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Gladly Would He Teach: Milton Ezra LaZerte, A Biography 

John W. Chalmers. Gladly Would He Teach: Milton Ezra laZerte, A Biography, Edmonton: ATA Educa­
tio nal Trust , 1978, xv, 197 p.p. 

Milton E. LaZerte was an ex trao rdinary educator whose career spanned mo re than six ty years. 
Raised in Ontario, he graduated from the University of Toronto in mathematics and physics before 
coming west and a ttending normal school in Calgary in 1910. He quickly became a high schoo l principal 
in Medicine Hat before be ing appo inted schoo l inspector in 1913. In 1924 he accepted a post at the 
University of Alberta where he was innuential in establishing a schoo l of education in 1929 and a col­
lege of education in 1940. In his lo ng career LaZerte was many persons including - President of the 
Alberta Teachers' Association , President of the Canadian Teac he rs' Federation , Chairman of the 
Ca nadian Council fo r Educat io na l Resea rch , Director of the School of Ed ucat io n at the University of 
Alberta, Dean of the Faculty of Ed uca tion at Alberta, Dean of the Faculty of Education at Manitoba, 
Ed m onton City Alderman, and Commissione r of a Prince Edward Island report on educat ion. 

In tracing this var ied career John C halmers offe rs several insights co ncerning the development of 
Albe rtan ed uca tio n . We lea rn that LaZerte studied under Charles Judd in Chicago in 1920 and so 
began to emphasize the role of testing in his inspectora te and later at the universi ty. Though Chalmers 
does not say this , LaZe rte appea red to be a Tho rndykian rathe r than a Deweyan progressive. He also 
seemed to be an e litis t. Throughout the thirties , for example, he proclaimed that the purpose of his 
schoo l of educa tion , with an e nrolm ent of twenty to forty pupils, was to prepare large-school principals, 
inspectors, superintendents, and other educa tio nal profess ionals . Inte res tingly , nothing much seems to 
have co me of LaZerte 's pe nchant for testing , at least insofar as it affec ted the province' s children. 
Before the enterprise in th e late thirties, Alberta's activity education, a brand of progressivism , there 
had been an emphasis o n inte lligence testing . "But the testing was do ne," LaZerte said, "and the 
resu lts piled up in the central office and were not used." Eno ugh test ing was done, however, to under­
mine the s ignificance of the ente rprise . After the acti vity curriculum had been used abo ut fo ur yea rs 
LaZerte conducted tests which indica ted that "Alberta st udents were exactl y at the Canad ian average 
in the field in which they were to uting and praising themselves and patting themselves on the back ." 
When these results were combined with LaZerte's personal distaste for the acti vity programme, o ne 
glimpses not only the subve rs io n of official policy by an eminent figure, but a lso the limitations of that 
figure's power to implemen t his views at the o utset. 

C halmers is at his best when he talks abo ut administrative and in stit utio nal developments . One 
interesting anecdote of ho w the unive rsi ty refused Premie r Aber hart an LL. D. reveals how small 
thin gs ca n lead to important changes . After the resignatio n of University President W .A.R. Kerr , a 
co mmittee was appointed to survey the entire institution. Its reco mmendations resulted in the replace­
ment of the Senate, the body responsi ble for the slight, by the General Faculty Council , as the ultimate 
university authority. 

Unfortunately, the book has many inadequacies. There is a stro ng ave rsion for this kind of ed uca­
tional history amongst th e newer breed of educatio nal historians who have shunned the big man 
theory of history. At o ne point Cha lme rs spea ks of Ontario " where eve ryt hing educational had been 
decided by Egerton Ryerson ha lf a century before" - a stateme nt no se lf respecting expert on the 
Rye rso n period would make today . Chal mers a lso tends to romanticize unduly. While he is occa­
sionally cri ti cal, his story is basically eulogistic. Accordingly , o ne teacher speaks of LaZerte , the 
Medici ne Hat principal, as "an inspiration to a ll with whom he ca me in contact. " The twenties are 
ge nera lly viewed as a time of prosperity . And the time before World War II is called " the halcyon pre­
war days ." As impo rtant as this characte ri sti c of Chalmer's writing is the lack of analysis . Much of what 
is crucia l we neve r find o ut. Cha lm ers neve r de lves dee ply and many co ntrove rsies a re skimmed over. 
Since the AT A Educational Trust funded the publication it wo uld have been difficult for him to 
unearth embarrassing controversies conce rning that organization . But he might have gone into the 
reac tio n to LaZerte's repo rt in PEI, o r into what happened to the Be tter Education Association in 
Edm o nton in the sixties, o r why, despi te LaZerte's inte rest and participation, the Canadian College of 
Teachers , established in 1958, never became popular in Albe rta. 
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The basic problem with this book is that it ignores social history, the kind of history which helps to 
explain why Alberta led in the large districts in this country, why progressive education occurred when 
it did, and why certification requirements for teachers moved ahead faster in Alberta than in the rest of 
the country. Clearly many of these so-called advances were facilitated by matters entirely beyond 
LaZerte's control, matters which Chalmers never mentions. 

What is beginning to come clear is that the rural problem in Alberta, from 1917 to 1940 at least, was 
much more severe than in any other province. This problem involved transient and incompetent 
teachers, irrational school boards and the utter failure of rural school finance - issues which had 
always affiicted Canadian rural schools but which were intensified over a long period in the huge 
southeastern segment of the province known as the dry belt. Beginning in 1917 this immense area 
suffered unremitting disaster until large tracts became utterly uninhabited. In this milieu the need for 
the larger school divisions , improved teacher certification, teacher permanency, and even, down the 
line, the perceived need to take the normal schools to the universities were all accentua.ted. Chalmers 
mentions quite correctly that some school trustees opposed AT A pressure for greater certification 
requirements since they believed "second class" teachers were enough for farmers' sons. With the dis­
solution of school boards across the dry belt this kind of opposition receded. Moreover, teacher pre­
paration in the region was hopelessly inadequate, a fact underscored dramatically when ill-prepared 
school marms were pressured in the twenties and thirties to provide high school education in their one­
room schools. Likewise, the professional goals of the AT A were made more compelling by the terrible 
conditions under which teachers lived and were employed , especially in this region . Hundreds of 
teachers were never paid; those who were, got less than the government legislated minimum; many 
more lived in deprived and straitened circumstances. These were the conditions which gave strength to 
calls for reform and which made the Alliance's case so cogent. It was not just people like AT A General 
Secretary Barnett, Deputy Minister of Education McNally, and LaZerte pontificating. 

Similarly the integration of elementary and secondary teacher education was likely less a matter of 
the western democratic modus operandi than of an horrendous rural problem which required teachers 
to be both elementary and secondary teachers at the same time. It is difficult, after all, to develop a pre­
judice against oneself. 

Furthermore, what appeared as the overarching solution to the rural problem - the large 
administrative unit - was also seen as the basis upon which the enterprise programme could best be 
implemented. Significantly the large districts were to provide more funds, materials, equipment, libr­
aries, and specialization - advantages which greatly facilitated enterprise teaching. 

In sum, leaders like LaZerte worked amid important social conditions which continually shaped their 
accomplishments and failures . Chalmers unfortunately never gives these qualifying elements their 
due. The result is that we are never quite sure who or what LaZerte was struggling against - and the 
essence of any innovator's life is struggle . Equally important, we have no real foundation upon which 
to assess LaZerte 's impact. 
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