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Despite all its flaws , I heartil y recomrnend this book to all students of the history of childhood because it 
raises, intent ionall y or not, the questions that must be addressed both professionally as practitioners and 
intellectually as members of a cornmunity of discourse. The questions require ernpirica l and conceptual 
investigations. We will not establish the truth but we should be able to clean up some muddy thinking and 
sloppy uses of ev idence. 

R.L. Schnell 
The Uni versity of Calgary 

Wilson, J. Donald (Eds. ). An imperfect Past: Education and Society in Canadian History. Van­
couver: Centre for the Study of Cun-icu lum and Instruction, University of British Columbia, 1984, 
218 pp. , $ 10.00 . 

One would like to express some enthusiasm for a new publication in the fi eld of Canadian educational 
history , such material be ing in short supply. But thi s particular volurne serves little purpose at this time, save 
as a reminder to the participants of a few pleasant days spent at the West Coast in 1983. It is diffi cult to see 
Wilson 's vo lume being used as a c lassroom textbook: the papers are much too limited in scope to hold the 
interest of the average university undergraduate . Physica ll y , the book is ne ither att ractive nor sturdy: the 
binding cannot stand much handling and the printed page is not kind to the eye . And why thi s fi xation on 
long-winded titles? Can we not have something quite ordi nary and straight-forward , such as Simon does with 
hi s. "Can Education Change Society?" Wil son's" Int roduction" is not all that he lpful either. Why a repetitive 
prev iew of each paper , as if the reader brings no bac kground whatever to these essays? Let us get one thing 
c lear at the outset: this book will be read only by those already in the discipline. even though the editor holds 
out much greater promise for it. 

The finest work in the co ll ecti on , head and shoulders above the others , is the wide-ra ngi ng essay prepared 
by Brian Simon of Le icester Un iversity , the on ly non-Canadian contributor. It should. of course, have been 
presented first. But the book ' s edi tor choose to place hi s own " Observations on Recent Trends " at the outset. 
The first few pages in Wilson 's essay are merely a review of material which has upon occasion appeared 
elsewhere. Of real value here is Wil son's telling critique of the soc ial control thes is - so popular during the 
I 970 ' s - using appropriate examples from the British Columbian hi storica l experience to denigrate the 
overwhe lming Nineteenth Century educational bureaucracy. What is occurring, Wilson po ints out, is that 
interest has been moving away from politically tinged questions within the context of soc ial hi story , to those 
wi th ernphas is on " farni ly strategies, " as Wilson defines this category, and other related sub-fields. Wilson 
does serve hi s readership well in directing attention to where more work needs to be done in the hi story of 
education. The educational dirnensions wi thin work ing class hi story and intellectual history, for example, are 
not yet full y deve loped, he finds. Sirnon 's reminder in the essay to fo llow , of '·massive educational advanc­
es ... in the terti ary sector" (p . 32) has, as we ll , stimulated educational hi storians to exp lore these roots. Sadly, 
none of the other es ays in Wilson's new book seern 10 rnatch the criteria fo r re levance wh ich he hirnse lf has 
establi shed . 

Simon ' s essay, although somewhat out of place in this book, is important fo r the optimistic poss ibilities for 
soc ial change irnbedded in hi s analys is. He leads the reader on to a clear dernonstration of rnan ' s capacity for 
rnove rnent , for acting on the environment, transforming it ," (p. 46) all of which becomes, for the participating 
person, an educative experience. What an excellent point to commence looking at events in the hi story of 
education' Sirnon then seconds Wilson' s earlier attack against the social control thes is. It is schooling which 
gives the learne r a " modern outlook," the sc ientific, object ive view of rea lity , di spelling "magic and 
superstition." With thi s grasp of reality , rnan, Simon rerninds us, can bring about change in the environment 
and with in hirnse lf. Simon closes by calling on his li steners and readers to recognize and ri se to the potential 
whic h education offers. As one can see, thi s call for action does not fit cornfortably with those papers of a more 
comrnonplace nature yet to follow . 

In considering the content essays found within this book there are four worth describing in some depth . 

Jarnes Love ' s " Anti-American Ideology and Education Reform in I 9th Century Upper Canada ," adds no 
new or significant interpretation of ideological perspectives in its view of Upper Canada. His debatable claim 
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is that anti -A mericanism , fi rml y rooted after the Revolutions of 1837, was the .. single most impo11ant 
e lement " in the thought pantheon of the leaders of pper Canada . We are we ll aware that th is misanth ropic 
view affected many decis ions made about schools in Upper Canada, espec iall y in the area of curriculum , as 
has been pointed out in other fine work done by James Love himself and by Bruce C urti s. Yet, Love reminds 
us . this ideology could never be appropriate or lasting, for it fa iled to develop an indigenous apprec iati on of 
just what va lue syste m would be fitting, given the time and place. This essay was helpful , nonetheless, in 
exploring further thi s important if overworked dimension of Upper Canadian soc iety . 

Juli et Poll ard 's "' Growing up Metis" is another essay wo11h read ing. It contains some fasc inating insights 
into the lifestyle of West Coast Meli s in the ea rly years of the Nineteenth Century. Poll ard gives us a closer 
look at one community of the time, Fo rt Vancouver, established in 1824. By 1832 a school was be ing taught at 

the fac tory by a ew Hampshire master. It was free and non-sectarian. Although. as Po ll ard repo11s, a number 
of Meti s boys were given the opportunity to undertake further studies beyond the world of the Fon , it was 
rea ll y the girl s who we re provided with an opportuni ty fo r educati on. They we re the ir father' s chief resource: 
th rough a suitab le marriage , socia l and economic prospects could brighten. On the other hand, many trading 
fathers worri ed ove r the ir sons, fear ing that an " Indian di spos ition" in them wo uld ru in any oppo11unity for 
advancement with the Company. Thus, the impo11ance of some education , a l least. fo r the boys as we ll. 

Po llard 's essay contains considerable in fo rmati on of interest on thi s coastal Meti s c ulture. She concludes by 
showing us just how effective the impact of rac ial di sc rimination was for these people. They became painfully 
aware o f their secondary status , at times challenging rather than accepting the assessment placed upon them by 
the dominant , white culture. Yet , over time , they lost the ir uniqueness , suffe ring the fate of Metis elsewhere 
throughout the West. 

F. H. Armstro ng ' s paper, " John Strachan , Schoolmaster , and the Evo lution of the Elite in Uppe r 
Canada/Ontario ," prov ides us with something of the usual review of this fa mous educator's career. What 
Armstrong does accompli sh is to document clearl y something which students of his tory have been perfectl y 
famili ar with: Dr. Strachan's ongo ing influence in Upper Canada. This was garnered refl ecti ve ly from 
prom inent leaders of Upper Canada who had once been hi s student s. In hi s own Le11erbook. Strachan records 
hi s growing influe nce in that society fo r thi s ve ry reason. Armstrong's repetition of the obvious in thi s paper is 
not what makes the essay useful. What he does do is to veri fy that Strachan ' s vision and ideals fo r that soc iety 
had a much more lasting influence in Upper Canada and Ontario than is sometimes be lieved . It is often held 
that Strachan ' s influence deteriorated rapidly with the arrival of responsible government in the late I 840 's. 
Contraril y, many of his young men remained at the centre of politica l power fo r many more years . The final 
essay worth pointing out is " L 'ense ignement menager et Jes " home economics" au Quebec et en Ontar­
ios ... . " by Marta Danylewycz et al. This combined work is important because it presents a comprehensive 
view of a little known curriculum area during the first fi fty years of the Twe ntieth Century. Although we are 
told that the deve lopment of househo ld science grew out of a " common vis ion of the woman ," there were 
di ffe rences that evo lved between these two major prov inces and among the vari ous school systems there in . 

In Quebec , fo r example , there was a tendency to use Domestic Science as a necessary preparation for girls to 
assume their roles as rural wives and mothe rs, if one foc uses on the Roman Catholi c Public System; or as 
guardi ans of the traditions of Church and home in the Franco-Catholic private chools. The Anglo-Protestant 
approach in Quebec, closer to that taken in Ontario , saw Domestic Sc ience assuming a slightl y more profes­
sional status, as was occurring in the Northern United States . Differences show up among all of the vari ous 
school systems studied as to the time devoted to this subject , and the fac ilities and resources committed to 
Domestic Science. One is led to see that, in both provinces, great di sc repanc ies appeared between rural and 
urban areas as far as opportunities to engage the subject were concerned 

Ontario became a leader in the de ve lopment of Domestic Science studies. It was there that Mrs. Hoodless so 
vigorously championed the cause . As well , Ontario ' s centralized system enabled that province to provide the 
program more un iforml y. Yet, in both provinces, the school curri culum was rev ised , not without oppos ition, 
to make room for the addition of thi s new course of study, thereby reducing the academic component in the 
process. 

The remaining essays fo und in this volume do not add signifi cantl y to our knowledge of the history of 
education in Canada. Lyon' s look at the " Fe llowship of the Maple Leaf," a quaint , Church of England 
attempt to save the West from fo reign takeover, had only a fleeting ex istence and minimal impact upon events 
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a they un fo lded on the prairies. Anglo-Saxon superiority was demonstrated more vividly by countless other 
organizations at the time. 

All things conside red, one can onl y say that this particular publication does little to advance know ledge and 
certainly evokes little enthusiasm or interest in new fields of histori cal research . 

L.J. Roy Wilson 
Medicine Hat College 




