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This historical inquiry analyzes the appeal of Harold Rugg’s social reconstructionist social studies

for Alberta educators in the 1930s. It demonstrates why and how this small, rural province
adapted Rugg’s curriculum, a program and resources he developed to guide American students’
understanding of what he called “the American problem.” It identifies key elements of Rugg’s
program, including its philosophical orientation and its practical teaching resources that were
particularly appealing to educational leaders. The inquiry identifies legacies of the origins of the
program for the provincial social studies curriculum.

Cette enquéte historique analyse l'attrait des études sociales reconstructionnistes de Harold Rugg
pour les éducateurs de l'Alberta dans les années 1930. Elle démontre pourquoi et comment cette
petite province rurale a adapté le curriculum de Rugg, un programme et des ressources qu'il a
développés pour aider les éléves américains a comprendre ce qu'il appelait "le probléme
américain". Elle identifie les éléments clés du programme de Rugg, notamment son orientation
philosophique et ses ressources pédagogiques pratiques qui attiraient particulierement les
leadeurs en éducation. L'enquéte identifie les retombées des origines du programme sur le
programme provincial d'études sociales.

Alberta is experiencing a heated and ideologically-charged debate about curriculum reform. After
a decade of discussion, development, and revision under three different provincial governments
of varying political leanings, the Minister of Education from the governing United Conservative
Party released a draft Kindergarten to Grade 6 program of studies in March 2021 (Government of
Alberta, 2021). The draft included six subject areas, but the content of social studies was singled
out by critics as particularly inappropriate, even regressive. The Minister asserted that the
program was intended to “refocus learning on essential knowledge and skills” (Kanygin, 2021),
and supporters of the program described it as “content-rich” (Anglin, 2021; Mrazik, 2021). Critics,
which included most researchers in Alberta’s faculties of Education, the provincial teachers’
association, and organized parents’ groups, decried its focus on long lists of facts of questionable
relevance to young children, its lack of attention to the development of students’ critical thinking,
and the fact that sections of it seem to have been lifted from the Core Knowledge Sequence, a
Kindergarten to Grade 8 curriculum developed by the American Core Knowledge Foundation
(Association of Alberta Deans of Education, 2021; Eaton, 2021; French, 2021; Peck et al, 2021). A
significant sign of stakeholders’ disapproval of the draft is the fact that 58 of 61 school divisions
in the province refused to pilot it (Johnson, 2021).

There is no question that the draft curriculum’s approach to social studies represented a
significant shift in a program that has long borne the hallmarks of its roots in social
reconstructionism. Indeed, when the province introduced social studies as a school subject in the
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intermediate grades in the late 1930s, the program was based on Harold Rugg’s series, Man and
his Changing Society. Although the content of the program has changed in the following decades,
Rugg’s vision of social studies has largely been maintained. The provincial high school curriculum
has long focused on social issues. Indeed, other Canadian provinces’ secondary school programs
include compulsory courses in history, geography, or other social sciences, but Alberta’s current
program is defined as an “issues-focused and inquiry-based interdisciplinary subject” from
kindergarten through Grade 12 (Alberta Education, 2005, p. 1). The program explicitly facilitates
constructive social criticism and empowers students to be agents of change. The program of
studies describes the role of Social Studies as developing;:

The key values and attitudes, knowledge and understanding, and skills and processes necessary for
students to become active and responsible citizens, engaged in the democratic process and aware of
their capacity to effect change in their communities, society and the world. (Alberta Education, 2005,

p. 1)

Canadian curriculum scholars have recognized that compared to other provinces, “Alberta has
a more socially active vision of the ideal citizen” (Case & Abbott, 2008, p. 23). Clark and Case also
pointed out that, consistent with a social reform orientation to social studies, Alberta’s program
is one of the few in the country that identifies outcomes such as social action (2016). In his account
of the development of and reaction to Rugg’s program, Evans contended that it demonstrated that
“Curricula cannot be neutral. But it can strive to present multiple alternatives and to be fair to a
full range of perspectives” (2007, p. 298). Reflecting this goal, Alberta’s social studies program is
grounded in core concepts of citizenship and identity, and requires that students understand
Aboriginal, Francophone, and pluralist perspectives on historical and current issues and “how
diversity and differences are assets that enrich our lives” (Alberta Education, 2005, p. 5). A shift
to a program that requires that students “acquire a strong base of essential knowledge” is
significant indeed (Government of Alberta, 2021). That the response from a wide range of
education stakeholders was overwhelmingly negative demonstrates how enduring the legacy of
Rugg’s social studies is in the province. How did this happen? Why would educators in this small,
western Canadian province have taken up this work?

Research in Curriculum History

Alberta’s development and implementation of Rugg’s social studies in the 1930s is an interesting
historical case study of how curriculum initiatives are taken up and adapted in different contexts
but it is one example of a range of progressive reforms in curriculum and education policy across
Canada in the 1930s. Patterson argued that many educators were drawn to child-centred, activity-
based, and democratic conceptions of schooling out of concern about the poor quality and
irrelevance of rural schooling in the first decades of the twentieth century. He pointed to the
economic hardships and social unrest of the 1930s as the reason educators “were prepared to try
something different” (1986, p. 67). He attributed their reliance on American curriculum models
and materials to the fact that Canadian educational leaders received graduate education at
American universities with prominent progressive scholars such as Teachers’ College, Columbia
(1986). Tomkins also identified their American graduate education as a key factor in Canadian
educators’ enthusiasm for progressive reform but argued that they also drew on professional
connections in the British New Education Fellowship and intentionally referenced the subject-

530



Harold Rugg’s Social Studies in Alberta

integrated, activity-based enterprises described in the Hadow Reports to avoid accusations of
Americanizing Canadian schools (2008). He described progressive reforms as moving from
western Canada eastward, arguing that they were also motivated by “a growing resentment over
eastern Canadian domination” (2008, p. 174).

Though all English-Canadian provinces underwent some progressive reforms in the 1930s,
scholars have agreed that Alberta’s educational leaders were notably committed to the cause,
ambitious in the curriculum initiatives they undertook, and other Canadian provinces often drew
on their expertise and experience (Patterson, 1990; Tomkins, 2008; von Heyking, 2006a).
Though they were progressive, they differed in their understanding of and commitment to
theories of progressive education (Lemisko, 2016). Some, like Deputy Minister G. Fred McNally,
would best be described as child-centred in that they agreed that “the child’s own purposes should
provide the basis for the development of the curriculum” (Kliebard, 1995, p. 143). Normal School
instructors Donalda Dickie and Olive Fisher, along with Inspector William Hay, sought to put
child-centred, pedagogical progressivism into practice in their creation of the activity-based
elementary school curriculum called, “The Enterprise,” implemented in 1936 (von Heyking,
2006a).

Coulter (2005) provided a detailed analysis of Dickie’s remarkable career as a Normal School
instructor, curriculum developer, and author of several series of history textbooks and readers as
well as the Normal School textbook, The Enterprise in Theory and Practice (1940). Coulter
demonstrated the value of a biographical approach to curriculum history by detailing Dickie’s
nuanced approach to progressive curriculum, one that was informed by a sophisticated
understanding of theory and considerable experience as and respect for the work of elementary
school teachers. Rather than labeling her as child-centred or pedagogically progressive, she
demonstrated how Dickie’s progressivism could simultaneously value academic discipline and
intellectual development, and pedagogy that respected children’s interests and capabilities in
order to prepare them to address social problems (2005).

Tomkins insisted that “Alberta educators made the most systematic effort to develop a
theoretical base that would undergird curriculum change” (2008, p. 175). Detailed examinations
of curriculum reforms that address the reasoning of those responsible for them can help us better
understand the nuances of their theory, rather than assuming that it fits the versions or branches
of progressivism identified by American historians such as Cremin (1961) and Kliebard (1995). It
helps us understand the unique context in which Alberta educators developed and put their theory
into action. Although curriculum change was not authored or caused by a single individual,
historical inquiries into specific reforms helps us appreciate the contingent nature of educational
reform, depending as it did in Alberta on the work of and relationships among key educators.

In Creating Citizens (von Heyking, 2006a), I provided an account of the development and
implementation of the social studies program for Alberta’s intermediate grades in the late 1930s
and early 1940s. I agreed that key figures were largely motivated by their understanding of
American progressivism and said, “rather than analyzing the American roots of progressivism, it
is more important here that we understand how Alberta educationalists came to understand and
apply those ideas in the province’s schools” (p. 65). This study builds on that work by unearthing
those roots and demonstrating how and why Rugg’s social reconstructionist social studies was
adapted and ultimately flourished in unfamiliar soil.

In her historical overview of Canadian social studies curriculum, Clark contended that
Canadian educators largely adopted American programs “by taking the models and strategies that
seem useful, adapting them to the Canadian context, and discarding the rest” (2004, p. 32).
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Exploring what exactly Alberta educators found useful and examining the nature and purpose of
their modifications can help us better understand the process by which programs are adapted, the
features that made them unique and significant in their time and place, and help us bring an
informed historical perspective to contemporary debates about curriculum reform.

Sources

In order to explore how Alberta curriculum writers were influenced by the Rugg approach, this
historical inquiry examines Rugg’s key publications and teaching materials, particularly his social
science series published by Ginn and Company in the 1920s and 1930s. For the Alberta context,
it is grounded in the examination of primary source material such as the minutes of curriculum
development committees of the provincial Department of Education, the Department’s annual
reports, and the official programs of study. Memoirs of those who developed the program and
minutes of their organization, the Education Society of Edmonton, provide specific information
about its origins and the process by which it was developed. Addresses by Alberta’s educational
leaders provide evidence for their theory of progressive education and understanding of the
nature and purpose of social studies. The textbooks created specifically for the program and
authored by McDougall and Paterson (1937a, 1937b, 1938) indicate the extent to which they drew
on the design and content of Rugg’s social science series. Like Rugg, the authors of the textbooks
faced public controversy and demands to withdraw the books from schools. Information about
this controversy is drawn from newspaper accounts of the time, and the minutes of the curriculum
committee that addressed the issue.

Rugg’s Theory and Practice of Social Studies

Harold Rugg (1886—-1960) was trained as a civil engineer but moved into education and received
his PhD in 1915 at the University of Illinois. He was briefly on faculty at the University of Chicago
before moving to Teachers College, Columbia in 1920. He remained there for thirty years, one of
several leaders of the Progressive Education movement (Evans, 2007). He was a founding
member of the John Dewey Society and of the National Council for the Social Studies. He, along
with George Counts, is most associated with the social reconstructionist branch of the progressive
education movement which “sought to enhance the role of the public school curriculum in
reconstructing society. These reconstruction efforts were to be aimed toward the redressing of
social, economic, and political ills that were seen as threatening the foundations of U.S.
democracy” (Barone, 2010, p. 752).

A brief summary here cannot do justice to Rugg’s social reconstructionist philosophy of
education, but it is crucial to identify essential principles of his theory of social studies in order to
understand how they were adapted by Alberta educators. When he was invited to oversee the
Twenty-second Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of Education which focused
entirely on work in social studies, Rugg wrote three chapters that detailed his criticisms of
traditional history, geography, and civics courses, articulated his theory of social studies, and
described how his new resources were being organized and developed. He argued that schools
should prepare students “to meet the difficulties of industrial, social, and political life” (Rugg,
1923a, p. 1). He went on to identify some of those difficulties: environmentally harmful
development of natural resources, industrial monopolies, mistreatment of labourers, increases in
the cost of living, urban decay, assimilation of immigrants, adult illiteracy. He insisted that
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schools must provide students with the “trained intelligence” to deal with problems rather than
allowing them to continue to respond with the “impulse and predisposition” of the typical
American (1923a, p. 1). Rugg then outlined the specific features of social studies that would
“prepare pupils adequately for life activities” (1923a, p.1).

First, the topics in the program should reflect issues that are relevant for all people and they
should be presented in a way that stressed human agency. They should be presented to students
through anecdotes and engaging stories that, as much as possible, were connected to their own
experiences. Second, the program should provide a framework and process for developing
students’ reasoning. This meant that topics should be organized around compelling social
problems. Relevant information from history and the social sciences should be presented, and
students should be invited to weigh alternative courses of action. He was adamant that social
studies courses should not be reading courses; democratic deliberation requires that students
become active in “organizing and carrying on the group discussions” (1923a, p. 24). Third, because
in the 1920s history, geography, and civics courses were frequently offered under the label of
“social studies,” Rugg was clear that in developing his social studies program, he “completely
disregard[ed] current courses. Only one criterion is employed in selecting the content of the
course: its contribution to present living” (Rugg et al., 1923, p. 188). Although the historical
content included in the course might be considered chronologically, only information related to
the specific problem being examined should be presented to students: “History is to ‘move rapidly’
in these grades ... One era, one condition, one stage of a movement is to be sharply contrasted
with another and especially with the current order of things” (Rugg et al., 1923, p. 189).

When Rugg explained the development of his program, he clarified that it was organized
around “insistent and permanent problems” of American society drawn from the research of
social scientists he called “frontier thinkers” (1923b, p. 266). These included American
progressive theorists such as historian Charles A. Beard and British political and economic
theorists such as Harold Laski, John A. Hobson, and John Maynard Keynes. Sympathetic
biographers of Rugg have insisted that his problem-solving approach was intended to be open-
minded and objective: “he was reluctant to to suggest solutions and did not expect students to
provide solutions to these problems” (Stanley, 1992, p. 23). In reality, the social and economic
criticism that defined his materials made it clear that he was not neutral and that “proved Rugg’s
undoing” (Evans, 2007).

Rugg put his reconstructionist theory of social studies into action by creating curriculum and
resources that would provide teachers not just with the content but also pedagogical approaches
that would prepare students for critical citizenship. His teaching resources began as a set of
booklets written by a team throughout the 1920s. These went through several revisions based on
feedback from teachers and testing with students before they were published as textbooks with
accompanying student workbooks and teacher guides. Compared to textbooks then in use, his
were exceptionally innovative: “With their emphasis on dramatic episodes and provocative
questions and liberal use of graphics, photos, maps, and political cartoons, the books were easily
the most interesting texts of their time” (Boyle-Baise & Goodman, 2009, p. 31). The series, called
Man and his Changing Society, was published by Ginn for 11 years. In that time 1,317,960 copies
of the texts and 2,687,000 copies of the workbooks were sold. Evans characterized the resources
as “the zenith of issues-centered social studies materials’ entree into classrooms in the 20th
century” (2019, p. 16).

Looking at Rugg’s resources, there seemed to be few reasons for western Canadian educators
to see them as relevant for their schools. One reviewer stated “Canada receives scant attention in
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this series” (Loomis, 1932, p. 474). Another said “If a general criticism of this volume may be
ventured, it is that the materials are better suited to the needs of urban rather than rural children”
(Anderson, 1932, p. 798). In the mid 1930s, when officials in Alberta’s Department of Education
began developing the social studies program, there were 172,040 students enrolled in Alberta
schools, about half of them in rural graded or one-room schools (Alberta Department of
Education, 1934). Why then would Alberta’s educational leaders adopt a social studies program
focused on the problems of industrialization and urbanization, on challenges to American
democracy, and on addressing the social consequences of capitalist excesses, what Rugg called,
“the American problem” (Rugg, 1939, p. vi)?

Alberta’s Educational Context

Alberta’s ambitious progressive curriculum reform was remarkable given the economic and
political context of the 1930s. The largely rural province was extremely hard hit by the financial
collapse and drought conditions. Per capita income dropped 50 per cent between 1928 and 1933
(Palmer & Palmer, 1990). But as small and as poor as the province was, it had a small, tight knit
and ambitious group of educational leaders, and a very centralized system of education policy
making.

In the 1930s, Department of Education officials wrote programs of study, occasionally with
the help of appointed classroom teachers and university specialists. Textbooks were approved by
department officials and provided to schools. The Department ensured that curriculum guidelines
were followed by inspecting classrooms and by setting school-leaving examinations, often based
on the content of approved texts. In the 1930s, Alberta’s Deputy Minister of Education was G.
Fred McNally, one of the first generation of Canadian leaders to receive graduate education in the
United States. In 1914 when he was serving as a school inspector, the Department of Education
paid for his doctoral studies at Teachers’ College, Columbia where he took courses from E. L.
Thorndike, G. D. Strayer, and W. H. Kilpatrick, whose lively and demanding instruction he
particularly appreciated (McNally, 1964). The Supervisor of Schools was Hubert C. Newland, who
completed his PhD at the University of Chicago in 1932. A colleague later explained that he
returned to Alberta,

with all the latest inspiration and information on the progress and status of elementary and secondary
education in North America, and he was “all set to force the issue here and begin the long uphill struggle
to bring our education up to a more satisfactory level” (as quoted in Oviatt, 1970, p. 96).

As Supervisor of Schools, he was well positioned to lead this effort since he was responsible
for all curriculum development for the schools in the province.

H. C. Newland’s Social Reconstructionism

Understanding Newland’s background is important for understanding the theory of social
reconstructionism that he embraced and sought to put into practice in the new social studies
program for the intermediate grades. He did not leave personal papers in archives but we can
piece together his conception of education and the social responsibilities of educators from his
speeches to a wide range of audiences. In 1968, the Alberta Advisory Committee on Educational
Research sponsored the printing and distribution of a collection of Newland’s papers consisting

534



Harold Rugg’s Social Studies in Alberta

of previously published newspaper articles, unpublished addresses, and tributes by former
colleagues written shortly after his death in 1948. These sources provide important insights into
Newland’s guiding principles and his intentions for the new Enterprise and social studies
programs he oversaw.

Like Donalda Dickie, Newland brought a combination of deep scholarship and professional
practice to his thinking about education and work as an educational leader. Newland taught in
several one-room schools in Saskatchewan and Alberta before completing a first-class BA in
Honours Philosophy in 1910 at the University of Toronto (Patterson, 1974). Between 1915 and
1928, he taught Latin at Victoria High School in Edmonton, became a founding member of the
Alberta Teachers’ Alliance, served as its President and as the founder and editor of Alberta
Teachers’ Association Magazine, and served as President of the Canadian Teachers’ Federation.
In those roles he worked diligently toward professionalizing teaching, improving teachers’
working conditions, and helping teachers understand the importance of organizing in order to do
those things. In these years he also earned LLB, MA (Psychology) and BEd degrees from the
University of Alberta. It is no surprise that colleagues referred to him as “Doc” long before he
earned his PhD. Newland took a position teaching psychology at Edmonton Normal School in
1928 and then began his doctoral studies. After Newland’s death, M. E. LaZerte said that his
education had made Newland “a classicist, a humanist and a philosopher,” who brought scientific
thinking and humanistic values to bear on modern educational problems: “firmly grounded in the
psychology and techniques of the new education, he saw them as instruments for achieving an
ideal of culture quite in harmony with the technological facts of modern living” (1948,/1968, p. 3).

Newland’s doctoral dissertation was a quantitative analysis of changing attitudes toward
gender roles and relationships as expressed in American periodicals between 1911 and 1930
(Newland, 1932). We can only speculate on the reasons for this focus of study but there is some
evidence that his progressive views extended to his family relationships and approach to
parenting. His wife, Elsie earned a BA and MA from the University of Alberta while married and
raising two young daughters, and his daughters both made careers in male-dominated
professions. His daughter Enid became a physician, and Doris was the only woman in her class in
the Bachelor of Architecture program at the University of Manitoba, graduating in 1944 (Mahaffy,
n.d.). In 1934, as he prepared the ground for progressive curriculum reforms, he told school
trustees that “we parents have no right whatever to expect our children to conform to our
personalities, our attitudes, our creeds and beliefs ... we are on the western summit; they are rising
with the sun” (“Sees changes in school courses”, p. 18). In a province often dominated by
conservative values, Newland was clearly not bound by tradition.

When Newland returned to Alberta doctorate in hand, he rapidly rose through the ranks of
the Department of Education, moving from high school inspector to Chief Inspector to Supervisor
of Schools in three years. His studies provided him with the opportunity to immerse himself in
the publications of key American progressive theorists; his new positions gave him the chance to
share this learning with colleagues and work to put these ideas into practice in Alberta schools.
Addresses he gave as the Enterprise and the social studies programs were developed and
implemented indicate his familiarity with and enthusiasm for the social reconstructionism of
Counts and Rugg.

Newland was a democratic socialist. In his public speeches in the 1930s and during World
War I, he frequently argued for the need for what he called “total democracy.” By that, he meant
a democracy that would provide economic and social security for all: “until this problem is solved,
talk about the ‘good life’ or the ‘democratic way of life’ is hollow mockery” (Newland, 1968a, p. 9).
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He blamed schools for supporting “the obsolete ideology of laissez-faire” and argued that “the
alleged neutrality of our schools has really played into the hands of those who desire to manage
our democracy for purposes other than the welfare of the common man” (1968d, p. 3). He
declared:

The teacher should expound, both within the classroom and without, the thesis that a modern society
must provide adequate food, clothing, shelter, education, health and other social services for 100% of
its population, and that any society which neglects so to provide for 30% of its population cannot survive
and does not deserve to survive. (1968d, p. 3)

Others might have moderated their social criticisms during the war or toned down rhetoric
that might have been seen as divisive. Newland, however, insisted that if we can mobilize the
economy to support the war effort, it is “equally possible and equally necessary to control our
economy in order to maximize our effort for social welfare—for health, education, and social
services” (1968d, p. 5).

Like Rugg, Newland stressed that political elites have benefited from the lazy and/or flawed
thinking of most of the population and expressed concerns about the sloganeering, emotional
appeals, and manipulation that had become typical of political campaigns and consumer
advertising (1968d). He also consistently emphasized the need for schools to teach critical
thinking. He argued that could not be done in traditional, authoritarian classrooms; democracy
could only flourish if classrooms cultivated free inquiry, and respected students’ autonomy as well
as objectivity of thinking. In a speech delivered to a number of different audiences during the war,
Newland explained:

our schools must encourage the scientific approach to social problems in a spirit of free enquiry. No
interests or propaganda should be permitted to bar the way in a search for truth. Pupils need training
the art of critical and independent thinking, in order that they may help overcome the blindness and
inertia of tradition, and be ready to perform their share in the task of social reconstruction that awaits
both us and them. (1968b, p. 4)

As High School Inspector, Newland began to make the case for introducing social studies into
the schools, telling school trustees that that the secondary school curriculum should be organized
around English, health, and social science (“See changes in school courses”, 1934). These subjects,
which he argued would be framed around issues of contemporary relevance to all people, would
better suit the interests and needs of the expanding high school population, all of whom, in his
view, required schooling that would provide them with “social intelligence and social conscience”
(Newland, 1968c, p. 11). Newland’s commitment to a much broader and more holistic high school
program than the traditional academic curriculum was not just theoretical; it reflected the
problems he had witnessed as a high-school Latin teacher and an abiding frustration that so many
adolescents dropped out of school just as they, in his view, reached a point in their maturity where
schooling could significantly impact their intellectual, personal, and vocational development. It is
not surprising that he saw in Rugg’s social studies, an effective program and a pedagogical
approach to teach for critical deliberation and prepare students for the task of building a more
just society.
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Political and Practical Support

As historian Schneider (2014) contended, philosophical compatibility is one key characteristic of
educational theories that are enacted by practitioners. As Supervisor of Schools, Newland was
well placed to direct the implementation of Rugg’s social studies in Alberta’s schools. Although
Newland’s commitment to social reconstructionist vision of schooling was not shared by all
leading educators in the province, it was inspiring for key figures working in the province’s
Normal schools and the Department of Education. But clearly one man alone, no matter how
committed, could neither impose a new program on the schools of the province, nor ensure its
implementation.

Previous Supervisors had worked closely with university professors in the arts and sciences
when revising curricula, Newland, however, selected like-minded educators to serve on
committees and personally supervised their work. He often drew on contacts in an organization
called the Education Society of Edmonton. Established by Newland and like-minded colleagues
in 1927, the Society was an exclusive club focused on educational reform and leadership. It
accepted members by invitation only and throughout the 1930s never had more than 25 members.
Membership was limited to senior school board administrators, school inspectors, and Normal
School instructors. Ideas and readings that Newland was introduced to in Chicago began to appear
in the Society’s discussions and on their reading lists after 1932. Discussion topics included
“Educational Problems in Light of Present Day Conditions” and “Social Purposes in Education.”
The Society dedicated a year to the study of Counts’ Social Foundations of Education and months
to the study of Rugg’s social studies materials. This led to a motion by Newland and approved by
the membership “That the course of study for secondary education be revised around a core of
social studies with a view to giving the normal adolescent a realistic view of contemporary life”
(Oviatt, 1970, p. 87). Among these province’s educational leaders Newland found many colleagues
ready and willing to take on the task of revising curriculum along social reconstructionist lines.

Support for Newland’s social democratic vision and a new direction for social education also
came from other important sources, including the United Farmers of Alberta, the farmers’
organization that governed the province from 1921 until 1935. This organization and its partner,
the United Farm Women of Alberta implemented a range of informal citizenship education
programs for rural communities grounded in an understanding of democratic cooperation and
justice informed by the social gospel (Wouts, 2013). Throughout the 1920s and early 1930s, their
publications, Sunday school programs, conferences, and extension programs communicated
principles and specific strategies for applying Christian ethics of care and compassion to social,
political, and economic problems. Their annual conferences regularly passed motions calling for
the introduction of courses in economic cooperation. Concerned about the social and economic
impacts of the Great Depression, in 1934 the UFA passed a resolution calling for the Department
of Education to infuse throughout the curriculum, “the idea of the advance of society towards a
new form of social organization in which the principle of a struggle for private profit shall be
displaced by the principles of equity, justice, mutual aid and social well being” (Annual
Convention of the United Farmers of Alberta, 1934).

In the same year, the annual general meeting of the provincial teachers’ association passed a
resolution that called for the development of a new course in the social sciences so that “the
student may leave the school well trained for the intelligent exercise of his rights and
responsibilities in a democratic citizenship” (Alberta Teachers’ Association, 1934, p. 9). Therefore,
Newland was encouraged by the support of his political masters and of the teachers’ association
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as he initiated the curriculum revision. When a new government was elected in 1935, he was able
to continue with the revision largely because the new premier and Minister of Education, school
principal and radio evangelist William Aberhart, trusted McNally and Newland, officials he had
known and worked with for many years, to carry on what he saw as a much-needed modernization
of the school program (von Heyking, 2006a).

Another element key to the successful development of the new Alberta social studies program
was what Schneider called the program’s perceived significance. Schneider explained that a
scholarly initiative is successfully taken up in schools because “it answers a question central to the
profession” (Schneider, 2014, p. 8). In Alberta, educational leaders felt that Rugg’s social studies
program could address key challenges facing their schools. A government investigation into
problems of rural schooling identified an academic curriculum largely irrelevant for rural students
as a significant reason for low rates of high school participation (Legislative Assembly of Alberta,
1935). In 1934, for example, fewer than 12% of all students enrolled in Alberta schools were in
high school (Alberta Department of Education, 1934). Advocates of curriculum reform, not just
Newland, argued that schools should provide appropriate and meaningful curriculum for
citizenship for all students, not just those bound for university.

Alberta educators and others were also concerned about the disconnect between life as
reflected in the school curriculum, and the real life problems students encountered in the 1930s.
Teachers, inspectors, and leaders in the Department of Education questioned the relevance of
history in the school curriculum in particular. History was described not just as badly-taught by
ill-prepared teachers, but as counterproductive in preparation for citizenship. Within the context
of the economic crisis of the Great Depression, school history courses were blamed for supporting
outdated and ineffective economic and political institutions; critics argued that history instruction
had reinforced passive acceptance of a fundamentally flawed and unjust system, and inculcated
students with an uncritical loyalty to the state (von Heyking, 2006a). For Alberta educators, a new
social studies program represented a much-needed attempt to make the content of schooling
meaningful for all students.

There is evidence that the province’s educational leaders felt that the intermediate grades were
the most appropriate level at which to introduce Rugg’s problem-focused social studies program.
In the December 1935 meeting of the Education Society, after considerable and apparently lively
discussion, members concluded that this approach would be most useful to students and teachers
in Grades 7, 8, and 9, in the newly created intermediate division. This suited Newland because he
knew that many students completed their formal schooling at the school-leaving age of 16 and he
wanted to ensure that they would finish their education with the skills and attitudes required for
his social reconstructionist vision of citizenship (Education Society of Edmonton, 1935; Oviatt,
1970).

Alberta’s educational leaders also appreciated the potential of Rugg’s social studies to enhance
the effectiveness of classroom instruction. The Normal school instructor Newland selected to
write the new program, W. D. McDougall, later remembered that what was particularly appealing
to him and the teachers he consulted as he developed the materials was “the discovery of teaching
techniques designed to involve the pupils more responsibly in their own learning” (McDougall,
1969, p. 27). Educational leaders such as school inspectors and Normal school instructors had
long pushed teachers to implement discussion groups, research projects, and other cooperative
strategies. The Rugg teaching guides offered a model for how to do this, and McDougall followed
this model closely as he wrote the program and its supporting teaching materials.
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Adopting and Adapting the Rugg Approach

In the fall of 1935, Newland asked Normal school instructor W. D. McDougall to develop courses
for Grades 7, 8, and 9 based on “Rugg’s Social Studies.” The Education Society had purchased a
complete set of Rugg’s materials, so McDougall had access to these as he began work on the course
proposals. From November 1935 to March 1936 the Society vetted materials and drafts of the
course outlines McDougall prepared. In Rugg’s program, the 7t grade included a study of urban
life in America, resources and industries, and American trade with other nations (Evans, 2007).
Accordingly, McDougall’s outline for Grade 7 focused on Canadian history and geography,
particularly focusing on resource development, and the course was titled “Canadian Problems”
(Alberta Department of Education, 1936, p. 11). Rugg’s 8t grade program included the history of
western settlement in the United States, its industrialization, and political history focused on “the
march toward democracy” (Evans, 2007, p 66). McDougall’s Grade 8 course, “Problems of the
British Commonwealth,” was focused on the industrialization of Britain, expansion of trade and
the growth of its empire, and its economic relations with the United States and South America
(Alberta Department of Education, 1936, p. 11). In the initial draft of the course outline McDougall
simply inserted units III, IV, and V from Rugg’s Changing Civilizations in the Modern World
(1930), units on European industrialization and the resulting conflicts over markets, colonies, and
boundaries, into his list of units (Education Society of Edmonton, 1936).

Rugg’s oth grade course in many ways best embodied his problem-solving approach to social
studies. Rather than framing historical and geographical studies around issues, “problems and
issues are the main content emphasis, with an explicit focus on different races and cultures,
economic problems, and current issues in government” (Evans, 2007, p. 66). McDougall’s Grade
9 course, initially called “The World in which we Live,” was organized around eight problems
inspired by Rugg’s An Introduction to Problems of American Culture (1931) and Changing
Governments and Changing Cultures (1932):

Problem I: How the environment affects living

Problem II: How industrialism is revolutionizing home and community life

Problem III: How modern industrialized nations produce and distribute goods

Problem IV: How science affects living

Problem V: How Britain and Canada have developed a system of democratic government

Problem VI: How certain world powers are dealing with their post-war [i.e., Great War]
problems

Problem VII: What about the future? (Alberta Department of Education, 1937)

This course was the first to be introduced in schools in fall 1936.

The definition of social studies in the 1936 Grade 9 Programme of Studies was quoted directly
from the state of Virginia’s course of study. It explained that the course “will introduce pupils to
the problems of modern civilization in their historical and geographical setting” (Alberta
Department of Education, 1936, p. 11). In the preface to his textbooks, Rugg explained how the
disciplines are integrated in social studies: “Whenever history is needed to understand the
present, history is presented. If geographic relationships are needed to throw light upon
contemporary problems, those geographic relationships are incorporated” (1931, p. vii). In
strikingly similar language, the Programme said that Social Studies “is in no sense an attempt to
camouflage history, geography and civics. When the content of these formal subject categories
sheds any light on the problems under study, it is then introduced” (Alberta Department of
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Education, 1936, p. 11). The three objectives of the course also reflected Rugg’s vision for social
studies:
1. To facilitate an understanding of the social and economic realities.

2. To develop the ability to see both sides of a question, and to think independently on a basis
of facts.

3. To induce an attitude of fair-mindedness, and a desire to co-operate with others for the
welfare of the community. (p. 12)

The program document not only quoted Rugg’s definition and vision of social studies, but also
described his instructional approach. It listed teaching suggestions from his Teacher’s Guide to
the Social Studies Series, including allowing pupil committees to organize projects, field trips, and
manage other classroom responsibilities. Specific directions were provided for open forum
discussions and to develop thoughtful questions for speakers. Teachers were told that the
classroom should “be a real laboratory, where co-operation, initiative, originality and
responsibility are developed” (p. 12).

Kliebard and Wegner (2002) argued that as controversial as some of the content in Rugg’s
textbooks was, his resources were successful because they provided content that was accessible to
students and specific directions for activities that teachers could realistically implement within
the context of their classrooms. After writing the curriculum, the Department of Education hired
McDougall and a staff writer from Ryerson Press to develop what were called “guide books” for
the program. McDougall and Paterson drew heavily on the content, format, and tone of Rugg’s
materials; they integrated many of the features of his workbooks and teachers’ guides. They
included suggestions for teaching activities and topics for “open forums” which were structured
discussions to enhance students’ skills of debate and deliberation. The texts were written in a
lively, accessible style and made good use of what Rugg called “dramatic episodes” often directly
addressing the reader. They included informational maps, charts, and images and also
encouraged teachers to have students draw editorial cartoons, complete timelines, and create
dramatizations to demonstrate their learning. The texts provided specific strategies to develop
students’ critical thinking. Explicit instructions for important skills such as finding sufficient
evidence to support one’s position were frequently included in the texts. Students were instructed
to construct charts with arguments for and against particular positions on issues. They were
encouraged to consider unfamiliar perspectives and explicitly asked to revisit their initial thinking
after completing units of study (See Figures 1 and 2). There is considerable evidence that teachers
used these textbooks not just to transmit the content of the program but also to guide their
instruction.

A review of the textbooks praised their teaching suggestions, saying “while a student may
forget material conned without any attempt at organization from a dog-eared book, the same
student will not forget an intellectual method once he has by diligent effort and training acquired
it” (“New books in social studies”, 1937, p. 12). Years later, T. G. Finn, Professor of Education at
University of Alberta in Calgary, explained that the books “gave an indication of the way in which
such a course should be handled ... for many teachers the books became the course, which really
was not what had been intended by Paterson and McDougall” (1966, p. 30).

There were some ways in the which the textbooks reflected the Alberta context in which they
were to be implemented. The fact that course content and instructional directions were combined
into a single, relatively short, grade-specific text rather than Rugg’s format which included student
text, workbook, and teacher guide meant that they were affordable at a time of fiscal restraint.
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Figure 1
Images from McDougall & Paterson, Our Empire and its Neighbors (pp. 46, 141, 182, 200

and 208).
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The textbook content also included much more regional, rather than national, history and
geography compared to Rugg’s. Indeed, these texts were the first to communicate “a distinctively
Alberta perspective of the country” (von Heyking, 2006b, p. 1137). Almost a quarter of the Grade
7 text described the agricultural development and settlement of the prairies and the final section
explained local government institutions (McDougall & Patterson, 1938). The texts addressed how
Canada’s federal system and unfair internal trade policies resulted in economic and political
injustices for Alberta and celebrated Alberta’s economic contributions to Canada and the British
empire (von Heyking, 2006b). Even when addressing global issues, the textbooks consistently
explained their relevance for Albertans and provided discussion questions asking students to
compare and contrast what they had read with aspects of their own communities.

The texts also reflected prevailing Anglocentric values of the period and celebrated Canada’s
identity as a British nation. The textbook, Our Empire and its Neighbors (McDougall & Paterson,
1937a) began with an imaginary tour of London, “the heart of the empire,” characterizing such a
trip as “a never-to-be-forgotten experience” (p. 9). McDougall and Paterson attributed Britain’s
commercial success and imperial accomplishments to their superior personal qualities: “the
people of Britain, a northern race, are industrious and energetic, and this fact combined with their
favorable situation, has made the British Isles a world centre” (1937a, pp. 9—10). The Grade 7 text
included detailed descriptions of the people and industries of the “homelands” of European and
Asian immigrants to Canada, focusing particularly on their similarities and differences to Britain.
Suggestions for open forum debates at the end of the unit included questions such as “Does
Canada need any more European immigrants?” and “Should immigrants of any country be
welcomed or should they be limited to selected nationalities?” (McDougall & Paterson, 1938, p.
207). When describing increasing political tensions in Europe, the authors contended that they
were “due in partly to acute differences in race,” but the long-standing, peaceful relationship
between Canada and the United States was because “Not only are we of much the same racial
stock ... we have learned how to settle our international differences peaceably” (McDougall &
Paterson, 1938, p. 223). Although the new social studies program provided the opportunity for
students to examine and critique some historical and contemporary economic issues, it also
cultivated enduring, ethnocentric elements of English-Canadian identity.

Supporting Implementation

To support the implementation of the new program, Alberta educators were able to draw on what
Alcorn called a “mechanism of transfer” of American educational initiatives to western Canadian
settings (2013, p. 28). Newland was a member of the Progressive Education Association executive,
and likely heavily involved in bringing the annual meeting of the Association to Edmonton in April
1939 (Patterson, 1986). He drew on his network to invite Rugg, and other leading American
progressive education scholars, Carleton Washburne, Boyd Bode, Hilda Taba, to teachers’
conventions (Tomkins, 2008). They gave talks on child-centered and social reconstructionist
curriculum and pedagogy. Some also recorded radio addresses intended to help parents and the
public understand the nature of and need for the progressive reforms the Department was
introducing. Others, such as Lester Dix from Teachers College, Columbia and Clara Lyden from
Francis Parker School in Chicago led professional learning sessions during summer schools
organized for teachers by the Department of Education (Alberta Department of Education, 1941).

In April 1941 Harold Rugg visited Edmonton. During his visit he gave the keynote address at
the annual Easter Convention of the Alberta Teachers’ Association. In honor of his visit, the
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convention included an Open Forum discussion by participants on “Our Concept of Democracy.”
He met with Normal School instructors and school superintendents and led a discussion about
how best to help teachers implement and parents understand the new progressive curriculum
(Alberta Department of Education, 1941). He also gave a public talk that was broadcast over the
provincial radio station and later published in the teachers’ association magazine. At a time when
conservative opponents were calling Rugg’s materials un-American and anti-capitalist and were
convincing American school districts to abandon them (Evans, 2007; Laats, 2015), he was in
Alberta to observe the success of a social studies program modeled on his work. Here, he found a
supportive audience for his message about the possibilities of progress for North American
democracy: “We have, I am convinced, all the makings—the indispensable natural resources, the
democratic tradition, the scientist-engineers, to design a fine material civilization, the capable
technicians to operate it and the artists to guarantee its beauty” (Rugg, 1941, p. 11). With Canada
already in the war, he celebrated the “unique North American brand of democracy,” and assured
his audience that the United States “will join with yours in defending it—even to go to war if that
becomes necessary” (1941, p 11).

Rugg also found sympathy for the difficulties he experienced in defending his textbooks in the
face of a powerful, organized conservative lobby. He told Albertans that one force endangering
democracy were those who “stamp on the Bill of Rights, destroy tolerant discussion of issues, bear
false witness, and defame the characters and reputations of other Americans who are sincerely
striving to honor and protect the democratic process” (1941, p. 11). One of the textbooks developed
for the Alberta program had also become the focus of textbook controversy in 1939. In contrast to
Rugg’s experience, however, the controversy resulted in minor editorial changes to the text and
affirmed the commitment of the Department of Education to a program it saw as crucial to the
development of thoughtful, democratic citizens.

Alberta’s Textbook Controversy

The conservative crusade against Rugg’s textbooks in the United States resulted in a 90% decline
in sales between 1940 and 1944 (Dorn, 2008), and a retreat in terms of the social reconstructionist
influence on American social studies programs. As Lagemann (2000) pointed out, the resources
that replaced Rugg’s textbooks, like those authored by Hanna and Quillen, were less overtly
critical of American economic and social policies. In contrast, in Alberta, the attempt to ban or
withdraw the text demonstrated the strength of educational leaders’ social reconstructionist
vision in the face of public criticism.

In the fall of 1939 candidates in Calgary’s municipal election called for the withdrawal of
McDougall and Paterson’s Grade 9 text, The World of To-day (1937b). They characterized the
book as German propaganda because it described the Treaty of Versailles as a “humiliating peace”
and the level of reparations as unreasonable (“Independents demand withdrawal of gov’t
textbook”, 1939, p. 14). In the context of the fall of 1939, they and other critics read this as a
justification for the Nazi regime. They further criticized the book for stressing the inefficiencies of
parliamentary democracy, and praising social welfare supports and worker protections
introduced in Russia and Sweden (“Nazi propaganda in Alberta school book?”, 1939). When
trustees of the Calgary public school board were asked about the book, those running under a
united conservative affiliation were vociferous in their criticism, with one saying “I condemn the
book most heartily. It creates hatred, hostilities, prejudices in the minds of girls and boys of tender
years. Something must be done when any department of any government uses any text book for
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propaganda purposes” (“Trustees powerless to change text book”, 1939, p. 13). As the campaign
grew, the Department of Education received other complaints that the textbook provided an
overly negative picture of conditions in postwar Britain and questioned the unity of the British
Commonwealth countries in the face of conflict (“Starr charges Nazi propaganda in school book”,
1939). Newspaper editorialists dismissed the criticisms and enthusiastically supported the critical
thinking approach of the textbook, but the Department of Education faced considerable pressure
to revise or withdraw the book.

Initially both Deputy Minister McNally and Newland responded to critics by stressing that the
textbook was not meant to be the sole resource for the Grade 9 course. In correspondence that
came to the Department from lawyer and retired militia Lieutenant-Colonel J. H. Jackson,
Newland also defended the tone of the text insisting that students in a democratic society must
learn to respond to controversial issues. In follow up correspondence, Jackson threatened to take
the matter to the “Canadian Legion and all other patriotic organizations to investigate into the
ancestry of every member of the Legislature and ascertain where the Pro-Nazi views originate”
(Jackson, 1939). Under increasing pressure to clear up the controversy, the Department’s Social
Studies committee recommended eliminating problematic passages and rephrasing some of the
guiding questions to better ensure open and informed investigation by students (Newland, 1940).
The committee stressed that the textbook had been scheduled for revision to correct minor factual
errors and include updated information about the current global context. It should be noted that
the Calgary school board candidate who led the charge against the textbook, Starr, failed to secure
a seat in the election.

In the same way that Rugg’s social studies program was adapted to suit the Alberta context,
so was the textbook controversy. Although the organized campaign against Rugg’s program was
largely successful in eliminating the materials from American classrooms, in Alberta it resulted in
modifications to one textbook. Because decisions about curriculum and teaching resources were
made by authorities in the provincial Department of Education, and not by locally elected school
trustees who might be more likely to be persuaded by organized interest groups, the Alberta
controversy was defused relatively quickly and served to affirm the Department’s commitment to
its new reconstructionist Social Studies program.

Legacy

In the 1950s, most Canadian provinces that had experimented with some progressive curriculum
reforms returned to more traditional history and geography programs (Tomkins, 2008). In
Alberta, the over-arching, reconstructionist vision of Social Studies and its issues-focus
continued, particularly, at the high school level. This is consistent with Newland’s contention that
students should be prepared for the responsibilities of democratic citizenship as they complete
their formal schooling. This program vision has endured not necessarily because of widespread
public support, but because of commitment on the part of those who designed and supervised the
program: officials in the Department of Education and the educators who advised and
collaborated with them. Indeed, Alberta’s Social Studies program has been the target of regular
criticisms ever since from those who see the need for more coherent and focused history teaching.
But even when the program was revised to include more explicit history instruction, social studies
advocates insisted the historical content was there in order to inform the social problem-solving
process.
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After a contentious and unsuccessful revision of the social studies program in the 19770s that
featured social inquiry and values clarification, the 1981 revision was described by the minister of
education as including mandatory units in Canadian history (von Heyking, 2006a). Although
some social studies educators expressed concern about this perceived conservative turn in the
program, Department officials and educational researchers argued that it “was a much more
integrated and elaborated expression” of the social inquiry approach to social studies that teachers
would be forced to implement given its clear articulation in curriculum documents and the
specially-designed teaching resources (de Leeuw, 1986, p. 26). Because the historical content of
the program was included to facilitate students’ examination of issues such as Canadian identity
and regional disparity, they characterized it as “a more complete—and for teachers, more
demanding—expression of social reconstructionism” (Skau, 1988, p. 217). Critics seemed to agree
with this assessment, insisting that “nowhere [in Canada] is history’s plight better illustrated than
in Alberta” (Nikiforuk, 1982, p. 52).

Criticisms of the program’s approach to historical study have continued. Privately-funded
organizations such as the Dominion Institute and Historica Canada, organizations that lobby for
national history teaching standards and fund a range of public history projects, have regularly
singled out Alberta’s Social Studies program as problematic. Their Canadian History Report
Cards assess provincial and territorial school curricula for their historical content and
development of students’ historical thinking skills. Every iteration of their assessment has scored
Alberta among the lowest in the country (Chalifoux & Stewart, 2009; Historica Canada, 2015,
2021).

The province’s Social Studies teachers have expressed support for curriculum change, but
their concerns focused more on issues with resourcing and instruction than the program’s social
reconceptualist framing. Indeed a 2016 survey of 500 teachers demonstrated overwhelming
support for the program’s “central focus on the development of active and engaged citizens of a
democratic society,” “the emphasis on multiple perspectives ... including a specific focus on
Aboriginal perspectives and experiences,” and its “issues-centred and inquiry-based approach.”
They valued the program’s attention to “current affairs and controversial issues,” and the
program’s “emphasis on helping students become more adept at dealing with complexity,
ambiguity and uncertainty” (Alberta Teachers’ Association, 2016, p. 8). It is no surprise then that
their response to the United Conservative government’s draft social studies curriculum was
overwhelming negative.

When the United Conservative Party was elected to form the provincial government in April
2019, its leader vowed to remove what he characterized as a left-wing political agenda and
discovery learning in schools. The Minister of Education celebrated the draft kindergarten to
Grade 6 curriculum released in March 2021 because “students will hopefully develop not only a
deep sense of gratitude to past generations and a pride in who we are today, but also the
responsibility to carry this legacy forward” (French, 2021). In December 2021, in the wake of
overwhelmingly negative feedback, the government announced a pause on implementation and
its intention to revise some of the subject-specific programs (Baig, 2021). Social studies was the
only subject that was, in effect, withdrawn and is being redeveloped using a new design blueprint
(Alberta Education, 2021). Whether the redesign reflects educators’ preference for the
continuation of the social reconstructionist orientation or a slight modification of the governing
party’s focus on a common core of historical knowledge remains to be seen.
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Conclusion
As Evans explained,

At its heart, the progressive approach to schooling championed by Rugg and others held that students
must be challenged to confront social realities, to understand how the problems and dilemmas of the
contemporary world came to be what they are, and to think about what might be done about it (2007,
P. 295).

The Alberta program’s explicit social critique has been muted from time to time, but Rugg’s
social reconstructionist vision has guided curriculum in Alberta since the mid-1930s when the
province’s educational leaders adapted his curriculum design and teaching resources to suit the
context and secondary students of the province. Studies of the American intellectual roots of these
progressive curriculum revisions are important in helping us understand the origins of education
reforms and the ways in which Alberta educators interpreted, adapted, and implemented those
ideas. It demonstrates why leading Alberta educators and key stakeholders in the 1930s shared
Rugg’s social reconstructionist conception of schooling and the extent to which his teaching
resources could be adapted to guide instruction and suit different contexts. Alberta’s program has
changed over the course of 9o years, but its overarching vision continues to reflect Rugg’s social
education characterized by the multidisciplinary examination of current issues, by the nurturing
of skills of critical thinking and respectful deliberation, and by the desire for social progress.
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