century and 
became preferred work-places for many middle-class and 
urban Francophone women teachers.18 

Young lay women, however, continued to staff the 
poorer schools of rural districts in Quebec. Indeed, they 
did so in far greater proportions and from an earlier date 
than was the case for most parts of rural Ontario. In 
Quebec as a whole women were already the majority of 
teachers by the 1850s. Although certain eastern counties 
of Ontario followed the Quebec pattern of early female 
majorities among teachers, in rural Ontario as a whole 
male teachers continued to be numerically dominant for 
several decades longer. 

W e believe that the different rates and patterns of 
feminization in the two provinces can be explained by a 
combination of factors. Ontario, first of all, seems to have 
had a larger and more persistent pool of cash-hungry 
immigrant men who wanted teaching jobs than was the 
case in Quebec. The fact that young women were hired in 
disproportionate numbers in the poorer primary resource 
frontier regions of both provinces, where men were likely 
to be employed at least part of the time in industries such 
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Fig. 11. Teachers as well as school boards were seen as eager 
consumers of new educational products. Potential 
customers for books and stationery in New Brunswick 
were urged to correspond with this company concern
ing their requirements. (The Educational Review [New 
Brunwick] 2 [May 1888], p. 244.) 

as lumbering and the fishery and where spare cash for 
teachers' salaries was in short supply, suggests that local 
economic conditions also played an important role. 
Finally, the persistence of the sexual segregation of pupils 
in the schools of Montreal — and its gradual disappear
ance in Toronto — may explain at least in part the differ
ent patterns which developed in these two cities. In 
Montreal, the Catholic School Commission was able to 
focus not only on boys' schooling to the almost virtual 
exclusion of girls', but also on the professional advance
ment of male teachers by choosing not to support many 
women's schools. The Public School Board in Toronto, on 
the other hand, paid more attention to the education of 
girls and also hired far more women; in Toronto, male 
career patterns and professional interests were nevertheless 
promoted, but through the creation of gender-based 
hierarchies within a rapidly growing and increasingly co
educational system. 

If larger proportions of non-Canadian-born individuals 
among the male teachers of Ontario suggests a possible 
correlation between ethnicity and the sexual division of 
labour in teaching, the average ages and household posi
tions of teachers also prove to have explanatory power. 
Men teachers were older than women on the average, in 
both Quebec and Ontario, and were far more likely to be 
either boarders or heads of their own households in all four 
census years. In Ontario the growing number of rural 
schoolmistresses meant not only an increase in the propor
tion of Canadian-born teachers but an increase in the 
proportion who were dependent young people living in 
the households of their parents. Evidently as rural trustees 
found that they were less and less able, to afford the salaries 
of male teachers or that fewer immigrant men were avail
able for hire, they increasingly turned to the girls of their 
own communities in their search for teachers. In Quebec, 
where country districts adopted this pattern even earlier, 
an even greater need for economy evidently dictated that 



28 

some 25 per cent of rural schoolmistresses not only had to 
teach but to live in the frequently inadequate school 
houses that were also the locations of their daily work. 

From the social characteristics of the teachers we thus 
come full circle to be confronted once again with the 
character of the work-place and the work. Where board
ing with different families in the community, being head 
of one's household or living in the school house were 
actually requirements of the job — and all of these at 
different times and places evidently were — such living 
arrangements must be treated as aspects of the teachers' 
work as well as of their private lives. In the nineteenth 
century, indeed, when public and private lives may have 
been more integrated than is the case today, household 
and employment status may well have seemed all of a 
piece. Women teachers, who tended to be young and de
pendent members of families, understandably had less 
status and earned lower salaries than male teachers, who 
tended to be older and heads of their households. Only 
those women who stayed in teaching for more than a few 
years and were making careers in the occupation began to 
feel the injustice of their admitted and, in some cases, 
growing inequality.15> 

III 

Three overlapping periods can be discerned in the his
tory of Canadian teachers, periods whose boundaries shift 
as one moves away from central places to thinly settled or 
remote regions where traditional forms have tended to 
persist. The first was the period of the domestic or private 
teacher, who predominated in most parts of Canada until 
at least the middle of the nineteenth century. During the 
second period, one-room public school teachers were 
probably the majority. Again, in most regions of the 
country this condition prevailed until at least World War 
I when one-room teachers, if no longer numerically 
dominant, were still often symbolically so. The vast 
majority of such teachers by the turn of the century were 
women and whether women or men, like their domestic 
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predecessors, they often seem to have combined school 
teaching with other work. Male teachers were most often 
farmers, but they were also clergymen, surveyors, 
storekeepers, and clerks, while a late nineteenth-century 
Quebec woman teacher recorded in her diary long sessions 
of weaving in addition to her work in the school.20 For 
many teachers of this period, whether female or male, the 
one-room school was not only a part-time job, but a tem
porary one as well, to be abandoned to other school masters 
and mistresses at marriage or when other occupations 
beckoned. 

Already evident in the latter part of the nineteenth cen
tury was the beginning of a new era and a third type of 
teacher, a person more likely than his or her predecessors 
to be engaged in teaching full-time and as a life-long 
career. No longer either inhabiting or working in one-
room schools, these teachers were increasingly urban 
dwellers and the employees of large, bureaucratically 
organized school systems. 

While this sketch of the transition from the keepers of 
private or domestic schools, through one-room school
mistresses and masters to the career teachers of the 
twentieth century can be suggestive only of the relation
ships between the characteristics of teachers and the 
character of theit work, it has tried at least to raise some of 
the key questions that such a study should probe. From 
the domestic and literary skills that Mary O'Brien and 
Anne Langton imparted to their pupils to the grade school 
work of today may not seem an enormous leap. What has 
clearly changed, however, are both the work-place and the 
larger social environment within which teaching takes 
place. More subtle to trace or assess in its effects, perhaps, 
is the shifting character of the teaching force, as old men 
lying on benches, housekeepers working at home, and 
teenage boys and girls have gradually been ruled out as 
appropriate instructors of the young, at least as far as 
public, tax-supported schooling is concerned. One need 
not idealize these teachers of the past to recognize that a 
great change has occurred between their time and our 
own. 

NOTES 

Calling: The Teaching Profession in America, 1830-1860," 
American Quarterly 13 (Fall 1972); Joan N. Burstyn, "Catharine 
Beecher and the Education of American Women," New England 
Quarterly Al (September 1974); Kathryn Kish Sklar, Catharine 
Beecher: A Study in American Domesticity (New Haven: Yale Univer
sity Press, 1972); Alison Prentice, "The Feminization of Teaching 
in British North America and Canada, 1845-1875," Histoire 
sociale!Social History 8 (May 1975). Canadian studies in the history 
of teacher professionalism are J .G. Althouse, The Ontario Teacher: 
A Historical Account of Progress, 1800-1910 (Toronto: Ontario 
Teachers' Federation, 1967) and André Labarrère-Paulé, Les 
Instituteurs laïques au Canada français, 1836-1900 (Québec: Les 
Presses de l'université Laval, 1965). 



From Household to School House 29 

3. Myra H. Strober and David Tyack, "Why Do Women Teach and 
Men Manage?" Signs 5, no. 3 (Spring 1980); David B. Tyack and 
Myra H. Strober, "Jobs and Gender: A History of the Structuring 
of Educational Employment by Sex," in Patricia Schmuck and 
W.W. Charles, eds., Educational Policy and Management: Sex Dif
ferentials (San Diego: Academic Press, 1981); Myra H. Strober and 
Laura Best, "The Female/Male Salary Differential in Public 
Schools: Some Lessons from San Francisco, 1879," Economic Inquiry 
17, no. 2 (April 1979); Marta Danylewycz, Beth Light, and 
Alison Prentice, "The Evolution of the Sexual Division of Labour 
in Teaching: A Nineteenth Century Ontario and Quebec Case 
Study," Histoire sociale/Social History 15, no. 30 (Spring 1983); 
Marta Danylewycz and Alison Prentice, "Teachers, Gender and 
Bureaucratizing School Systems in Nineteenth Century Montreal 
and Toronto," History of Education Quarterly 24, no. 1 (Spring 
1984): 75-100; Myra H. Strober and Audri Gordon Lanford, "The 
Percentages of Women in Public School Teaching: A Cross-
Section Analysis, 1850-1880," paper presented at the annual 
meeting of the Social Science History Association, Nashville, 
Tennessee, October 1981; Wayne J. Urban, Why Teachers 
Organized (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1982). 

4. Core Gazette, 12 July 1828. Descriptions of early Canadian 
common and parish schools may be found in Charles E. Phillips, 
The Development of Education in Canada (Toronto: W.J. Gage & Co. 
Ltd., 1957). 

5. Patrick Thornton to Egerton Ryerson, 22 January 1849, RG 2 
(Education Records) C-6-C, Archives of Ontario. 

6. D. Farquhar McLennan Diary, 1882, Diaries Collection, Mu 
1962, Archives of Ontario; Maggie Beattie Diary, 1898, courtesy 
of her daughter, Mrs. Harvey Barkley, Morrisburg, Ontario, and 
now in the Archives of Ontario. 

7. The importance of distinguishing between enrolment and atten
dance becomes clear on the examination of attendance records for 
almost any constituency in the nineteenth century. The vast 
majority of children who enrolled attended far fewer than the 
number of days that schools were open. On school attendance and 
enrolment, see Michael B. Katz, "Who Went to School?," Ian E. 
Davey, "School Reform and School Attendance: The Hamilton 
Central School, 1853-1861," and Haley P. Bamman, "Patterns of 
School Attendance in Toronto, 1844-1878: Some Spatial Con
siderations," in Michael B. Katz and Paul H. Mattingly, eds., 
Education and Social Change: Themes from Ontario's Past (New York: 
New York University Press, 1975); Ian E. Davey, "The Rhythm of 
Work and the Rhythm of School," in Neil McDonald and Alf 
Chaiton, eds., Egerton Ryerson and His Times (Toronto: Macmillan, 
1978); Chad Gaffieldand David Levine, "Dependency and Adoles
cence on the Canadian Frontier: Orillia, Ontario in the Mid-
Nineteenth Century," History of Education Quarterly 18 (Spring 
1978). 

8. West Gwillimbury School Register, 1844-49, Mu 972, Archives 
of Ontario, entry dated Saturday, 28 September 1844. 

9. On the question of compulsory schooling, see Susan E. Houston, 

"Social Reform and Education: The Issue of Compulsory School
ing," in McDonald and Chaiton, eds., Egerton Ryerson and His 
Times. 

10. Alison Prentice, The School Promoters: Education and Social Class in 
Mid-Nineteenth Century Upper Canada (Toronto: McClelland & 
Stewart, 1977), especially chapters 5 and 6. On the question of 
women teachers or very young teachers and order in the school
room, see Prentice, "The Feminization of Teaching," and "Diffi
culties of Young Teachers, "journal of Education for Upper Canada 
18 (October 1865), p. 156. 

11. Prentice, The School Promoters; David B. Tyack, TheOne Best System: 
A History of American Urban Education (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1974), p. 48. 

12. Maria Payne Notebooks, Toronto Normal School, Box 5, Mu 
975, Education: General Collection, 1860-69, no. 6, Archives of 
Ontario;D. Farquhar McLennan Diary, 1882, Diaries Collection, 
Mu 1962, Archives of Ontario. 

13. For a discussion of the movement to teach English grammar in 
nineteenth-century Ontario schools and some reactions against it, 
see Prentice, The School Promoters, pp. 75-81. 

14. Egerton Ryerson to Mr. John Monger, 26 December 1848, RG 2 
C 1 Letterbook D, p. 360, Archives of Ontario. For enquiries to 
the Department of Education on the subject, see C.W.D. de 
L'Armitage to Ryerson, 27 June 1849; Meade N. Wright to 
Ryerson, 26 June 1859; and Teacher to Ryerson, 1 April 1859, 
RG 2 C-6-C. The Education Department policy statement 
appeared in "Official Replies of the Chief Superintendent of 
Schools to Local School Authorities in Upper Canada," Journal of 
Education for Upper Canada 14, no. 3 (March 1861), p. 40. 

15. The proliferation of paperwork generated by the Ontario Depart
ment of Education under Ryerson is described in my article "The 
Public Instructor: Ryerson and the Role of the Public School 
Administrator," in McDonald and Chaiton, eds., Egerton Ryerson 
and His Times, pp. 144-47. 

16. Prentice, "The Feminization of Teaching," pp. 52-56 and 61-62. 
17. Marta Danylewycz, Beth Light, and Alison Prentice, "The Evolu

tion of the Sexual Division of Labour in Teaching: A Nineteenth 
Century Ontario and Quebec Case Study," Histoire sociale/Social 
History 15, no. 30 (Spring 1983); Marta Danylewycz and Alison 
Prentice, "Teachers, Gender and Bureaucratizing School Systems 
in Nineteenth Century Montreal and Toronto," History of Educa
tion Quarterly 24, no. 1 (Spring 1984): 75-100. 

18. Marta Danylewycz, "Taking the Veil in Montreal: An Alternative 
to Marriage, Motherhood and Spinsterhood" (Ph.D. thesis, 
University of Toronto, 1981). 

19. Prentice, "The Feminization of Teaching," pp. 62-64. 
20. "Bell and Laing School Papers," Lennox and Addington History 

Society, Papers, vols. 5-9(1914-17), pp. 29-37, describe an early 
Upper Canadian schoolmaster who combined teaching with 
surveying and clerical work. The schoolmistress/weaver was Ruth 
Pearson. Ruth Pearson Diary, 1881, courtesy of Althea Douglas. 


