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ABSTRACT 

In the first three decades of the twentieth century, 

a lQose coalition of educators and child reformers reached 

a 'new consensus' regarding - how Canadian children were 

raised. Because public education systems touched almost all 

children, schools were targeted as instruments to effect 

this new consensus. In this period Canadian public educa­

tion was extended to more students, in particular teenagers, 

as high school became a more common experience. Schools 

were also transformed, with the introduction of new curri­

culum and more efficient methods of organization and teach­

ing. Educators and child reformers banded together to 

establish more standardized, efficient, child-centred 

systems of education. 

This period has received scant attention compared to 

the nineteenth century and as a result there are many as­

pects of twentieth century schooling that we know little 

about. Notably absent are attendance studies. We know 

relatively little regarding questions of who went to school 

and for how long, and how these patterns changed in response 

to changes in school organization and curriculum. This 

gap in the historiography can be best addressed though 

systematic micro histories of particular locales, utilizing 
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sch9ol registers. Through quantitative analyses of such 

records, patterns of organization, enrollment, and atten­

dance can be established for this crucial period. Hitherto 

this method has only been applied to the nineteenth century 

-and the personal schedule of the census. 

This thesis is a study of Victoria, British Columbia, 

in 1910 and 1921. School registers for over three thousand 

elementary and secondary students were analyzed to explore 

questions regarding the organization of urban schools and 

patterns of enrollment and attendance. The Victoria regis­

ters also facilitated an analysis of ~tudent mobility: 

both intra-city and extra-city movement. 

The study illuminates the characteristics of one modern 

school system and suggests that as late as 1921, Canadian 

public education retained qualities of irregularity, both 

in organization and · attendance, not unlike the nineteenth 

century. Not all children went to school regularly and 

some of the relationships between age, gender, school type 

and course, and attendance are exposed. Beyond this, many 

questions are raised regarding these and other relation­

ships. The impact of vocational education, geographic 

mobility, and social class are speculated upon. Not defi­

nitive, this study rather suggests both a series of ques­

tions and a possible method to answer them. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

The foundation for the transformation of Canadian 

public education was laid in the very late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries when school officials and social 

reformers establ ished a new consensus on the ideals of 

Canadian childhood and adolescence. In the opening 

decades of this century many of these new ideals crept 

into the school systems. By 1921, though the program was 

far from complete, especially in rural area-s , urban school 

systems were substantially transformed. And the new ideal, 

in policy formulation at least, was firmly in place. 1 

This new educational ideal had several objectives 

and as many policies to achieve them. The new education 

was to be at once both an improvement on the earlier model 

and substantially different in its goals, organization and 

practices. Improvement was to come in the form of modern, 

better equipped schools, smaller classes, more highly 

trained admirtistrators and teachers and, of importance to 

this study, continued improvement in rates of both 

enrollment and attendance. Educational advancements of the 

nineteenth century focussing on age/achievement grading, 

standardized classroom organization and testing were to be 

extended. New to this period was a greatly enhanced concern 

with what was taught and how it was taught. A strictly 
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academic curriculum, presented in a traditional, impersonal 

manner came under attack. More relevant, child centred, 

manually oriented courses were prescribed in their stead. 

The vocational movement, with its emphasis on non-academic 

courses, especially in the higher grades, was a cornerstone 

of the new education. Related to this was the desire to 

extend secondary schooling to a -majority of teenagers. 

More years of schooling, it was argued, was desirable for 

more than just the traditional minority of youths. Of 

course, the education the masses should receive was deemed 

to be both necessarily and desirably different than the 

traditional offerings. 

Unlike the nineteenth century, we know little about 

individual patterns of twentieth century school behaviour. 

The shape of individual patterns of enrollment and atten­

dance has been well described for the years following the 

birth of the systems. The contours of the period of 

transformation are relatively unknown. While the census 

aggregates, and in particular the 1921 supplementary dis­

cussion of attendance and illiteracy, are vastly superior 

to nineteenth century aggregates, they deny an appreciation 

of the complexity of twentieth century school behaviour. 

This appreciation can only be achieved through systematic 

studies of local sources, be they personal census schedules 

or school registers. Lacking such studies, relationships 



of age, gender, grade, cour~e and school type and location 

to attendance remain unclear. How organizational improve­

ments manifested themselves is left similarly blurred. 

What, for example, was the impact of vocational education 
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on patterns of enrollment and attendance among high school 

students? Or, in the absence of state-supported kinder­

gartens, what patterns of age of entry emerged in individual 

locales? These, and questions like them, strike at the 

heart of understanding the rationale and impact of the new 

education. They can only be adequately addressed through 

a series of systematic micro-histories such as have been 

pursued with great reward for the earlier century. 

Researchers of the early nineteen seventies discovered 

that nineteenth century rhetoric and ambition did not often 

equate with reality; 2 that while almost all parents and 

children very quickly accepted public education, material 

circumstance dictated irregular patterns of attendance. 

Despite the best efforts of nineteenth century officials, 

school attendance and school organization remained largely 

irregular and much less uniform than even the contemporary 

ideal. Economic concerns kept many children out of the 

classroom for much of the school year. Illness of students 

or siblings needing care, poor weather, bad roads, or 

simply distance to school added to the problem. Attendance 

irregularity was the reality even in the face of steady 
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school expansion and passage of compulsion laws . Familial 

conditions continued to prescribe school behaviour through­

out the nineteenth century. Attendance, like childhood 

itself, remained an uneven and irregular experience. 

The nineteenth century results, which emphasize 

complexity over simplicity, irregularity over regularity, 

and uniqueness over homogeneity, suggest that the aggregates 

of the early twentieth century probably mask systems still 

reactive to local and individual conditions. Twentieth 

century officials probably had as limited control over 

children as their nineteenth century counterparts did. 

This study sheds light on the contours of early 

twentieth century educational organization and attendance 

by means of a systematic study of school registers. It is 

argued that only through such a systematic study of all 

students in a prescribed grouping (school, area, city) from 

school registers, can the detail of individual patterns 

emerge. School registers for selected Victoria, British 

Columbia, elementary and secondary schools were analyzed in 

such a manner for both 1910 and 1921. 3 

For 1910 four elementary and the one high school and 

for 1921 five elementary schools and the high school were 

examined. In 1910, 1414 elementary and 273 high school 

students were captured. In 1921 the totals were 1585 and 

914. Three elementary schools were analyzed both times, 



5 

while for reasons outlined elsewhere, 4 one was dropped and 

two added in 1921. In both years, two types of elementary 

schools, enrolling very young and normal age groups were 

examined. As well, two distinct areas of Victoria were 

captured, one affluent and the other less so, but without 

a safely assigned economic quality. 

The source utilized was the teacher's annual report. 

In June of each year classroom attendance totals were 

recorded on one record. The name, age, and number of days 

attended was recorded for each pupil. For this study each 

pupil was assigned a gender though it unfortunately did not 

appear on the record. Perhaps unique to these British 

Columbia records, the annual report recorded the movement 

patterns of students. In both years the destination of 

students leaving was recorded in a separate column. This 

captured those promoted or demoted to another class, those 

moving . to another school or another city or those who left 

school for a variety of reasons. In 1910, but not in 1921, 

another column was reserved for the same movement inward. 

These together allowed an analysis of mobility, or 

stability, of the school population. 

All information from the registers was made machine 

readable and entered into a computer. This data was then 

analyzed to determine what the patterns of organization 

were in the two years and in the various schools. Attendance 



behaviour was analyzed to investigate what relationships 

there were, if any, between age, gender, grade, school 

type, location, course, and patterns of attendance. 
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This data was supplemented in two ways. The histori­

ography of Canadian education and childhood was used for 

comparison and for fuller expansion of results discovered 

here. As well, the Annual Reports of the Department of 

Education and the Minutes of the Victoria School Board from 

1900 to 1921 were read and are noted as impressionistic 

support or refutation of the systematic findings where 

applicable. 

The study is pursued in eight chapters. • One is this 

introduction. Chapter two discusses the historiography of 

Canadian educational history and attempts to place attendance 

research and thus this study in such context. Chapter three 

outlines briefly what systematic studies have discovered 

regarding attendance in the mid- to late nineteenth century, 

emphasizing the patterns which relate to this study. Chapter 

four discusses briefly the history of early twentieth century 

schooling and provides both a detailed outline of this 

study's methodology and the school system of Victoria. 

Chapters five through eight rely predominantly on data 

generated in this study. Chapter five, ''The 20th Century 

Classroom," displays the characteristics of school, grade 

and course organization. The relative standardization and 
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stability of this city system is questioned. Chapter six, 

"Children in Motion," utilizes the movement variable in the 

annual report to discuss both school and city-wide movement 

as well as extra-city geographic mobility. Chapter seven, 

"Patterns of Attendance," pursues discussion of the relation­

ships discovered between attendance and the range of factors 

afforded by the source. The final chapter, "Grandparents 

and Grandchildren," attempts to synthesize the major find­

ings and suggest how this study adds to the interpretation 

of early twentieth century public education and childhood. 

This study begins to expose the details of school 

attendance in this period. Victoria, as will be discussed 

further, possessed in most ways a modern urban school 

system. As such, this study is representative of a study 

of the impact of the new education and the new childhood as 

it related to school. Still, for a variety of obvious and 

perhaps not so obvious reasons, this study is limited. 5 

Obviously, one study no more illuminates the national 

character of school attendance than do national aggregates 

illuminate the particular. A series of well chosen studies 

are necessary before it will be possible to piece together 

the complex puzzle. As well, unlike the census data avail­

able to nineteenth century researchers, this and other 

school registers display limited information. Variables 

such as parental occupation, ethnicity and family size 
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which proved consistently related to attendance are absent. 6 

An extremely tentative discussion of class is entered but 

is not pursued with any vigour due to the lack of reliable 

evidence. In further studies these variables must be 

incorporated by linking other records to school registers. 

Lastly, this study suffers the same two ills all 

systematic studies of attendance do. 7 One, relationships 

between variables and performance are difficult to ascer­

tain with absolute certainty. A variety of studies have 

served to accentuate this for the nineteenth century. Even 

with the use of multiple regression analysis, a complex 

statistical operation, the relative influence of the variety 

of factors cannot be clearly determined. Relationships 

must be discussed devoid of causation, but rather as 

repeatedly occurring patterns. Second, ascribing human 

motivation across the decades almost solely on the evidence 

of number of days attended is tenuous at best. "Treacherous" 

is how the leading exponent of this practice calls it. 8 

Clearly there is some danger in assigning historical motive 

in any study and systematic social history is no exception. 

Because ordinary people considered with respect to perhaps 

only one source are the focus of such studies, the danger 

is accentuated. 9 

Still, this study begins to expose the contours of the 

transforming Canadian school. No great divide separates the 
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old and the new education in the same way no such clear 

demarcation exists between the old and the new childhood. 

Rather, the transition from a childhood uniformly related 

to family economies slowly and unevenly gave way to a 

childhood almost entirely prescribed by regular school 

attendance. This process moved at an accelerated pace in 

the opening decades of the twentieth century, but not, this 

study hopes to expose, at the same rate for all children. 

If this study serves only to expose the continuing complex­

ity of the relationship of school attendance to society and 

to allow the framing of more insightful questioning of this 

relationship, it will have been successful. 
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1The best discussion of this transformation of Canadian 
education is presented in Neil Sutherland, Children in 
En lish Canadian Societ : Framin the Twentieth Centur 

onsensus oronto: University o Toronto ress, 
Robert M. Stamp, The Schools of Ontario: 1876-1976 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1982) is also 
useful. For the fullest discussions of the recent histori­
ography of Canadian education see J. Donald Wilson, 
"Historiographical Perspectives on Canadian Educational 
History: A Review Essay," Journal of Educational Thought, 
Vol. II, No. 1, 1977, and his introductory essay in 
J. Donald Wilson, ed., An Imlerfect Past: Education and 
Societfi in Canadian HistDry Vancouver: University of 
Britis Columbia, 1984). 

2For an outline of such studies see Chad Gaffield, 
"Demography, Social Structure and the History of Schooling," 
David C. Jones, ed., Mono§raphs in Education V (Winnipeg: 
University of Manitoba, 19 1). 

3see chapter four for details of this study. The 
problems encountered and the solutions chosen are elaborated 
on. 

4see above note. 

5The strengths and weaknesses of micro-histories, as 
well as a definition of what they ideally are, is provided 
in Chad Gaffield, "The Micro History of Cultural Relations: 
Prescott County and the Language of Instruction Controversy," 
paper presented to the Canadian Historical Association, 1984. 

6see Gaffield, "Demography, Social Structure, and 
the History of Schooling." 

7Two discussions of school attendance research are 
presented by the same author. See Michael B. Katz, "Who 
Went to _School?" in Katz and Paul H. Mattingly, eds., 
Education and Social Chane: Themes From Ontario's Past 

ew or : University Press, , an apter o 
Katz, The Social Or anization of Industrial 
Capita ism Cam ri ge: Harvar 

8 Katz, Social Organization, p. 361. 
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9 For elaboration and discussion of the literature, see 
Gaffield, "The Micro History of Cultural Relations." 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVISIONISM REVISITED 

Until the late nineteen sixties and early nineteen 

seventies Canadian educational history was marked by several 

qualities now relatively absent in the historiography. 

Pre-revisionist histories were insular, traditional in 

method and rarely critical of the past. The revisionism of 

the last fifteen years, when the educational history of 

Canada was substantially re-written, challenged these 

assumptions regarding the approach, interpretation and 

f f . t 1 ocus o previous accoun s. Varied as they were, all 

revisionist efforts addressed one or more of these assump­

tions. Those who broached all three were labelled radicals 

while those who wished only to enlarge the focus of educa­

tional history were labelled moderates . 2 

A comprehensive review of the literature, either 

prior to or after the initial wave of revisionism is not 

the purpose here. Several such reviews exist. 3 What is 

the aim here is to place this study in the historiography 

of Canadian education, to suggest the studies it is similar 

to and those it stands in contrast to, to situate the growth 

of attendance research in educational literature. For 

purpose · of discussion the historiography will be divided 

into pre-revisionist and revisionist eras, roughly divided 

by 1970 and the publication of Canadian Education: A 

History and the terms radical and moderate revisionism will 



be used to discuss the two camps of post-1970 scholarf. 

The insularity of the pre-revisionists was not sur­

prising. Most educational histories were produced by 

former or active educators. 5 Though the major pieces of 
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the fifties and sixties were produced by academics working 

in universities, the authors were career educators. Their 

major role was the education of teachers. Thus, their 

narrow focus on schools and schooling as relatively iso­

lated institutions is not unexpected. As well, in keeping 

with contemporary historical practices generally, 'main­

stream' Canadian historians did not attemp~ discussions of 

topics now subsumed under the heading 'social history. 16 

Professional historians were much more comfortable with 

topics of political or military significance. No merging 

of social and educational history was attempted. What was 

discussed by the educationalists at this time were the 

promoters of schools, the growth of organizational apparatus, 

pedagogy, curriculum, and the continuous, inexorable expan­

sion of schooling. Schooling was interpreted in a linear 

fashion, devoid of contextualization. Schools-in-isolation 

sufficed for educational history. 

Related to this insular approach was the traditional 

method of research and presentation adopted by the pre­

revisionists. Sources were limited to annual reports of 

departments of education, books and articles produced by 



previous educators and the chronicles of the same. In 

short, the evidence used to weigh the ~ducational past 
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was almost universally the products of past educators. 

Another quality of this group was their reliance upon 

traditional manners of presentation. The histories were 

organized mainly in geo-political units and arranged 

chronologically. In keeping with the general historio­

graphy of this period, any but traditional approaches were 

anathema to this group. 7 

Lastly, this group was largely uncritical of the past. 

While Philips was most explicit in his intentions, 8 all 

the pre-revisionists believed in the enlightening power of 

public educational systems. As one pair of contemporary 

critics noted, this group shared "one fatal flaw. The 

development of the public school system and the whole idea 

of mass compulsory education was (interpreted as) desirable 

and the almost inevitable outcome of popular need and mass 

demand. 119 The growth of systems of public education was 

related inextricably with increasing democratization and 

with 'progress,' loosely defined. Promoters were given 

special treatment. Men such as Egerton Ryerson were dis­

cussed as heroic figures, largely responsible for the 

emancipation of generations of youngsters. Their motives 

and thus ultimately the rationale behind the growth of 

h 1 t db .. l 10 sc oo sys ems went unpasse ya cr1t1ca eye. 
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By the late sixties researchers began to present two 

new arguments regarding the history of Canadian schooling. 

They attacked most explicitly the overly narrow view of 

education formerly adopted and the consistently optimistic 

view of the past expressed by the pre-revisionists. This 

new group questioned the overemphasis on the progressive 

motivations of leaders who promoted construction of univer-

11 sal, tax-supported educational systems. The revisionists 

suggested that social control as much as a concern for 

increasing opportunity and equality motivated the promoters 

who birthed, nurtured and extended the systems of the mid­

to late nineteenth century. Efficiency, some argued, was 

more desired than the extension of democratic opportunity. 

Social conservatism was said to have inspired as much or 

more school growth than social reform. School reform of 

h lf t . d 12 one- a cen ury was re-examine . 

It was argued that the real history of schooling ex­

tended far beyond the opinions and claims of school promoters 

themselves. Change came in two ways. The history of 

schooling was expanded to include discussion of who went to 

school, what was taught, political battles over schooling, 

school location, etc. The discussion of school related 

topics was extended both in scope and in depth of analysis. 

Related to this, schools and schooling were now connected 

to external forces. The forces which shaped schools and 



the impact of schooling on society came under detailed 

. t· 13 exam1.na 1.on. Questions of why? dominated this debate. 

Why did some children go to school and not others? Why 
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did schooling take the shape it did? Why was the curriculum 

designed as it was? As well, the emphasis shifted from an 

analysis of the promoters to one of the clientele. Histor­

ians of childhood, labour, ethnicity and feminism discovered 

educational histqry as a linchpin in various discussions. 

Studies of economic change, mobility and the life cycle 

utilized the school and school records as well. 14 The 

"dominant experience of growing up" came to be studied as 

such. 15 

Method also became a concern of some. Several of the 

radicals rethought the selection and use of sources. They 

rethought the utility of relying almost exclusively on 

in-house sources and suggested other sources which could 

both reveal much that was new about schooling, and allow a 

far more detailed consideration of what had already been 

studied. 16 Using hitherto unexamined records of, or relating 

to schools, particularly the personal schedule of the 

Census of Canada, quantifiers analyzed school attendance as 

part of larger reconstructions of past population patterns. 

Though the census records highlighted this new approach 

to sources, records as disparate as court records, records 

of literacy, school plans and school maps were engaged to 



address the complete picture of schooling. These new 

sources, as with the census, were often treated in a sys­

tematic, quantitative manner. 
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This same group opted to avoid, where possible, the 

organization of history in traditional units entirely 

related to time and place. On this point they were less 

successful than the others. We know a great deal about 

south-central Ontario from 1851 to 1881 but much less of 

other areas and other time periods. Still the revisionists 

as a whole, and the radicals in particular, moved educa­

tional history substantially forward in the space of less 

than a decade. 

Of particular interest here, is the historiography of 

school attendance, an integral part of the revisionist 

approach. The illumination and interpretation of atten­

dance patterns is just what pre-revisionism was not. It 

demands systematic analysis, invokes a societal contextual­

ization and allows an informed analysis of the motives and 

impact of the systems. Katz made the case for school 

attendance research most fully in his classic 1972 article 

"Who Went to School?" published in the special edition of 

History of Education Quarterly and republished in the 1975 

volume. Katz listed three broad reasons why such analysis 

is invaluable to the history of education. One, the 

"literature of school attendance both reflects and 



illuminates important topics in the history of social 

thought. 1117 The discussion of schooling and in particular 

of attendance problems addresses who should go, why, how 

long, what mechanisms should be invoked to enforce such, 

and lastly, suggests how promoters viewed school, children 

and the state. The rhetoric of attendance is a measure of 

the attitudes surrounding the crucial issue of nineteenth 

century - getting children to go to school regularly. 
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Second, Katz argued that "patterns of school attendance 

may be redefined as the record of family decisions about 

formal education. 1118 Utilizing attendance records, not 

literature, one can reconstruct school going decisions for 

the clientele. Both the views of schooling and material 

considerations are manifest in attendance patterns. From 

careful reconstruction and analysis of such records, a host 

of topics can be broached. The relationships of schooling 

and work, class, dependency, economic change, the life 

cycle, seasonal employment patterns, family size, geographi­

cal location, grade, age, may be illuminated by one full 

set of records. Patterns, as emphasized, are the key. 

Both attendance and non-attendance reveal something to the 

researcher. Interpretation fleshes out otherwise static 

records. · 

Finally, "school attendance is at the centre of edu­

cational history. 1119 The literature abounds in discussions 
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of who went and the problems attendance/non-attendance 

caused. The essence of the growth and extension of public 

schooling is capsulized in the discussion of the dynamics 

of attendance at any particular time. School history, is, 

at its core, the history of going to school and attendance 

studies can expose this core . Attendance research is the 

essence of revisionism and at the heart of the 'new' 

educational history. The remainder of this study seeks to 

refine further this central aspect of the history of 

schooling with a study of twentieth century attendance 

patterns. 
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1For overview of the educational historiography of 
this period see J. Donald Wilson, "Historiographical 
Perspectives,"; Gaffield, "Demography, Social Structure, 
and the Hi story of Schooling." For an earlier, biblio­
graphic essay, see Alan Child, "The History of Canadian 
Education: A Bibliography," Histoire Sociale/Social History 
(November , 1971 ) . 

2The label radicals and moderates was introduced by 
Neil Sutherland in his introduction to Katz and Mattingly, 
Education and Social Change. While there are some problems 
with these labels, notably what they mean and how one 
decides who deserves which label, they are at least poten­
tially useful. They do, by and large, distinguish between 
those concerned with theory and method and those much less 
concerned with these topics. 

3see note 1 for an overview of the literature. 

4J. Donald Wilson, Robert M. Stamp, and Louis P. Audet, 
Canadian Education: A History (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall, 
1970). 

5The best examples of this are Charles Philips, The 
Develo ment of Education in Canada (Toronto: W. J. Gage, 

; F. Henry Jonson, A History of Public Education in 
British Columbia (Vancouver: University of British Columbia 
Press, 1964), and Johnson, A Brief History of Canadian 
Education (Toront o: McGraw-Hill, 1968 ) . 

6For the relationships between trends in Canadian 
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CHAPTER THREE: WHO WENT TO SCHOOL? 

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY EXPERIENCE 

As chapter two argued, school attendance studies are 

at the heart of revisionist educational history. The most 

insightful educational studies have included some measure 

of school attendance analysis. Most have centred on the 

mid- to late nineteenth century. This time concentration 

is due to the availability of the personal schedule of 

the Canadian census. The personal schedule, which allows 

reconstruction of individual patterns of attendance, is 

only available for 1851, 1861, 1871, and 1881. 1 Most 

studies cover three or four census years in sequence. Due 

to the non-availability of this schedule, much less work 

has been done on the twentieth century. 

22 

It is important to note that two groups of researchers 

have analyzed attendance. Though not exclusive of each 

other, a few studies have focussed on school attendance as 

the most important and most informative variable of the 

childhood experience. Most Canadian studies have focussed 

on some areas of Ontario: most particularly Hamilton, Peel 

County and the Ottawa Valley. The only major non-Ontarian 

study involves a working class district of industrial 

Montreal. 2 Several American scholars have utilized that 

country's census to determine past patterns of attendance 

as well and two such studies for mid- to late nineteenth 
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century Massachusetts will be incorporated to enlarge upon 

the Canadian evidence. 3 

Wherever they have looked, researchers have discovered 

that nineteenth century promoters perceived irregular atten­

dance as the major problem afflicting public education 

systems: poor attendance undermined both the finest efforts 

of the teachers and the loftiest ambitions of the education 

officials. Ian Davey quotes a superintendent in 1871 who 

asserted that "irregularity of attendance is the bane and 

curse of public schools; it is a log and chain upon the pro­

gress of instruction for it blasts and whithers the noblest 

4 efforts of teachers." Promoters lectured teachers, school 

boards, politicians and parents on the necessity of achiev­

ing high rates of both enrollment and regular attendance. 

Susan Houston argues this insistence, almost devotion to 

high levels of attendance was due to the need to justify 

the compulsory taxation system that supported the public 

schools and an exaggerated but nonetheless real concern with 

"Street Arabs," children who neither worked nor attended 

school. Juvenile delinquency possessed an importance beyond 

its real size because the apparent evils of such non­

attenders fuelled much of the concern with regular atten-

5 dance. 

But throughout the nineteenth century, regular atten­

dance remained a non-realized ideal. While enrollment 
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figures were everywhere uniformly high by 1871, attendance 

rates remained low. In Ontario, over one-half of the en­

rolled school-age population attended less than one-half the 

time from 1856-1871. 6 In British Columbia in 1881, while 

roughly ninety per cent of school-age children enrolled, 

daily attendance barely crept past 50 per cent. 7 Both 

urban and rural areas experienced similar disparities. 

Promoters and educators blamed poor attendance on a 

variety of factors and suggested as many remedies. They 

criticized parents and local trustees for a lack of respon­

sibility and an ignorance of the value of education. Public 

school supporters in Ontario were ''inclined to lay the 

blame for continued irregular attendance on the 'criminal 

apathy and negligence of parents' who did not appreciate 

the value of an education to their children. 118 In British 

Columbia, Superintendent of Schools John Jessop likewise 

decried parental indifference. "A little judicious pressure 

brought to bear upon negligent parents in our school dis­

tricts, by trustees, will soon make chronic non-attendance 

a thing of the past, 119 he declared in 1873. In the same 

passage he explained that such pressure was necessary 

because" ... parents themselves in some instances, re­

quire to be educated, in order properly to realise the fact 

that instruction is required for their offspring. 1110 

Promoters hoped that regular attendance could be 
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achieved through legislation. This hope was not fulfilled. 

In Ontario, a modest surge in attendance did accompany com­

pulsory laws in 1871 but Houston asserts that such legisla-
11 tion was largely irrelevant to this development. She 

suggests that any increase was due to "the gradual accep­

tance of school attendance among the working classes." 

Houston and others argue that at least three factors in-

12 fluenced this gradual acceptance. Employment possibili-

ties for children declined in the latter part of the 

nineteenth century and eliminated alternatives to schooling 

for this age group. At the same time, schooling developed 

a dynamic of its own. Peer pressure probably developed 

among parents to send their children to schoo1. 13 Lastly, 

families may have come to see schooling as a strategy to 

secure opportunity for their offspring. In this way parents 

accepted schooling as a positive agent of mobility and 

security, not because of compulsory laws. 

Attendance literature and aggregate patterns demon­

strate that irregular attendance was the most troublesome 

affliction of nineteenth century schools and that what pro­

gress was made, was achieved independently of compulsory 

laws, or parental education, or coercion. While most 

children enrolled in public schools, most went irregularly 

for reasons outside the realm of the school and the pro­

moters. As one astute Ontario Superintendent noted in 
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1861, it is not ''indifference but the pressing care of 

providing for their bodily wants (which) is ... the more 

14 general cause of non-attendance.'' 

Analyses of the manuscript census and school registers 

allowed researchers to discuss relationships between at­

tendance and age, gender, family size, religion, ethnicity, 

and parental occupation. Of particular interest here are 

the patterns exhibited relative to age and gender, the 

variables present on school registers. While enrollment 

levels rose within each age group in both urban and rural 

areas, all ages did not experience schooling uniformly. The 

age of entry, the ages at which most children went to school, 

and the age at which children left school, were responsive to 

local economic conditions, unique family conditions, and 

changing cultural perceptions of childhood. A brief dis­

cussion of the most prominent of nineteenth century atten­

dance studies will illuminate how sensitive attendance 

was to the factors of age, gender, and parental occupation 

and will provide a backdrop for similar considerations of 

the twentieth century. 15 

In Hamilton, Katz discovered that between 1851 and 

1871 the proportion of young people at school rose within 

each age group. By 1871, 85.1% of 7-12 year olds attended 

as compared to 50.6% twenty years earlier. 16 Gaffield dis­

covered similar growth in rural Ontario. Attendance 
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percentage leapt from 1 in 10 to well over 50% for the 

5-16 year age group in the years 1851 to 1881. 17 The rate 

was even higher for the more narrowly defined school age 

group of 7-12. Even in the working class wards of 

Montreal just over one-half of children in this age group 

18 attended. The most common age for attendance was about 

11 and this remained so as late as 1921. 19 Children older 

and younger attended much less often the further they were 

from this optimum age. Younger children, it is suggested, 

were held back from school by parents and occasionally, 

discouraged from attending by school officials. 

Age of entry sparked debate among nineteenth century 

advocators. Kaestle and Vinovskis have demonstrated how 

the usual age of entry in Massachusetts shifted over the 

20 course of the century. Early in the century, schooling 

for children as young as 3 and 4 was deemed appropriate. 

Past mid-century child experts argued that this was a 

dangerous practice and the average of entry crept upwards 

to 5, 6, and even 7. "Reacting to the warnings of 

psychiatrists and educators that the premature education of 

young children might cause them irreparable harm, school 

officials discouraged parents from sending their very young 

children to school and often tried to raise the school 
. 21 

entrance age." 

Kaestle and Vinovskis concluded that this retarded 

age of entry was independent of size of community, gender 



or social class. It seems cultural norms, perhaps shaped 

by child professionals, forced up the average age of 

entry in Massachusetts in a very short period. 

In Hamilton, where the public education system was 

28 

not as long developed as that of Massachusetts, the per­

centage of 5 and 6 year-olds attending actually increased 

from 1851 to 1871. But, perhaps more interestingly, 

between 1851 and 1861, the earliest years of public school 

system growth, the rate of 4 and 5 year-olds attending de­

creased. The rate for 4 year-olds fell from 3.9% to 2.3% 

while for 5 year-olds from 17.7% to 16.5%. These decreases 

occurred while other rates were increasing rapidly. 

Younger children were being eliminated from the public 

education system. Alison Prentice discovered there were 

two arguments against the 5 year-olds in the Upper 

Canadian system. 22 As in Massachusetts, educators suggested 

the public school was no place for very young children who 

might suffer some harm. Likewise, some school officials 

were concerned that some families were using the school as 

a babysitter and placing children in the schools for other 

than educational reasons. The 'child professional' cam­

paigns and efforts by school officials drove very young 

children out of the schools. By 1881, 6 or 7 was the normal 

23 age of school entry. 

While almost all 11 year-olds attended school, rates 
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decreased beyond this age. For example, in Hamilton in 

1861, where 78.7% of 10 year-olds and 78.3% of 11 year-olds 

attended, a paltry 29.2% of 16 year-olds did. Only 9.6% of 

18 year-olds attended in the same year. Likewise in 1871, 

when those in the 7-12 range attended at an 85.1% clip, 

13-16 year-olds managed a 45.8% rate, and this was not 

restricted to Hamilton. 24 In Montreal in 1871, 63% of 

6-10 year-olds, 46% of 11-15 year-olds, and only 4% of 

16-20 year-olds attended. 25 In the working class wards 

of Montreal as well as in the rural and semi-rural areas of 

south-eastern Ontario, teenage dropout rates were high. 

Those who have analyzed this phenomenon invariably point 

to the necessity for work, whether in the city, on the farm, 

or in the rural lumbering areas. Nineteenth century wage 

rates simply did not allow for single family wage earners 

and child labour was often a necessity. As Davey concludes, 

"it was not that parents did not want to send their children 

to school - the almost universal enrollments deny that -

rather the rigour and rhythm of work made it difficult to 

keep them there for sustained periods of time. 1126 As late 

as 1881 attendance patterns were directly related to the 

seasonal demands of the farm economy and strategies of 

urban, family economies. 

Though there was an initial effort to exclude girls 

from public common schools, by the late 1850's they were 
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27 accepted as equally as boys. Davey demonstrated that the 

percentage of female students increased considerably after 

1853 and girls accounted for almost one-half of the stu­

dents in public schools by the end of the decade. Though 

public systems developed largely separate facilities for 

boys and girls - separate classes or schools, playgrounds, 

and activities - they attended at comparable rates until 

the early teenage years. Both the industrializing cities 

and rural economies opened more jobs for boys than for girls 

and this distinction mirrored itself in attendance pat­

terns through higher teenage rates for females than males. 

While the impact of social class can only be loosely 

measured in this study of Victoria, due to the lack of 

information provided by the registers, a brief outline will 

serve as a ' background for what discussion is attempted. 

Most importantly, it is argued that social class related to 

attendance wherever a minority of the school age population 

28 attended. One of the major determinants of who went to 

school in grades not universally attended was parental occu­

pation. Children from the highest classes, from more af­

fluent families, went for more years. Though no attempt 

will be made to discuss or weigh the complexities discovered, 

it should be noted that regardless of size or location of 

community, social class related to attendance. Sons and 

daughters of unskilled labourers went to school less often 
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and more often had jobs. Sons and daughters of skilled 

workers, merchants and professionals more often attended 

school and were much less likely to have jobs until their 

later teens. As well, the nineteenth century high school 

was largely the private preserve of the middle and upper 

classes until well into the twentieth century. The 'elite' 

character of secondary institutions continued throughout 

the early years of this study (1911). 29 

There are several conclusions to be drawn from the 

nineteenth century experience which colour this study. 

Most importantly, school attendance was widely irregular 

despite the best efforts of school promoters and educators. 

Regardless of the levels of school expenditure, the extent 

of attendance laws passed or the number of exhortations on 

the evils of non-attendance, children experienced school in 

relation to the demands of their family situation, economic 

fluctuations and conditions of nature. Even when levels of 

enrollment were high, attendance remained troublesome. 

This examination of attendance patterns in the early twen­

tieth century begins to expose that in many ways continuity 

marked Canadian education from the late nineteenth century 

to the first years of the 1920's. It will be demonstrated 

that twentieth century school officials were plagued by 

many 'nineteenth century problems' and that just as in the 

earlier century patterns of irregularity and instability 



existed side by side with patterns of regularity and 

stability. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: AN APPROACH TO STUDYING 

TWENTIETH CENTURY SCHOOLING 

The nineteenth century was the century of the birth 
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and rapid growth of state supported, standardized systems of 

public education. By 1900 "the vast majority of children 

received at least several years of schooling and many 

attended consistently from age six to sixteen. 111 Despite 

many problems, some of which were outlined in the previous 

chapter, Canadian public education touched most Canadian 

children and had become an object of much public concern and 

discussion. The efficacy of the system and its ability to 

prepare Canadian youth for the new century was questioned 

by educators, politicians, child reformers and businessmen. 

The new consensus reached by these many interested parties 

came to the fore before the Great Depression. The 

Canadian public education system dramatically expanded and 

retooled to meet the perceived demands the 'new' society put 

on it. 

The twentieth century then, and in particular the 

opening few decades, was one of continued growth, extension 

and substantial transformation of Canadian school systems. 

The continued growth of the systems is best evidenced by 

the sheer numbers of students who poured into the schools 

in the opening two decades of the century. From 1901 to 

1921 the total number of students in graded public schools 
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2 almost doubled from 911,661 to 1,710,943. Though partly 

due to massive levels of immigration through these years, 

these figures also establish that a higher percentage of all 

school-age children were enrolling in school than ever 

before. Figure I demonstrates how many more children in 

each age group enrolled in 1921 than 1911. 

For the crucial 7-14 age group, the age group who by 

design would attend common or elementary schools, and for 

whom most compulsion laws were designed, the rate rose from 

79.78% in 1911 to 88.59% ten years later. Clearly more 

school-age children were going to school in 1921 than at the 

turn of the century. As well, the public school system was 

extending its influence over an even older group of students. 

As suggested in chapter three, in the nineteenth century 

hig~ schools were largely elitist institutions. That they 

were slowly opening to a wider clientele is suggested by 

the increase in numbers of 15-19 year olds attending. Though 

all these children were certainly not in high schools, they 

were of 'high school age' and just as clearly many of them 

would have been in secondary institutions. The growth of 

high schools was one major area of the extension of public 

education in the period and will be discussed more fully 

shortly. 

The third major quality of Canadian public education 

in the opening decades of this century was its uneven but 
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substantial transformation from traditional methods of 

instruction and subject matter to modern, new or progressive 

forms of education. 4 New or progressive education meant a 

variety of things to a variety of people. The term pro­

gressive is not in fact used in Canada to the extent that 

it is in the United States and at least one scholar has 

placed the progressive era in British Columbia education 

in the thirties. 5 Regardless of the title one assigns the 

era, the curriculum and many of the underlying assumptions 

regarding public schooling, if not the practices, were re­

worked from the late nineteenth century to about World War 

I . 

Of great importance was the introduction of manual and 

then technical education into the elementary and secondary 

schools. 6 Discussed in the nineteenth century, the voca­

tional movement made dramatic inroads in 1901 through the 

donation of manual schools to nine Canadian cities by 

tobacco millionaire Sir William Macdonald. Three years 

later these schools were taken over by local school boards 

and by World War I manual training was normal practice in 

graded city schools. The vocational movement, usually 

considered the appropriate name for all the new non-academic 

subjects, next forced itself into the high schools. By the 

teens most high schools had some combination of woodworking, 

metalworking or technical classes. Some cities, for 



40 

example Vancouver, had entire large high schools devoted to 

such study. 

For girls, vocationalism brought commercial education 

as well as household or domestic science. While bookkeeping 

had been established in many high schools in the previous 

century, the early twentieth century saw tremendous expan­

sion in enrollment, especially among females. Commercial 

education was the job-related course of _ study for girls 

that woodwork or metalwork was intended to be for boys. As 

well, girls in both elementary and high schools were ex­

posed to modern, efficient methods of home management in 

domestic science classes. Also originating from the turn 

of the century, domestic science, as it came to be known, 

was quickly adopted for inclusion in elementary curricula. 

This often meant introductory needlework while in the high 

schools the emphasis was on home management and the appre­

ciation of the role of the modern housewife. 

All the curriculum reforms were intended to both make 

the contemporary schools more appealing to students unlikely 

to attend regularly and at the same time to make the schools 

more relevant to a changing society. Whether these curri­

culum reforms were truly progressive and the resultant 

school systems more rational and aligned with a changed 

society, is the focus of some debate. 7 What is clear is 

that a broad based group of reformers consciously tried to 
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alter the premises and reality of mass public schooling and 

that in some very substantial ways, the standard of the 

World War I period was distinct from that offered two 

decades earlier. 

This period of growth, extension and transformation 

has not received the attention the nineteenth century has 

because many historians consider all but the earliest years 

of the twentieth century contemporary, and not suitable for 

study. As well, they perceive that the nineteenth century 

was the pivotal century in the development of modern 

Canadian society, especially in regard to institutional, or 

educational history. 8 Moreover, the sources available for 

the most valuable educational histories, manuscript censuses, 

are not available past 1881. Demographic research and what 

it reveals about patterns of attendance comes to a stop at 

that date. This will not change for several years to come. 9 

Researchers have also exhibited a reluctance to employ 

twentieth century school maps, registers, or other disparate 

sources used to examine the previous century. 

Unfortunately, many of the most important educational 

questions of the characteristics of children who did and 

did not attend school are more difficult, though not impos­

sible, to answer without the census. Thus we know much less 

about the actual characteristics of twentieth century 

schooling than we do of .nineteenth century schooling and 
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historiographical debates are notably absent as the focus 

10 turns increasingly to the twentieth century. Indeed, 

this century is viewed in a more traditional and less criti­

cal manner than the past century. Neil Sutherland has 

described much of the sense of improvement historians 

attribute to this period. 

English speaking Canadians also improved the 
quality of their educational enterprise. 
Children and families made a greater investment 
in the time and effort they devoted to formal 
education. School systems improved the quality 
of their teachers, the teaching materials they 
worked with, and the physical environment their 
pupils worked in. In turn, teachers improved 
their methods and became much more adept in 
their handling of a wider range of children 
compared to the situation which had existed 
thirty years before. By 1921 a greater propor­
tion of school-aged children went to school, 
and a greater proportion of those in school 
attended more regularly each year, stayed in 
school for a longer number of years, and were 
taught by teachers who were both better educated 
and better trained than their predecessors.11 

This is the progress the annual reports and officially 

generated statistics reveal but problems persisted in the 

organization of schools and in the attendance of younger 

and older children. 

Though the 1921 census supplement accurately noted 

that non-attendance was less than one-half in 1921 what it 

had been in 1911, many of those attending did not do so 

regularly. Nationally in 1911, 69.51% of those 7-14 

attended 7-0 months, the normal length of time required to 

12 complete an academic year. While this mark improved to 
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79.7% ten years later, over 20% of school-age children 

13 failed to attend for a complete school year. This was 

the target of compulsion laws yet the 'failure' rate re­

mained 20%. As in the nineteenth century, increased en­

rollments did not necessarily equate with generally high 

levels of attendance. 

British Columbia experienced these same patterns of 

growth and transformation in the twentieth century. As 

Table I demonstrates, British Columbia's pace of growth even 

14 out-distanced the national average. While nationally, 

enrollment almost doubled, in British Columbia it approached 

four-fold growth. This remarkable growth in British 

Columbia is attributed to two factors. Population growth 

was high - from 1901 to 1921 the population expanded from 

178,657 to 532,672. In just the ten years from 1911 to 

1921 the number of 7-14 year-olds in the province nearly 

doubled, while nationally only a 25% increase was 

15 recorded. Secondly, more and more formerly unserviced 

areas were now touched by public schooling. Public 

expenditure on education sky-rocketed. While $532,672 

was spent in 1901, $7,170,030 was lavished on schools 

16 20 years later. And, as with the rest of the nation, 

much of this increased expenditure and enrollment was 

focussed in the high schools. In 1901, 584 students at­

tended five high schools. In 1921, 52 high schools housed 



1911 

AGE 

6-9 

10-14 

15-19 

1921 

6-9 

10-14 

15.19 

44 

TABLE I 

BRITISH COLUMBIA SCHOOL PARTICIPATION 

1911 AND 1921 

GENDER 

M 
F 

M 
F 

M 
F 

M 
F 

M 
F 

M 
F 

% AT 
SCHOOL 

61. 9 
63.85 

76.56 
76.73 

17.58 
29.82 

77.74 
76.99 

91.15 
91.25 

30. 39 
37.31 

% ATTENDING 
7-9 MONTHS 

83.13 
83.07 

91. 9 
91. 07 

86.99 
88.88 

88.54 
88.5 

94.8 
95.1 

90.4 
93.1 

% TOTAL AGE 
GROUP ATTENDING 

7-9 MONTHS 

51.15 
52.24 

70.35 
69.87 

15.29 
22.05 

68.8 
68.13 

86.43 
86.77 

27.47 
34.73 

Census of Canada, 1931, Vol. 1:1132, 1133 
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7,259 students. 17 In 1901 British Columbia had lagged far 

behind eastern provinces in high school participation, by 

1921 rates for 15-19 year-olds slightly exceeded the 

national average of 18.69%18 As Figure II illustrates, 

British Columbia experienced consistent growth in rates 

of participation by all ages. The British Columbia rates 

compare favourably with the national figures (Figure I). 

British Columbia was representative of national 

t d . th well. 19 C . 1 h f ren sin o er ways as urricu um c ange, or 

example, was widespread in British Columbia. In 1901, in 

the wave of Macdonald sponsored manual school s, Victoria 

opened a manual training centre. Domestic science was 

introduced into Victoria's elementary schools in 1903, and 

into Vancouver in 1905. Bookkeeping was added in 1906, 

became a full commercial course in 1912 and expanded into 

a three-year programme in 1914. Manual training, originat­

ing in 1900 in Victoria elementary schools was extended in 

1909 to some high schools. Vancouver established a techni­

cal high school in 1916 and by 1920 technical courses were 

also available in New Westminster and Victoria. 

It is generally agreed that the same mix of incentives 

as produced national reform, reshaped British Columbia's 

schools. Officials concerned with rationality and effi­

ciency along with progressive reformers, reached a consen­

sus on an expanded, less academic curriculum. The new 
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curriculum was designed to make graduates better suited for 

a changing economic and social order and to increase the 

number of students who did graduate. In British Columbia 

as elsewhere, one of the objectives of curriculum reform 

was to make school more appealing to teenagers faced with 

other-than-school options. 20 

Presumably, the quality of instruction improved 

along with the growth of the system. The province's first 

normal school was built, after much waiting, in Vancouver 

in 1901. This was followed in 1915 with another normal 

school in Victoria. Thus, certainly in 1921, the standard 

of provincial instruction could reasonably be presumed to 

have risen. At least it should have been more standardized 

than the situation resulting from the reliance on teachers 

trained outside provincial borders or in provincial high 

21 schools. 

At least in the urban centres, British Columbia 

possessed all that was 'new' in education. As the atten­

dance figures suggest, the province also possessed some old 

problems including non, or irregular attendance. Once again, 

the aggregate growth figures tend to mask the contours of 

the attendance question. As Table I illustrates, a great 

number of children did not attend at all, or attended ir­

regularly, in both 1911 and 1921. In 1911 the enrollment 

of young and old children was especially uncercain while 
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achieving regular attendance was even more problematic. 

Far from a majority of any age group in 1911 approached 

full attendance. Even among the best performing groups, 

the 10-14 year-olds, 30% of the children did not attend 

often enough to complete an academic year. The rates were 

very low among the oldest group, representative of the 

still low numbers of high school students. In 1921, 

though the rates were markedly improved, large pockets of 

younger and older children continued not to go to school 

often enough to fulfill an academic year. Still, the 

greatest percentage improvement was in the older groups 

as high school expansion continued to advance rapidly. 

Two patterns stand out. One, as emphasized, many 

children attended irregularly. One-quarter to one-half 

of school age children (7-14) had no chance of normal pro­

gression because their attendance performance did not allow 

them enough days to complete a grade. Second, there was 

much less improvement over the decade in the percentage 

of those who attended seven to nine months than among the 

total. This suggests that even among those who did enroll, 

certain factors mitigated against full attendance in both 

years. While compulsion laws and tougher enforcement, 

combined with the closing of some job markets, might have 

pushed some students to enroll, they did not all attend 

regularly. 
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That full attendance remained a problem was recognized 

by school officials, especially in Vancouver. In 1907 the 

Vancouver City Superintendent remarked that "the number of 

pupils who do not wish to attend school, and whose parents 

are either indifferent to the matter or are unable to secure 

their attendance, is on the increase. 1122 In that same year 

the Victoria School Board appealed for further state assis­

tance in securing regular attendance. The superintendent 

asked the Board to interview the police commissioners in 

reference to a suggestion of the Chief of Police that an 

officer be appointed who would combine the duties of truant 

d f ff . 2 3 an cur ew o icer. 

In addition to state coercion, provincial educators 

appealed for parental co-operation in securing regular at­

tendance and both the Vancouver superintendent and the 

Victoria School Board petitioned for a parental school for 

the most difficult children. 24 A true parental home for 

irregular attenders was never built and throughout this 

period educators criticized lack of parental concern as a 

cause of poor attendance. Irregular and non-attendance 

was especially acute among teenagers, many of whom failed 

even to enroll in school. This problem was combatted 

with tougher laws prohibiting child labour and with the 

25 rapid expansion of the provincial high school system. 

Paradoxically, severe ov ercrowding of Vancouver and 
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Victoria schools accompanied irregular attendance from 

about 1905 to 1915. 26 During this period of general eco­

nomic prosperity, thousands of children flooded the school 

systems. At a time when educators were attempting to 

reduce the average size of classes and provide generally 

better facilities for students, class sizes remained large 

and inadequate facilities were pressed into service. In 

Victoria, for example, elementary classes remained as large 

as 42 as late as 1915. And the crowding was so severe that 

on occassion tents were used to house pupils and wooden 

structures in poor condition were commonplace. Severe 

overcrowding did not abate until economic conditions soured 

and population pressure eased. In Victoria at least, this 

27 occurred by the late teens. 

Grading and promotion were also concerns of educators. 

Fully graded city schools were standard in British Columbia 

by 1900 but problems persisted. Some teachers lamented the 

restrictions one promotion per year placed on the academic 

achievement of pupiis. 28 While grading was regarded as a 

necessary method of school organization, more irregular pro­

motion was desired by many. Examinations at Christmas and/ 

or promotion at any time of the year, based on teachers' 

recommendations, were the accepted solutions. The Putman­

Weir report of 1924 suggested, however, that this was not 

entirely successful. 29 Large numbers of children continued 



to lag behind their academic level and this was partly 

attributed to the stifling nature of graded schools and 

'platoon' promotion. 

It is suggested that the best method to examine the 

extent and characteristics of the problems which plagued 

twentieth century educators involves a micro-study of one 

city school system which exhibited all the qualities of 

rapid growth, extension and transformation. 
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Victoria was a commerical city of 31,000 in 1911 and 

38,000 ten years later. Declining as a manufacturing centre 

since 1891, Victoria experienced a sensational economic 

boom in the years from 1907 to about 1913 predicated on 

municipal road and sewer development and office and residen­

tial construction. By 1921 the city was again experiencing 

stagnation marked by unemployment and perhaps even net 

population loss. 30 These trends were reflected in the 

growth of the city's public elementary school system. Table 

II illustrates the yearly student population fluctuations, 

marked by rapid growth in the very early teens. In the 

twenty years from 1901 to 1921 the system more than doubled 

in size, in both numbers of students and numbers of schools. 

Like other Canadian centres modern education demanded more 

schools as well as the expansion and refurbishment of exist­

ing structures. Victoria's high school system expanded at 

a somewhat quicker pace. In 1901 the city high school 
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TABLE II 

VICTORIA ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS: 

1900-1921 

YEAR NUMBER OF NUMBER OF DAILY DAILY 
SCHOOLS PUPILS NUMBER PERCENTAGE 

1900 8 2708 1947 71.8 
1901 9 2905 2175 74.8 
1902 9 2973 2235 75.1 
1903 9 2943 2251 76.5 
1904 9 2879 2255 78.3 
1905 9 2864 2244 78.8 
1906 9 2934 2316 78.9 
1907 10 3070 2218 72.2 
1908 9 3045 2294 75.3 
1909 10 3081 2402 77.9 
1910 10 3228 2492 77.1 
1911 11 3610 2815 77.9 
1912 13 4107 3207 78.1 
1913 15 5201 4107 78.9 
1914 20 5119 4165 81.3 
1915 22 4851 4220 86.9 
1916 21 4914 3980 80.1 
1917 20 4894 4021 82.1 
1918 19 4953 4102 82.8 
1919 19 5269 4294 81.5 
1920 20 5425 4350 80.2 
1921 20 5576 4749 85.0 

Source: Calculated from Annual Reports, 1900-1921. 



housed 202 pupils; in 1911, 369; and in 1921, 923. In 

addition, by 1921, students on the periphery of the city 

system could attend one of two small high schools in the 

neighbouring suburbs. In 1921 these two schools housed 

161 students. 
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Victoria's education system was also transformed 

through this period. Manual training and domestic science 

were common features of the elementary schools by the early 

teens. Evidence presented to the Royal Commission on 

Industrial Training and Technical Education confirmed that 

in Victoria "a school boy gets manual training from the 

time he enters the third reader, age about 10, until he 

reaches high school, age about 14 or 15. 1131 The domestic 

science course was as extensive with almost all girls 

above grade three receiving training. Victoria High School 

offered advanced technical instruction to boys and commer­

cial education to both boys and girls. 

In other ways, too, the Victoria system was represen­

tative of early twentieth century public schooling. Atten­

dance, class size and characteristics, grading, and retarda­

tion were problematic throughout this period. In particular 

regular attendance by all children remained an elusive goal, 

as Table II demonstrates. Though this table illustrates 

general improvement it also begins to expose the peaks and 

valleys that surely marked attendance in this period. The 
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detailed examination of these patterns is the great utility 

of this study. 

Systematic, quantitative historical studies are not 

immune to leaps of historical judgement. Sources are often 

incomplete, unclear, or contradictory. In such cases the 

researcher must make a series of decisions which, ideally, 

are articulated for the reader. This study is no exception 

and the remainder of this chapter serves the purpose of 

outlining the mechanics of Victoria's educational system and 

discussing in detail the systematic portion of the study, 

emphasizing the problems encountered and how they were 

dealt with. 

Two distinct geographic areas within the city were 

chosen for study: James Bay, and the North Ward. Through­

out this period James Bay remained a markedly more affluent 

neighbourhood than the north-central region of the city, 

home to North Ward and surrounding schools. Though other 

neighbourhoods were more prestigious than James Bay, by 

1910 it retained, in relation to the other area studied, an 

air of affluence. This distinction allowed a very tentative 

exploration of the relation of school characteristics and 

social class. The relationship to be remembered is the 

relative affluence of James Bay compared to the north­

central region. 

Once the areas of study had been chosen, schools had 
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to be picked. As Victoria possessed both 'primary' and 

'intermediate' elementary schools an attempt was made to 

choose schools which were naturally 'linked.' Some schools 

offered only grades one to three and then graduated stu­

dents to the local intermediate school. In James Bay, 

Kingston School fed South Park in 1910 and in 1921 was 

joined by Beacon Hill. North Ward, an lntermediate school, 

was linked in 1910 to Hillside Primary and in 1921 to 

Fernwood. Due to geography, which did not isolate this 

area like James Bay, these schools had less precise links 

than in the southern neighbourhood. Still, the registers 

document that the majority of Hillside and Fernwood stu­

dents moved on to North Ward. 

In 1910, 1414 elementary students were recorded and 

in 1921, 1585. These totals constituted 38% and 27% of the 

total city elementary population. In both years, the 

total city high school population was recorded, though, as 

outlined, in 1921, neighbouring districts on the west and 

east of the city had their own, small secondary schools. 

The record used for the analysis of individual pat­

terns was the Teacher's annual report, an account of class­

room activities completed each June by every teacher. All 

the students who appeared in an individual class during a 

given year were noted, along with several pieces of infor­

mation for them. For each student, his name, age, days 
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attended, grade at beginning of year, promotion record, and 

whether he arrived late or left the class during the year 

was recorded. This was consistent for both years with the 

exception of the notation of arrivals, which was absent in 

1921. 

. Several qualities of these variables should be clari­

fied, and the process of adding variables explained. Age 

was recorded as the "last birthday," presumably meaning any 

birthday within the school year. This suggests that the 

age of some children was deceptively high. They may have 

had a birthday just prior to the creation of the record 

after spending the year in school at a lower age. This is 

to be kept in mind for the extensive discussion of retarda­

tion. While days attended was recorded for each student an 

attendance percentage was assigned all those students who, 

from the record, began and finished the year in the same 

school. The days attended recorded for them was simply di­

vided by the total number of days that division was open 

that year. This percentage forms the basis of most of the 

analysis of chapter seven. Two other variables added to 

the pupils were gender and completed. Completed simply 

noted whether the student spent the whole year in the same 

school and is used in respect to the discussion of mobility 

of students and stability of classrooms. Gender was more 

problematic in that each student was assigned a gender from 



57 

his name. Some names could belong to either a boy or a 

girl so mistakes were likely made in this respect, but, it 

is suggested, not to the serious detriment of the study. 

The gender balance of the study is very similar to both the 

city aggregates and the figures provided for each division 

in the 1921 Provincial Annual Reports. 

The notation of students arriving or departing part 

way through the year also posed a problem. Firstly, arri­

vals were not noted in 1921, though it is inconceivable that 

not one student arrived part way through the year. That 

there was no column reserved for such movement in this year 

might be evidence of decreasing concern with the problem and 

perhaps equally sound evidence of a real decline in movement. 

The second major problem with this notation was children 

who moved to or from Saanich, the district which bordered 

on the city's northern limits. Though movement to or from 

this district probably involved a residential move, it is 

possible that it merely involved a student exchanging a 

long trip to school for a short trip or vice versa. Logic 

suggests that they be recorded as out-of-city travellers 

but error was instead made on the side of caution and 

• Saanich movement was recorded as intra-city movement. This 

means that the levels· of out-of-city movement discussed here 

are probably slightly low. 

The interpretation of grade- was also problematic 
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because promotion was irregular and no source documents 

with absolute precision what normal progression was in 

either 1910 or 1921. Briefly, what was pursued was the re­

construction of the elementary and high school grading 

systems and the location of this study in such. 

In both years the elementary system was a seven year, 

three level system. Divisions of junior, intermediate and 

senior divided the elementary schools and across these 

divisions were spread six grades. The grades were recorded 

on both the school register and the Annual Reports as first 

and second primer and readers one through four. For ease 

of comprehension, this study discussed them as grades one 

through six, the system of recording the province opted for 

in 1924. From the Annual Reports, the Courses of Study 

circulars, and the Putman-Weir s~rvey, the following table 

of 'normal' age/grade relationships was established. 

Grade Acceetable Age 

1 6-7 
2 7-8 
3 8-9 
4 9-10 
5 10-12* 
6 12-14* 

*The third and fourth readers constituted two year courses. 

Promotion through the lowest grades was expected to be quick 

and steady; the first four grades were commonly completed in 
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three years. The intermediate and senior grades, the third 

and fourth readers, were ideally completed in two years 

each, meaning that students completed the six grade system 

in seven years, or, by the age of 14, the last year of 

compulsory attendance. Putman-Weir discuss the propensity 

of some students to complete the course in six years and 

in effect have a year to do nothing, but this seems to have 

b h . ·t . 31 een t e m1nor1 y experience. 

High School grading was more easily explained. In 

1910 no grade is assigned any of the students because the 

record failed to note any distinctions in the level of the 

divisions and the Annual Report of that year does not en­

able one to link divisions with academic content. Though 

the high school of that year was divided into junior, 

intermediate, and senior courses, their relation to the 

1910 divisions is impossible to ascertain. Instead, divi­

sion is the only grouping used for analysis. This is pur­

sued on the assumption that the lower numbered divisions 

were more likely the senior and senior academic classes. 

In 1921, though there was little problem with assign­

ing grades, there was some difficulty interpreting their 

value. In 1921 Victoria High School had seven course 

divisions, five a~ademic and two vocational. Four academic 

courses are treated similarly and are treated as grades, 

with one year advancement the expectation. Evidence does 
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suggest that this progress often slowed in the intermediate 

level and perhaps took two full years to complete the junior 

. l . 32 matricu ation ccurse. This is considered in the discus-

sions of the retardation level of the high school. Senior 

matriculation, the equivalent of first year university, W6S 

offered in Victoria High School in 1921 and the 39 students 

recorded in this course are considered separately. Also 

considered independently are the commercial and technical 

students. Both males and females were enrolled in the three 

year commercial course and boys in the technical course of 

the same length. That these streams were expected to last 

one full year less than the academic courses is taken into 

consideration in discussions of retardation. 

The last problem associated with the 1921 high school 

was the unexplained· appearance of one class of students in 

the fourth and fifth readers, grades six and seven. While 

grade six was an elementary grade, grade seven was never 

offered in the Victoria system and only 29 students in the 

entire province were listed as enrolled in it in 1921. The 

suspicion is that these students were deficient in some 

course(s) and were not formally accepted into high school 

yet, but, were of an age and general aptitude to attend 

secondary school. This remains an educated assumption not 

substantiated by any written or oral evidence and is treated 

as such in all discussions. 
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When these problems were surmounted, four files were 

created in machine readable form and entered into a com­

puter. (Each file related to a school type and year, for 

example, elementary 1921.) An analysis of organization, 

geographic mobility and attendance was pursued with respect 

to the variables of age, gender, school type, school loca­

tion, grade and division. Relationships were probed by 

cross-tabulating variables and displayed and discussed with 

relation to nineteenth century attendance studies, twen­

tieth century educational literature and histories, and the 

official reports of the provincial and city school officials. 

Comparison with the nineteenth century results is a 

crucial part of this study but is not without difficulty. 

Comparing results of periods from up to fifty and sixty 

years difference has its obvious pitfalls but as well, this 

study examines attendance while nineteenth century studies 

generally only consider enrollment, as recorded on the 

census (i.e. the census does not record daily whereabouts). 

This distinction is confusing because the nineteenth century 

studies refer to their results as attendance, with no res­

pect for the distinction between that and enrollment. The 

examination of attendance allows a much more detailed view 

of schooling and how it was used by certain social groups, 

whether divided by age, gender, or school type or location. 

Unfortunately the register allows little examination which 
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might challenge the assumptions based on enrollment figures 

but the use of registers suggests an untapped source for 

future studies. 

What this study can effectively manage is to probe the 

characteristics of individual school behaviour in the 

twentieth century. While the variables are limited in 

scope compared to the census, the age, gender, grade, 

course, and school analyses advance our understanding of 

this period. They allow the framing of more precise and 

insightful questions and in some cases, tentative answers, 

than is possible with aggregate data. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CLASSROOM 

By the early 192O's, the ideal Canadian classroom was 

graded, coeducational and much smaller than its nineteenth 
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1 century counterpart. Since the 187O's, Canadian educators 

argued that the most efficient school and classroom organ­

ization was in grades. Both the teachers' time and exper­

tise and the individual students' abilities could be most 

effectively maximized under this system. Under a graded 

system, children would move from textbook to textbook, 

grade to grade, as their knowledge increased. Rather than 

progressing irregularly, levels of achievement would be 

standardized and promotion made a more objeccive exercise. 

Teachers, it was argued, could be more effective in a situ­

ation in which they taught children in one or at least as 

few grades as possible, rather than in many grades of loosely 

defined levels of achievement in one classroom. Standardiz­

ation was the desired ideal. As well, by the early twen­

tieth century, girls were accepted at all levels of public 

schooling and only in a minority of centres was there still 

provision for separate boys' and girls' facilities. Inter­

estingly, Victoria was one of those cities. Boys' and 

Girls' Central schools, largely elementary institutions, 

remained in existence until the thirties. Still, even in 

Victoria, the overwhelming majority of students attended 

coeducational facilities. The ideal early twentieth 
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century classroom was not far removed from a modern situa­

tion in its basic organization. 2 

But, the ideal was rarely obtainable and even less 

often obtained in fact. 3 In the rural areas especially, 

a lack of finances denied local boards the ability to pro­

vide the modern well-equipped plants such standardized 

organization required, even if the number of pupils had 

justified construction of multi-roomed schoolhouses. 4 

Rather, the one-room schoolhouse, multigraded and without 

modern standardization, if not the ideal, remained the re­

ality for a great many Canadian students. This situation 

of too few students and too few dollars per school district 

was the inspiration for rural consolidated schools - which 

offered especially teenage students graded, well-equipped 

schools and a selection of courses. 5 

As an urban centre, Victoria had a very modern system. 

The entire city .system was graded and the majority of stu­

dents were in a class with only students of the same grade. 

While this rate is impossible to calculate from the Annual 

Reports for the schools in 1910, in 1921 20.3% of Victoria 

elementary students were in classes which contained students 

in another grade, always a grade directly above or below. 6 

The majority of the city's students were housed in coeduca­

tional institutions. In 1910 37% and in 1921 only 16.2% 

of the school population were in either of the two 
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unieducational schools. 

If the graded, coeducational classroom taught by a 

professional teacher and housed in a modern facility, was 

the ideal, Victoria was, certainly by 1921, an ideal system. 

An examination of its characteristics, is, reasonably, a 

preliminary examination of the characteristics of the 

best of Canadian education. The problems Victoria exper­

ienced can be expected to have been exacerbated elsewhere. 

An examination of Victoria should be an examination of the 

early twentieth century mesh of ideal and reality, about 

which we know relatively little. Beyond Sutherland's 

discussion of Albert School in Saint John, New Brunswick, 

few historians have addressed the composition of either the 

elementary or secondary schools of Canadian cities. 7 

Questions of class size, composition, and stability re­

main unanswered. 

It is clear that despite the increase in compulsion 

laws, the passage and enforcement of child labour laws and 

unprecedented levels of expenditures on school plants and 

personnel, the early twentieth century classroom remained 

a shifting, irregular, collection of children and youths. 

Attendance remained uneven even in the face of provincial 

compulsion statutes and the extensive use of truant offi­

cers. These measures, combined with traditional appeals 

for parental coercion, failed to achieve satisfactory 
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regular attendance. While promoters' concerns shifted, as 

in Victoria, to concerns of the education of immigrants and 

school finance, attendance remained a thorn in the side of 

educators. Combined with daily fluctuations were continuing 

high levels of geographic mobility which undoubtedly had 

profound, if unquantifiable, negative effects on the class­

room operation. If, as in this study, a substantial percen­

tage of the student population was in motion, continuity 

would have been almost impossible to sustain. As nineteenth 

century educators lamented the impossibility of educating 

non-attenders, surely transients posed the same problem for 

their twentieth century counterparts. Both the transients 

and the persistors would logically, due to the disruption 

of the classroom, have been negatively affected by high 

levels of geographic mobility. The best efforts of school 

officials - teachers, superintendents, and promoters -

coupled with any amount of funding, could not counter the 

ills of shifting classroom populations. 

As well, despite the concerted effort to introduce 

standard achievement-based grading, the twentieth century 

classroom remained a mosaic of age groups. This problem, 

too many children either ahead, or more commonly behind 

the 'normal' progression pattern was one of the major con­

cerns of educators. We know little about the dimensions 



of this problem other than provided by provincial aggre­

gates and discussions by concerned shcool officials. 8 

From such reports it is clear that 'normal' progression 

through even the common graded city school remained the 

minority experience. 9 
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The most dramatic change in Victoria's public school 

system from 1910 to 1921 was the decrease in average class 

size. Confronted by alarming levels of school population 

growth, local officials opted to enlarge the system at an 

even quicker pace. The result was that by the end of the 

period, the average elementary classroom size had been 

slashed from 51.2 to 37.4. Moreover, by 1921, poor, wood, 

filthy, unheated, dilapidated structures which were neces­

sary accommodation through the peak growth years of the 

1910's, had been replaced by modern brick school build­

ings.10 Expansion of physical plants combined with a 

stagnating population stabilized class sizes by the very 

late teens. Still, within these markedly improved class 

size averages remained distinctions of grade, division and 

school. For example in 1921 the average elementary class 

size, for schools of more than three divisions, ranged from 

34.9 (Oaklands) to 42 (Quadra Primary). Classes in smaller 

schools ranged as high as 53.5 for the Chinese dominated 

Rock Bay school. Within single schools different grades/ 

divisions had markedly different class sizes. While some 



classrooms in the same year were as small as 30, others 

were as large as 45 (North Ward). 
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In the high school the average class size actually 

increased from 30.3 to 32.6, a minimal increase consider­

ing the threefold growth of the school. But Victoria High 

exhibited the same irregularities the elementary schools 

did. In 1910 class size ranged from 21 in division 6 to 

41 in two of the lowest divisions. In 1921 the range was 

from 23 in a commercial class to 44 in a technical class. 

These variations in class size suggest a few things. 

First and most obviously, they suggest that increased 

expenditure on schools facilitated much smaller class 

size which in turn would have facilitated a more positive 

educational environment. Gone were the days of 60, 70 

and even more in one classroom. In this way, monetary 

expenditure, a reaction to increasing concern over the 

importance of education, did in fact benefit the educa-

. l . 11 tiona experience. 

More interesting perhaps, are the division/grade 

distinctions which existed even in 1921. The high school 

provides ample illustration of how the class size distinc­

tions were loosely linked, it seems, to the nature of the 

class. As Table III illustrates, the 1910 ratio fairly 

closely related to the academic level. In the ungraded 

high school, the lowest divisions had fewer students per 



TABLE III 

VICTORIA HIGH SCHOOL: 1910 

DIVISION* 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

10 

*Division 9 missing 

NUMBER OF STUDENTS 

25 

26 

25 

34 

39 

21 

41 

41 

21 

72 
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class. While information on the exact nature of the classes 

. 1 t · 1 12 Y d/ 1 is scarce, a re a ion seems c ear. ounger an or ess 

gifted children were in the higher division and subject to 

larger classes. 

In 1921, the size of the technical classes, 44 and 43, 

suggest the lack of regard for smaller classes in this 

stream. As well, the commercial classes were somewhat 

larger than the average. The average size of 35.4 is 

skewed by one class with only 23 pupils, the senior com­

mercial class. Without this class considered the average 

is over 38 (See Table IV). While only slight differences 

were apparent between some of the academic courses, the 

small size of the junior matriculation classes suggest the 

importance laid on this level. The large size (39) of the 

senior matriculation class is perhaps explicable by the 

fact there were only enough students for one class, not 

quite enough for two. Thus the class size could be ex­

plained as apologetically large. 

Other questions arise from the patterns illustrated by 

Table IV. More students were in junior matriculation than 

were in the advanced preliminary course and more in the 

advanced than the junior grade. Several explanations are 

possible. This might have been a product of normal progres­

sion which slowed dramatically in junior matriculation and 

was somewhat quicker in the advanced than the junior grade. 
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TABLE IV 

VICTORIA HIGH SCHOOL: 1921 

COURSE AVERAGE CLASS SIZE TOTAL 

Senior 
Matriculation 39 ( 1 ) 39 

Junior 
Matriculation 29.5 ( 6) 177 

Advanced 
Preliminary 35.25 ( 4) 141 

Preliminary 33 ( 3 ) 99 

Fifth Reader 32.2 ( 5) 161 

Mixed 33 ( 1 ) 33 

Technical 43.5 (2) 87 

Commercial 35.4 ( 5) 177 



There is some evidence that outstanding students passed 

both the two lowest grades in one year and this would 

largely explain this distinction, but three other explan­

ations also seem reasonable. 13 The higher totals in each 

progressively higher grade may be evidence that progress 

was much slower than desired in these upper grades. 

Putman-Weir discussed this problem in 1924 and suggested 

that another year was indeed necessary to complete the 

high school course . 
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Alternate explanations suggest that Victoria High 

School experienced either substantial in-migration begin­

ning at the junior matriculation level or that the drop-out 

rate accelerated at this same level. Either explanation 

would account for the large differences between enrollment 

in the various academic levels. The resolution of this 

issue, not possible here, would go some length toward illu­

minating -the value students placed on matriculation in 

this period. 

Historically, gender has been closely related to pat­

terns of school enrollment. In Victoria, both the sample 

and the city as a whole demonstrated a consistent gender 

balance in both years. As Table V demonstrates, a single 

percentage point separated male and female elementary 

students in the study. Though this balance differs slightly 

frqm the city pattern, where s l ightly more boys attended, 



TABLE V 

ELEMENTARY ENROLLMENT 

X GENDER: 1910, 1921 

1910 

# % 

MALE 712 50. 4 

FEMALE 702 49.6 

1921 

# % 

701 50.6 

684 49 . 4 

76 
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the difference is small and partially accountable for by 

the selection of schools. The resemblance of the two 

populations is more prominent than the distinctions. This 

gender balance suggests at first glance that school going 

was a gender-neutral experience. While this is not en­

tirely accurate, clearly, gender difference had lost much 

of the impact it carried in the nineteenth century city. 

As various studies in numerous locations have demonstrated, 

by the last one-third of the nineteenth century, schooling 

for those over about 12 years was more common for girls 

14 than boys. For reasons largely of economic opportunity 

and necessity, teenage males attended less often. By the 

turn of the century, gender had little relationship to en­

rollment in the pre-teen years and as Table Vindicates, 

this appears to have been true for Victoria. The high 

school experience also supports previous studies. While in 

1910 the elementary scho?ls posted a near perfect gender 

balance, 56.7% of the high school was female. Somewhat 

surprisingly, as the school opened to many more students 

in 1921, this gender imbalance continued. In the later 

year, 58.4% of the high sc-hool population was female, a 

slight increase. This is somewhat surprising in light of 

the assumption that as schooling became a more universal 

phenomena, distinctions of age and certainly gender broke 

down. But to probe the subtleties of the gender, grade and 
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school differentials of enrollment, age must be considered. 

While the early common schools posed a problem to 

educators because of their wide age-spread in each class, 

as well as the sheer size of classes, the urban school 

ideal became an age/achievement graded system. By the 

early twentieth century, Charles Philips suggests, grading 

1 1 h . d . C d. . t. lS was arge y ac 1eve in most ana 1an c1 1es. Still, as 

Sutherland demonstrates for Albert school in Saint John, 

New Brunswick, the ideal of closely age-specific classrooms 

was not always achieved in practice. Retardation remained 

a problem; children ahead or more commonly behind normal 

progression. The result was classrooms in Victoria where 

age differences of as much as 6 years appear common. For 

example, division 5 in North Ward and South Park schools 

in 1921 are displayed in Table VI. Chosen at random, these 

classes suggest the range of ages still present in a modern 

elementary school. 

As well, the age of entry continued to be the source 

of some disruption. Age 6 was not an accepted age for 

entry or full attendance. Curiously from 1910 to 1921 it 

seems to have become less so. Gillian Weiss, in her history 

of provincial kindergartens, demonstrates , that in the early 

twentieth century British Columbia did lag behind many 

North American locales in the schooling of young children. 16 

In Canada, she suggests, Ontario was the exception with a 
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TABLE VI 

NORTH WARD AND SOUTH PARK 

Div. 5, 1921 

NORTH WARD 

AGE GENDER TOTAL 

MALE FEMALE 

10 2 0 2 

11 2 1 3 

12 5 10 15 

13 8 3 11 

14 5 3 8 

15 2 0 2 

SOUTH PARK 

AGE GENDER TOTAL 

MALE FEMALE 

10 1 0 1 

11 0 0 0 

12 3 2 5 

13 7 10 17 

14 7 8 15 

15 3 4 7 

16 1 2 3 
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large public system. Secondly, only very recently (1973) 

did the province assume control of kindergartens. To­

gether, this suggests that there was neither bottom-up nor 

top-down pursuit of education for very young children. 

Whether lack of facilities was more cause or symptom is 

unclear. What is clear is that unlike some North American 

regions, the education of the very young was not a large 

concern in British Columbia and this reluctance to enroll 

children at 5 or even 6 had reverberations to which we 

will return. 

When considered in relation to age, some gender dis­

tinctions appear (Table VII). In each elementary grade, 

boys were always older than females by about .3 years. 

Over two sample years, the only exception to this was in 

1910 when females averaged 14.1 years to 13.9 for males. 

In all 11 other cases, males were older. This slight 

though consistent difference may not have been significant. 

It may merely have been a reflection of the normal propen­

sity of young boys to experience slightly more academic 

problems than girls. This difficulty might have slowed 

their progress enough to skew the averages in such a man­

ner. Regardless of the cause(s) this table indicates that 

male retardation was a more serious problem than female 

retardation, though the major study in this period did not 

examine any gender differences. 17 
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TABLE VII 
AVERAGE AGE X GRADE X GENDER: 

1910 AND 1921 ELEMENTARY 

1910 AVERAGE AGE 

GRADE MALE FEMALE MALE FEMALE 

1 130 130 7.2 6.8 
2 49 65 8.6 8.4 
3 49 95 9.4 9.2 
4 132 137 12.0 11.4 
5 128 126 11.8 11. 3 
6 174 164 13.9 14.1 

1921 AVERAGE AGE 

GRADE MALE FEMALE MALE FEMALE 

1 92 106 7.1 6.6 
2 82 70 7.9 7.8 
3 89 70 9.0 8.8 
4 86 100 10.4 9.9 
5 186 157 12.0 11. 5 
6 . 164 183 13.9 13.7 
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The provincial compulsion law of 1901 stated that all 

children in cities age 7-14 must attend school. All 

probably did not, though this study has little ability to 

discuss with precision levels of enrollment, especially 

for the lower ages. Still, some age patterns do seem ap­

parent from the study. As Figure III demonstrates, few 

younger children attended. Though this is partially ac­

counted for by the nature of the schools chosen - large 

intermediate schools biased against the very young - there 

was a marked propensity for those under 9 in 1910, and 

under 8 in 1921, not to attend. There appears to have been 

a 'threshold of universality' in both years . . In 1910, 

universal attendance seems to have occurred at age 9. Those 

less than this age were much less likely to attend school. 

Oddly, this study captured more 6 year-olds than 7 year­

olds, and this remains completely unexplained by either 

the author's reasoning or internal or external evidence. 

In 1921 the age of school entry was much more commonly 7 

than 6. There is almost a two to one ratio among these two 

age groups, and while this is perhaps reasonable, consider­

ing the operative date of the birthday, the two year con­

trast is unexplained. 

The age at which the highest percentage of children 

enrolled was 12 in 1910 and 10 in 1921. In 1910 the parti­

cipation rate of this group outdistanced others considerably 
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while in 1921, the percentage or total for all between 8 

and 13 was uniformly high. These rates relate closely to 

national figures of the census of 1921. School participa­

tion was becoming common for a slightly older age group, 

and more common for all those over about age 8. Still, the 

rate dropped quickly after age 13 and elementary school 

participation was very unusual by age 16. This phenomena 

suggests two slightly different patterns in 1910 and 1921. 

In 1910, it simply seems to demonstrate that children in the 

mid- to late teens did not attend school. By 1921, though 

the rate in elementary schools remained minute, the high 

school began to capture increasing numbers of this age 

group. While in 1910 only 150 15 and 16 year-olds regis­

tered at Victoria High, in 1921 451 of the same age group 

did so. Taken together the school participation rate for 

this age group improved appreciably, consistent with the 

extension of the high school in this period. 

In both years, a smattering of children older than 16 

dotted the elementary classrooms. In 1910 they constituted 

1.1% and in 1921 .8%. 18 This simply demonstrates that 

there continued to be a group of severe retardates who were 

from five to eight years behind a 'normal' level of achieve­

ment. Certainly, as one case evidenced, the association of 

children of this age group with the younger school popula­

tion was a concern. In 1912 the City Board petitioned to 
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have a sign erected at city schools prohibiting the public 

use of school yards during normal hours of operation. This 

was in response to complaints that an eighteen year-old was 

hanging around the school and 'bothering' the younger 

children. 19 If this age mix was considered harmful to the 

educational process, surely internal contrasts were as 

bothersome. One can only imagine the impact an eighteen 

year-old would have in an elementary classroom today to 

picture the potential problem of serious retardates. 

Putman-~eir devoted a complete, if short, chapter to 
. 20 

the problem of retardation. They considered it a serious 

problem afflicting both the students and the school budgets. 

Special concern was expressed that Victoria and Vancouver had 

levels of retardation as high as the provincial average, 

though this was partly explained away by the ''large foreign 

population in these cities. 1121 In Victoria, the average 

student was 9.02 months retarded. The chief causes were 

suggested as teacher inefficiency, student inability, lack 

of student effort, and illness. Putman-Weir recommended 

that supervision be upgraded, medical attention paid to stu­

dents, especially irr the rural areas, and, as was their ans­

wer to many problems, the adoption a a middle school, or 

junior high. 22 Other historians have noted the same problems 

and solutions for other locales. 23 Importantly, Lazerson 

argues that widespread retardation was a major motivation 
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behind the manual training movement in Massachusetts as it 

appears to have been in the Canadian context as well. 24 

But retardation was seemingly less of a problem in 

1921 than in 1910, as a curious shift in enrollment pat­

terns suggests. As Figure IV illustrates, many fewer 

children enrolled in the first primer, the lowest grade, 

in 1921 than in 1910. The percentage of the total elemen­

tary population in this first grade dropped from 19.6% 

to 9.1%. The grade which increased most in size from 1910 

to 1921 was grade five. Most other grades retained a very 

consistent percentage. 

What this shift suggests is that many fewer children 

were retarding in the lowest grade(s) and what stagnation 

did occur, occurred in the middle grades of the elementary 

school. An alternate or contributory explanation could be 

that the in-migrants were disproportionately of the age/ 

achievement level of grades three and above. This alone 

could not account for such a shift but neither is it argued 

that a decline in retardation in grade one was entirely 

responsible for the shift. Literary evidence does suggest 

that pupils in the first two grades may have been pushed 

out of the grades at Christmas. In more than one instance 

in the first years of the century the city superintendent 

proposed a system which would promote deserving students 

at any time. 25 He argued that a "platoon system" of 
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promotion common to age graded schools, denied individual 

achievement and ultimately caused retardation. The extent 

to which his proposal was adopted is unclear from the 

annual reports or the board minutes, though the case of 

Kingston School suggests the practice may have been exten­

sive in certain schools. In 1921 25.1% (68) of the pupils 

in this school moved internally. The timing of the moves 

is unknown but almost certainly these moves were part of 

a conscious program to relate, throughout the year, 

achievement and grade. And while this rate was unusually 

high for this study, all schools experienced some internal 

promotion. Demotion was much less common. 

There was considerably less movement up or down in the 

higher grades. This is reasonable if one considers the 

head start literate children 6 or 7 could conceivably bring 

with them to the early grades. The effect of head starts 

would be minimized by the later years and compounded by the 

increasing difficulty of promotion beyond grade four. The 

initial advantage would be represented by a higher grade to 

age ratio but not necessarily by mid-year promotion. This 

demands further investigation but suggests the impact dif­

ferent educational experiences of very young children might 

have had on_ retardation and school organization. What kin­

dergartens did exist might have been frequented predomin­

antly by certain social groups or social classes and this 
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educational exposure mirrored in regular or exceptional 

academic progression. The extent and ramifications of the 

schooling of very young children in Canada remains un­

clear. 

Finally, Neil Sutherland maintains that between 1910 

and 1921 the average student attainment increased a full 

26 grade. This was due, he suggests, to improvements in 

the educational system. This shift towards higher grade 

attainment for all age and gender groups was apparent in 

Victoria over the same period. Table VII displayed the 

elementary grades and the average age in the respective 

years. The shift was most dramatic in grade four where the 

average age dropped an astounding one and one-half years 

for both males and females. The drop in average age for the 

other grades was much less, but still significant. The 

contradiction to this pattern was in grade five where the 

average ages actually increased over the eleven years but 

this is explained in two ways. In 1921 almost all the 15, 

16 and 17 year-olds were concentrated in grades five and 

six while in 1910 they _were more likely to be in the lower 

grades. More importantly perhaps, Putman-Weir documented 

that on occasion teachers intentionally retarded children 

in the upper elementary grades because they feared the stu­

dents would not succeed in either the high school entrance 

examinations or, if recommended, in the high school courses 
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themselves. The Survey attacked this practice as a substan­

tial contributor to the retardation problem and appealed 

for a quick end to it. They argued that teachers retarded 

these students more out of fear for their own reputation 

than concern for the students. The Victoria evidence 

suggests this practice may have been widespread in 1921 

when the promotion of students of secondary school was al­

most entirely based on teachers' recommendations. 

Still, looked at another way, the grade to age ratio 

did increase uniformly in 1921. If charted (Table VIII), 

this pattern is clear. For example, eleven year-olds were 

most commonly in grade five in both years but in 1910 this 

was at a 46.8% rate while in 1921 at 65.3%. Likewise, 

while twelve year-olds were 38.7% likely to be in the same 

grade in 1910, this rose to 60.9% eleven years later. 

Fourteen year-olds were 62.0% in grade six in 1910 and 

74% in 1921. 

Two shifts occurred - both a slightly to dramatic 

higher grade attainment and a concentration of grades for 

each age. These gradual shifts towards standardized 

classrooms and promotion were representative of the ob­

served transformation of public schools in Victoria in this 

period. The 1921 classroom was smaller and more standard­

ized than in 1910 but still far from uniform in size or in 

age of students. Retardation was less of a problem in 



AGE X GRADE: 

1910 -
GRADE 6 7 8 9 10 

1 118 70 42 21 7 
2 3 19 40 36 11 
3 3 14 41 24 
4 4 23 45 
5 13 52 
6 3 

1921 

GRADE 6 7 8 9 10 

1 77 67 45 11 2 
2 0 55 54 29 8 
3 0 12 45 60 35 
4 1 16 52 64 
5 7 53 
6 2 

TABLE VIII 

1910 & 1921 ELEMENTARY 

AGE -
11 12 13 14 

- 2 
2 1 1 1 
4 3 2 3 

46 61 45 33 
59 70 38 14 
15 44 63 85 

AGE -
11 12 13 14 

1 
0 
9 3 

26 16 6 5 
98 92 55 28 
16 40 87 94 

15 16 

10 2 
4 3 

74 40 

15 16 

6 4 
72 25 

17 18 

1 
13 1 

17 18 

8 1 

19 

2 

\0 
~ 



1921 than in 1910, but remained a major concern to educa­

tors. The accepted age of entry was, if anything, more 

ambiguous in 1921 than 1910. 
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This study demonstrates that historians have been cor­

rect in arguing that in the opening decades of this century 

Canadian public education became a more standard, uniformly 

arranged experience. More importantly, it has demonstrated 

that substantial irregularities persisted in the organiza­

tion of classes, schools and even systems as late as 1921. 

The reasons for these irregularities and their impact on 

both students and schools can only be suggested from this 

study. But, as the following two chapters begin to docu­

ment, these irregularities seemingly had serious implica­

tions for students especially. 



NOTES 

CHAPTER FIVE 
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1charles Philips outlines the process of bringing the 
sexes together in common schools and classrooms in The 
Development of Education in Canada, pp. 375-386. --

2sutherland, Children in English Canadian Societt, 
provides the most detailed discussion of the twentiet 
century classroom. Sutherland analyzes Albert School in 
St. John's, New Brunswick. 

3A discussion of the extent and character of problems 
that continued to plague educators in the twentieth century 
is missing in the literature. Sutherland touches on the 
problems, but as suggested, he is more concerned with policy 
formulation. That problems continued is hinted at by Stamp 
and others but never discussed in detail. 

4 . 
Rural areas often retained one-room, upgraded schools 

well into the twentieth century because the lack of students 
precluded any other organization. See for example the 
discussion of such in Sutherland, Children in English 
Canadian Society. 

5sutherland makes this point in chapter 12 of Children, 
"The Common Centre from Which Radiated Plans and Labours: 
The Macdonald-Robertson Movement Demonstrates the New 
Education to Canadians, 1900-1913." 

6 Annual Reports, 1921, pp. 44-51. 

7sutherland, Children in English Canadian Society. 

8such sources included the Census of Canada, especially 
1931; the Illiteracy and School Attendance supplement of 
1921; and educational reports such as Putman and Weir, 
Survey of The School System (Victoria: King's Printer, 
1926 > . 

9Retardation is discussed extensively in contemporary 
accounts. This is most obvious in Putman and Weir, Survey 
of the School System, in which an entire chapter is devoted 
to the problem. · 

10 rn the early years of the city's boom, Trustees often 
complained about poor, unheated, filthy, wooden structures 
being pressed into service to house the rapidly growing 



student population. In some years small numbers of stu­
dents were even housed in tents for short periods. 
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11Timothy Dunn computes the expenditure on public edu­
cation in B.C. rose from $532,692 in 1900-01 to $7,170,030 
in 1920-21, "The Rise of Mass Public Schooling," p. 36. 

12see Appendix I for an elaboration of methodological 
problems associated with this study. Briefly, the 1910 
high school was ungraded by both the school register and 
the provincial Annual Reports. Many of the courses were 
taken by all students, some by the majority and a smatter­
ing taken by various minorities. Though there were un­
doubtedly divisions in the high school, they are impossible 
to ascertain from these records. 

13 Courses of Study, 1918, A50 

14see Gaffield, "Schooling, The Economy, and Rural 
Society." 

15Philips suggests that fully graded schools were com­
mon in Canadian cities and larger towns by the 1870's. 
Philips, The Development of Education in Canada. As well 
see chapter 10 of Sutherland; Children in English Canadian 
Society. 

16Gillian Weiss, "An Essential Year for the Child: The 
Kindergarten in British Columbia," in Wilson and Jones, 
Schooling and Society. 

17P W. S utman- e1r, urvey. 

18The presence of Chinese students in the Victoria 
classrooms slightly skewed these results. For 1910 children 
with obviously Chinese names were noted for possible analy­
sis. They are not presented in any of the data but it in­
structive to note here that of the 35 so classified, 3 
were older than 16 and another 6 were 16. These are very 
high percentages of this group, confirming assumptions 
suggested elsewhere, but are not sufficient to dramatically 
skew the overall results~ 

19victoria Minutes, October 9, 1912. 

20Putrnan-Weir, Survey, Chapter XV. 

21 Ibid., p. 252. Orientals came under especially harsh 
attack-roi being retarded. 



22 rbid., Chapter XV. 

23 Lazerson, Origins of the Urban School, especially 
Chapter V. 

24The motivations for vocationalism are unclear. See 
note 5, ch. 4. For a brief, valuable overview of the 
American experience see the introduction to Lazerson and 
Grubb, American Education and Vocationalism. 

25 Annual Reports, 1903, p. 55. 

26 Sutherland, Children in English Canadian Society, 
p. 166. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CHILDREN IN-MOTION 

Historians of the 1960's and 1970's were consistently 

amazed at the discovery of extremely high rates of geogra­

phic mobility wherever they looked in North America. 1 

American and Canadian studies reached the same conclusion: 

nineteenth century society was on the move. While this had 

been assumed for many years for rural areas, especially the 

American West, the discovery of high mobility rates in 

cities such as Boston, Chicago -and Hamilton generally sur­

prised researchers. 2 The majority of the population of 

these cities were in almost constant motion. It was un­

usual to discover more than one-third of the population 

persisting for as long as a decade in one community. 

In "Men in Motion," an early discussion of the dis­

covery of these high rates of mobility, 3 Stephan 

Thernstrorn and Peter R. Knights concluded to their aston­

ishment that Boston, Massachusetts experienced about a 16% 

annual rate of transiency. When aggregated over a decade, 

1880-1890, this pattern meant that something like 800,000 

moved into and out of Boston to produce a net growth of 

just over 65,000. Two classes of society developed; the 

persistors and the transients. The persistors, the minority 

of the population which stayed put for decades, were asso­

ciated with relative economic success. The second class, 

consisting predominantly of labourers of some type, formed 



the majority of the population. This group was in con­

stant motion, both about the city and out of it, replaced 

by hordes of immigrants in motion. All the evidence 

suggests that the transient groups were those most sus­

ceptible to the vagaries of the growing capitalist labour 

market. 
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Though Boston may have been especially vulnerable to 

such mobility, because it was a centre of European immi­

grants and possessed an extensive economic structure, its 

rates were not entirely unique. Hamilton, Canada's most 

studied nineteenth century ~ity, experienced rates and 

patterns of geographic mobility similar to Boston's. 

Michael Katz estimated that in any .one year from 1851 to 

1881, roughly twice the total population resided in the 

city at some time. 4 Moreover, he discovered that the 

minority persisters achieved economic success while the 

majority group continued in motion, losers in the economic 

game. Additionally, large numbers of farmers moved in and 

out of the city on a seasonal basis: in the late fall and 

winter they sought wage labour positions in the industrial-

. . . t 5 1.z1ng c1 y. 

Less than one hundred miles away, Peel County exper­

ienced similar rates of mobility. 6 Between 1851 and 1861 

sixty percent of the adult population left Peel County, 

many moving west in search of cheaper, more plentiful land. 



From 1861 to 1871 only one-third of all heads of families 

remained for the decade. David Gagan concluded that less 

than 10% of the population persisted through the two 

decades. 7 

Some educational historians have speculated on what 

these high rates of mobility meant for school children and 

the school systems. One group suggests that transiency 
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was a recognized social evil and among the evils schooling 

was constructed to mitigate. 8 Children of a restless pop­

ulation could be taught acceptable social norms, discipline, 

and a minimum of academics despite their wanderings; immi­

grant children were the special targets of this program. 

One scholar at least has partially challenged this notion 

of social control. Chad Gaffield has questioned, without 

any real answer, 9 the role public schooling played in 

providing cohesiveness to children's lives. He argues that 

transient groups probably used schooling to provide con­

tinuity in family lives. If schools were ideally uniform 

in clientele and organization, a chil<l might feel as at 

home in one as in the other. In this way schools were 

social glue for disadvantaged, perhaps often recently ar­

rived labouring families. Though this thesis remains to be 

tested it suggests the potential complexity of the relation­

ship of school and pupil, of state and family. The school 

may well have been used in a manner never intended. 
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Beyond . the use of the schools, high rates of mobility 

surely disrupted the classrooms. The constant shifting of 

faces must both have retarded the educational advancement 

of those moving and upset the smooth operation of the class­

room. The former problem would have been exacerbated, if 

as suggested, the children most in motion were those from 

the lower classes who were least likely to attend regularly 

or achieve high grade standings. Marvin Lazerson has 

argued that in Massachusetts the double phenomena of 

non-English speaking children and high rates of turnover 

posed the greatest problems in the classrooms and was a 

recognized problem among educators. 10 

Lazerson discovered concern with two types of mobility: 

in and out of the city and movement within the school 

system. Though movement within the city system (Boston) 

may or may not have been a product of residential movement, 

the result was the same. In the very late nineteenth cen­

tury the combined rate was from 25 to 50% with up to one­

half of this accounted for by inter-system movement. 

Though for the children involved, this probably put less 

strain on both their education and the education of their 

classmates, Lazerson argues the pressure on teachers was 

'severe. 111 

In the absence of census records, the basis of mobility 

studies, much less is known about the twentieth century. 
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Informed speculation suggests that while geographic mobi­

lity slowed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, a certain continuity of patterns existed, motion, 

it is suggested, did not come to a screeching halt but 

rather slowed in an unknown, probably uneven fashion. 12 

The annual report for the Victoria schools allows an ex­

ploratory discussion of early twentieth century rates and 

directions of mobility. As well, the impact on the class­

room and schools can be measured quantitatively, though the 

qualitative dimension of this problem can only be discussed 

speculatively. 

Victoria experienced both intra and extra city mobility. 

The extent of this mobility is measured by the number of 

students who started and finished the academic year in the 

same school. This establishes the percentage of students 

who failed, for whatever reason, to complete the year. In 

1910, only 73.6% of the elementary students and 78% of the 

high school students started and finished the year in the 

same school. In 1921 the rates improved to 83.2% for ele­

mentary and 91.9% for high school students. In both years 

the high school students posted markedly better rates of 

completion. One possible explanation is that older students 

(children) did not move as much. Their parents would have 

probably been older than those of younger children and 

perhaps more established in the city. This would be 
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consistent with nineteenth century findings that younger, 

less established families (or singles) moved more often 

than older established families. 13 A second explanation 

suggests that children enrolled in the high school, still 

a minority experience, were from families more economically 

stable than most and therefore less likely to move. This 

quasi class analysis of high school performance fits with 

nineteenth century analyses of high school clientele, which 

clearly show that secondary school attendance was directly 

related to the occupational standing of the family. 14 

Katz discovered that social class was related to attendance 

wherever a certain level of schooling was a minority exper­

ience.15 Even as late as 1921 secondary education remained 

a minority experience in Victoria, despite its eleven year 

tripling in size. An alternate, less theoretical explana­

tion might suggest simply that those who atten1ed high 

school were more committed to an education and therefore 

logical ly attended all year more often than the younger 

children. Finally, for most students in the high school, 

the option of transferring to another school in the city 

was not open, though the inter-city rate does not nearly 

account for the entire elementary-secondary disparity. 

That the completion Qerformance for both school types 

improved over the eleven years , suggests that the population 

of Victoria was becoming less mobile and that schooling was 
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becoming an important experience for more and more children. 

Though historians are unsure exactly when geographic mobi­

lity slowed, at least one informed scholar has suggested 

that the 1920's marked a watershed of sorts. 16 Though 

presumably no great divide neatly separates old and modern 

patterns the immediate post World War I period is postu­

lated as one of an entrenchment of society. Perhaps the 

1921 mobility performance of Victoria students signifies 

part of this trend, or this slowdown in movement may have 

been a reflection of Victoria's economic condition. In 

1921 the city's economy was stagnant, directly contrasting 

the boom in 1910. Alternately, the increased performance 

may simply have been tied to the general improvement in 

attendance evident since the nineteenth century. Increased 

rates of completion may have been a manifestation of in­

creased devotion by both parents and children to education 

as an important institution deserving of regular and unin­

terrupted participation. Such an explanation would be 

consistent with theories of increasing devotion both to 

children as objects of affection and of schools as approp­

riate places for the nurturement of such. 

The patterns both support and question some of these 

possible explanations. If children completed in response 

to the class position of their parents, it is reasonable 

to expect that higher percentages would have been recorded 

by students at the James Bay school. Though this is an 
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admittedly imprecise measure of class, James Bay was clearly 

a much more fashionable neighbourhood than the central and 

northern sections of the city encompassed by Fernwood, 

Hillside, and North Ward schools. Figure V demonstrates 

that there was an inconsistent pattern among the schools. 

While in 1910 South Park, a James Bay school, far outper­

formed North Ward, there was no difference in 1921. In 

the later year James Bay schools actually had a higher rate 

of non-completion, indicating no evident correlation bet­

ween social standing and the relative propensity of children 

to spend a complete year in elementary school. 

While school location seemingly had little obvious 

relation to completion, school type had a direct relation­

ship. The two schools catering to an older age group, 

grades three and above, South Park and North Ward, had 

generally better performances. More than class, loosely 

defined, it seems age had a positive relation to finishing. 

The elementary schools with a much higher average age had 

much higher rates, especially in 1921. This relationship 

is emphasized by considering the still higher rates posted 

by the high school. Older children were more likely to 

start and finish the year in the same year than younger 

ones. But the patterns of the past are not so simple. 

Several factors seem to have mediated the simple age-finish 

relationship, especially gender. As Figure VI highlights, 
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males were considerably more likely to spend the complete 

year in one elementary school. In high school the same 

pattern was evident in 1910, supporting the suggestion that 

early twentieth century patterns of completion were related 

to gender, roughly approximating age. The 1921 high school 

pattern neither refutes nor supports this suggestion. 

Rather its rates were very high for both males and females, 

evidence perhaps that as performance improved, factors of 

variance became much less important. 

Even within these broad groupings and seemingly simple 

and logical relation between educational stability and 

pupils in older grades, the contours of the finishing ex­

perience expose a good deal about the 'social organization' 

of early twentieth century Victoria. The patterns of 

school arrival and school departure suggest a society still 

in flux and possessing an inexact definition of childhood 

and youth. Children were in motion in the schools, in the 

city and around the province and country. Youth, it seems, 

had no direct correlation to a set amount of schooling as 

leaving patterns remained irregular through 1921. 

Historians have discovered three types of mobility 

which affected schools: movement of children within the 

school system, intra-city residential movement, and extra­

city residential movement. 17 Lazerson argues that all 

three types of mobility plagued late nineteenth century 
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Boston, and that combined, up to 50% of the student popu-

18 lation changed schools in any one year. Likewise, 

Victoria experienced a high rate of intra-city movement. 

In 1910, 54 of the 1414 elementary students moved within 

the school system. Though this 3.8% figure does not ap­

proach Boston's rates of fifteen years earlier, it does 

suggest that about 2 pupils moved in or out of each elemen­

tary class in 1910. While this movement was probably not 

highly disruptive in itself, when added to other rates of 

movement, it gains in significance. As Table IX demon­

strates, substantial numbers of pupils also arrived from 

further afield. All told, 124 of the 1414 elementary stu­

dents in 1910 arrived from outside Victoria sometime during 

the school year. This total is surely a bit low because 

those arriving from Saanich, a ne i ghbouring district, were 

recorded as inner-city movers. In fact, many of these may 

have been involved in selling a home or property, if such 

was owned, leaving a job and moving up to fifteen miles. 

Without these cases, 8.8% of the element ary students arrived 

from outside the city. With Saanich movement the figure 

would have approached 10%. Of those recorded as new arri­

vals, thirty-seven came from British Columbia centres, 

another 37 from other Canadian locations and 50, or 3.5%, 

from outside Canada. The majority of the non-Canadian 

movement involved arrivals from England. 
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TABLE IX 

1910 ELEMENTARY SCHOOL MOVEMENT 

Arrival 

Victoria 54 

B.C. 37 

Canada 37 

World 50 

178 

Deearture 

Victoria 72 

B.C. 39 

Canada 16 

World 23 

150 
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The total influx of a.8% does not seem inordinately 

high, especially for a period which, according to one 

report, "astonished old timers and indeed the province at 

large1119 with its rapid growth. From 1901 to 1911 

Victoria's population increased 52%, with much of this 

increase occurring in the later years. The aggregate 

school enrollment figures (Table II) indicate that many of 

these immi grants brought school-age children with them, 

suggesting that a substantial percentage of them were fairly 

young and perhaps not economically secure. This in turn 

suggests this group was likely to continue "t_ravelling." 

The number of children pulled out of the school in the same 

year is perhaps evidence of this. Seventy-eight, or 5.5% 

of the total elementary population, left Victoria during 

the school year and as with the arrival figures, this total 

is surely slightly low and the 72 students moving within 

the city's borders slightly high. 

Population increase or decrease is recorded with 

little attention to the number of people shuttling in and 

out of the area the total represent. One needs only to 

remember Thernstrom's Boston to appreciate the potential 

magnitude of this motion and how population aggregates 

mask the numbers of 'travellers' who moved through a city 

in any year. The 1910 school registers allow the construc­

tion of an informal, speculative pattern of this movement. 



In 1910, Victoria experienced a 3.3% gain in the 

elementary age group, accounted for by an 8.8% rate of 

in-migration and a 5.5% rate of out-migration. These 

rates can be projected across the city by relating them 
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to the total city elementary student population. The 

exercise suggests that almost 500 students were in motion 

in the one school year of 1910 and that over 200 pupils 

were added to the city rolls. In fact, the city's elemen­

tary school rolls increased 147 from 1910 to 1921, but 

innumerable factors obviously play a large role in this 

sort of exercise. The point is, many children moved 

through the school system and thus the city, to produce a 

net gain of 200 or 400 or whatever the total in any parti­

cular year. One can ponder how many children moved through 

the system in 1912-1913 when the city rolls expanded from 

4107 to 5201. 

Beyond suggesting that society continued to be in 

motion, this study confirms that classrooms continued to be 

in motion. Though much improved from Lazerson's informed 

estimate that up to 40 or 50% of classrooms turned over 

annually in the late nineteenth and very early twentieth 

centuries, the average Victoria classroom of 51 would have 

had approximately 15 students either enter or .leave. This 

figure includes internal and external school movement and 

the 29.4% who left for work or because of illness. This 



high rate of movement must have consistently upset the 

classrooms and reduced their educational potential. 
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The high school of 1910 demon~trated somewhat greater 

stability than the elementary system. Only 4.8% (13) of 

the 273 pupils arrived part way through the year. Com­

bined with the 16.8% (46) who left, 21.6% of the student 

population turned over during the year. Combined with the 

5 who moved internally, 23.4% either arrived or left, 

meaning that in an average classroom of 30 or so, about 7 

pupils moved in or out (Table X). What is marked in this 

table is the number of high school pupils who moved in or 

out of British Columbia, as opposed to the much wider world 

the elementary transfers entailed. Why this difference? 

No doubt some who arrived in the high school came from other 

provincial communities expressly for secondary education, 

in 1910, British Columbia had only 21 high schools of which 

4 were on Vancouver Island. The majority of the high 

school students in Victoria were over 15 and probably cap­

able of establishing a semi-dependent or independent house­

hold in Victoria. Even a small number of such cases would 

have unbalanced the high school rate in respect to the 

elementary schools. The age pattern of the ,high school 

'travellers' supports this possibility. Most of those who 

moved from other provincial locations were over 16, while 

most from other Canadian cities were under this age. While 
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TABLE X 

1910 HIGH SCHOOL MOVEMENT 

Arrival 

B.C. 8 

Canada 4 

World 1 

13 

Deearture 

Victoria 2 

B.C. 5 

Canada 1 

World 2 

10 
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this demands much more study, perhaps this movement to a 

city with a high school was a regular phenomena of the 

early twentieth century. Such analysis would shed light 

on the value of high school education as perceived by 

various ethnic, occupational and regional groups. Moving 

for secondary schooling would certainly be evidence of 

the desire for education. 

If we can conclude that the city and the schools were 

in flux in 1910, what can be said for the same eleven years 

later? Unfortunately, much less can be said. While in 

1910 the elementary school register recorded both those who 

arrived and those who left, those who arrived in 1921 were 

20 not noted. The register only had a column for departures. 

The change in the register suggests that there was a decline 

in interest in the rate and nature of students moving into 

the Victoria school system, and this serves as some indica­

tion of reduced levels of movement. But while it is rea­

sonable to expect the numbers of arrivals was much lower -

due to the slowing of the city's population growth - it 

is unreasonable to suggest that there was zero in-migration 

in the five elementary schools studied. Other studies are 

clearly needed to measure the degree of this reduced inci­

dence. 

What can be discussed are both the leaving rates for 

the high school and the leaving patterns for the elementary 
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schools. As in 1910, many students left for other city 

schools: in 1910, 5.1%, in 1921 9.5% (131). Why? Beyond 

the distinct possibility that this represented residential 

mobility, children and/or their parents may have perceived 

the city schools as substantially different from each 

other. Course · offerings were similar though the schools 

were very unevenly equipped for the newer, non-academic 

courses. North Ward School had the city's finest manual 

training centre but, admittedly, the rate of movement was 

not significantly lower at this school. In some cases 

movement may have been a response to what parents or child­

ren viewed as poor or unfair instruction. Finally, the 

organization of the city's school system itself created 

movement since the schools; except for Boy's and Girl's 

Central, offered only the lowest grades or grades three and 

above. Those who did very well in the fall, in the lower 

schools, might have moved for the spring term to a school 

offering more advanced courses. This would be consistent 

with the increasing concern of education officials to match 

children as closely as possible to their personal achieve­

ment level and to avoid prolonged retardation in the lowest 

grades. Regardless of the reason, about three and one-half 

students out of an average class of 37 moved during the 

year. Movement between the city schools remained a substan­

tial part of schooling in Victoria. 
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Beyond moving from school to school, elementary pupils 

in 1921 continued to be uprooted and moved out of the city. 

Ninety-six, or 6.6% of the elementary population, departed 

Victoria (Table XI). For the same reasons as in 1910, 

this figure is surely a bit low, as again, moves to and 

from Saanich, an adjacent district, were recorded as 

intra-city movement. This 6.6% rate of out-migration is 

larger than the comparable 5.5% of 1910, indicating more 

people were moving out of the city in 1921 than a decade 

earlier. If this rate was consistent across the city, 368 

of the 5576 elementary pupils would have moved out, reason­

able considering that out-migration was only a part of the 

population growth equation and that the school population 

growth of Victoria had slowed to a crawl. From 1920 to 

1921 the city system grew by only 151 students. This low 

total was in stark contrast to levels of several hundred 

recorded a decade previously. What is striking about this 

pattern of out-migration is the overwhelming (78%) percen­

tage who remained in British Columbia. In 1910 the compar­

able rate was 50%. That the 1921 rate was so much higher 

corresponds to the facts that Victoria's role as the domin­

ant provincial city was decidedly denied by 1921 and that 

21 greater economic opportunity was offered by Vancouver. 

As Peter Baskerville, a recent author of a history of 

Victoria argues, and as these numbers suggest, ''throughout 
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TABLE XI 

1921 ELEMENTARY AND HIGH SCHOOL MOVEMENT 

HIGH SCHOOL DEPARTURE 

Victoria 5 

B.C. 5 

Canada 1 

World 2 

13 

ELEMENTARY DEPARTURE 

Victoria 133 

B.C. 72 

Canada 14 

World 6 

225 
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the 1920's there was an 'exodus' of working class people 

from Victoria. 1122 Though the class component of these 

out-migrants cannot be established, their exodus from the 

city, bound for other provincial points, is very marked. 

The rate of migration to other parts of Canada re­

mained consistent with the 1910 figures. In both years 

only 1% of the student population left for points east of 

the Rocky Mountains. This continuity suggests that Canada 

held no more promise for success in 1921 than in 1910. 

Still, in 1921 Canada was a more favoured destination than 

foreign countries. While in 1910 29.5% (23) moved outside 

Canada, to Britain, Europe and America, in 1921 this was 

reduced to 6.25% (6). Generally reduced geographic mobi­

lity combined with weakening links with the Old World most 

likely accounted for this reduction. 

The high school of 1921 was a very stable institution, 

though, as with the elementary schools, the register only 

recorded departures, not arrivals. Still, the absolute 

trickle of departures is adequate proof of this stability. 

Only 15, or 1.6% of the secondary students moved out of the 

city, a pattern consistent with both the 1910 secondary 

figures and the suggestion that older students were less 

likely to move out of the city. Why? As suggested for 

1910, reasons of familial economic stability are the most 

plausible and historically generated: affluent families 
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more often had children of this age in school and less 

often in a job. 23 Also, the limited number of high schools 

decreased the opportunity for secondary students to change 

institutions. 

Taken together, the evidence of this chapter demon­

strates that the people of early twentieth century cities 

continued to be in motion. Canadian society continued to 

contain within it a group of 'travellers,' moving into and 

out of urban centres and the school system of Victoria was 

directly affected by this movement. In 1910 14.2% of the 

elementary school population either moved into or left the 

city during the academic year. In 1921, 6.65 moved out 

of the city. The change in direction, from overwhelming 

in-migration to a much higher rate of out-migration mir­

rored the larger social trends experienced by Victoria. 

By 1921 the boom experienced in the early teens was finished 

and schoo\ population growth slowed dramatically. Along 

with a high rate of geographic mobility the· Victoria 

schools experienced intra-city movement: students changing 

schools some time during the year. In 1910 8.9% of students 

switched schools and in 1921 this rate increased slightly 

to 9.5%. 

These rates, together with children leaving for work, 

to be at home, because of illness, or for other personal 

reasons, meant that about one-quarter of the elementary 
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school population was in motion in each year. How this 

affected the classrooms can only be suggested. As 

Lazerson argues for Boston, such turnover must have put 

pressure on the teachers. Combined with the informed as­

sumption that the most mobile children were also the 

poorest, least academically proficient, one can speculate 

that the problem was most likely acute. 

But this study raises more questions regarding mobi­

lity than it answers. While it demonstrates that mobility 

continued in significant numbers it fails to identify who 

the travellers were and why they were travelling. More 

significantly for the history of education the study raises 

questions. How did the travellers use the school? Why 

did large numbers move between city schools? Did the 

travellers attend very often when they were in one place? 

What role did public schooling play in supporting a still 

restless population? How important was public education to 

families on the move? Did school, as one author suggests, 

help facilitate the smooth transition from city to city? 

Children remained in motion in the early twentieth century. 

Educational history should attempt to discover how uniform 

schooling was used by parents and children and how the still 

unsettled classrooms reacted to and accommodated this 

steady stream of travellers. 



NOTES 

CHAPTER SIX 

1For an outline of the major studies of the 1960's 
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and 1970's as they related to the history of education see 
Gaffield, "Demography, Social Structure and the History of 
Schooling." As well, see chapter three of Katz, The People 
of Hamilton. 

2As outlined in "Men in Motion," (see below) there had 
been many more years of interest in rural mobility. The 
celebration of western migration across America had in­
spired many studies. 

3stephan Thernstrom and Peter R. Knights, "Men in 
Motion: Some Data and Speculations About Urban Population 
Mobility in Nineteenth Century America," Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History (1970). 

4 Katz, The People of Hamilton, chapter three. 

5Ibid. 

6In addition to Hopeful Travellers, see Gagan, 
"Geographic and Social Mobility in Nineteenth Century 
Ontario: A Microstudy," Canadian Review of Sociology 
and Anthro1ology (May, 1976), and Gagan and Herbert Mays, 
11Historica Demography and Canadian Social History: 
Families and Land in Peel County, Ontario," Canadian 
Historical Review (March, 1973). 

7 Gagan, Hopeful Travellers, p. 95. 

8Educational historians who subscribe(d) to the theory 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: PATTERNS OF ATTENDANCE 

Regular attendance by students has long been consi­

dered the linchpin of public education systems. 1 And while 

the performance of enrolled students dramatically improved 

in the first twenty years of the twentieth century, there 

remained i mportant distinctions in attendance patterns by 

different age, gender, grade, course and even school 

groups. As Neil Sutherland has commented, in 1920 regular 

attendance was a "as yet uncompleted effort. 112 He notes 

that there were four groups of attenders; those who almost 

always went; seasonable attenders with high rates in winter 

and low in summer; an irregular group; and those he refers 

to as non-attenders. 3 And though the 1921 study of illiter­

acy and school attendance in Canada notes with satisfaction 

that one-half again as many students attended school in 

1921 as did in 1910, 4 problems persisted. 

In the twentieth century certain school officials be­

lieved that the problem was less pressing than others. 

Marvin Lazerson argues that truancy had become a subordinate 

issue in the hierarchy of urban educational problems. 

Educators were more concerned with curriculum development 

and pedagogical improvement. 5 In Canada as well, there 

appears to have been a certain complacency regarding satis­

factory levels of attendance. Though mentioned in the 

Annual Reports and school board minutes, attendance was 
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often subsumed by discussions of expenditures, facilities 

and curriculum. 

Still, as even the census figures reveal, attendance 

remained irregular. Nationally in 1911, well over 10% 

of the 7-14 age group did not attend at all (see Figure I, 

p. 38), while in 1921, this had been markedly reduced, but 

still hovered around the 6% mark. Substantial numbers of 

children, even those facing compulsion laws, continued to 

pursue activities outside school, and as Figure II indi­

cates, British Columbia's attendance rates were very similar 

to national patterns. 

The turn of the century saw a brief restoration of 

interest in regular attendance in British Columbia and the 

passage of both compulsion and child labour laws in the 

hope that children could be driven from homes, the streets, 

and the labour market, and into schools. In 1901 all 7-14 

year-olds in cities had to attend the full year, while in 

1919 this was extended to municipal districts and in 1921 

the upper age was stretched to 15 for the whole province. 6 

At the same time the child labour legislation was enacted 

though as Timothy Dunn suggests, "it is difficult to esti­

mate the effectiveness because it was piecemeal and its 

enforcement uncertain. 117 Prior to 1900 the only legisla­

tion focussed on mine labour. In 1900 the shops regulation 

act "prohibited youth employment in retail establishments 
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8 for more than 66 hot1rs per week," but hotels, restaurants, 

and pawn-broking shops, all child-labour hotbeds, were 

exempt from the legislation. In 1901 the act barred males 

under 14 and females under 15 from working in factories 

with power machinery. "Perhaps the most comprehensive 

legislation was the 1921 Employment of Children Act. It 

denied males under 14 and females under 15 employment in 

primary and secondary industries. 119 

However, several historians maintain that children 

continued to work thoughout this period. Dunn argues this 

case for British Columbia, Jane Synge for Hamilton and 

Rebecca Coulter for Edmonton. 10 The attendance figures 

demonstrate that enrollment and attendance both grew from 

age of entry to about age 13 and then began to fall off. 

By age 1u and 17, even in 1921, public schooling was an ex­

perience of a minority of children. The census data indi­

cates that many of the majority worked. In 1921 5.5% of 

males and 2.2% of females age 14 in Victoria were reported 

to be gainfully employed. The rates rose to 19.5% and 5.1, 

43.5 and 20.9, and 56.6 and 37.7% by age 17. 1111 Moreover, 

just as in other areas, provincial school officials realized 

the extent of the problem exceeded official figures. The 

Vancouver superintendent noted in 1910 that the province 

"needs a new law to fine those who employ children under 
· 12 

14 years during school hours.'' Three years earlier the 
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same official had commented that "quite a number of pupils 

were out of school (that year) because their parents wished 

them to work. 1113 

The record used in this study provides data for an 

analysis of the numbers of students who left school for 

work in 1910 and 1921, and allows a speculative discussion 

of the relations of age, gender, course and wage labour in 

Victoria. The teacher's record noted if students left for 

work just as it noted if students moved to another city. 

Also noted were those students who 'left,' without further 

explanation, and these cases are included in some calcula­

tions on the assumption that there is a good possibility 

these children went to work. The number of these pupils is 

small and mention is made when they are included in the 

total hereafter. 

In 1910 a substantial number of elementary students 

left for work while in 1921 such departures were almost 

completely a high school phenomena. In 1910, 37 or 2.6% of 

the total elementary population left for work. Combined 

with the 12, or .8% who were listed as having 'left,' 3.4% 

of the elementary population could reasonably be assumed to 

have left for full-time labour. In 1921 this number was 

reduced to the almost invisible total of 5. While at first 

glance even the 1910 figures appear very low, when consi­

dered in relation to age and gender they gain in signifi­

cance. Among 15-16 year-old males, elementary retardates, 
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13, or 13.8% 'left,' or left for work. Four, or 44% of the 

17-18 year-olds did likewise. Even among females, just 

under 7% of those 15-16 left for these reasons. These 

rates empha~ize that considerable numbers of children con­

tinued to opt for wage labour over schooling in the twen­

tieth century. For reasons of choice or necessity, many 

children who registered, removed themselves to pursue 

work. To be remembered is that among these age groups, 

school enrollment itself was a far from universal fact. 

These children who withdrew came from the minority of this 

age group who enrolled. 

In the high school, 14.6% of the male population left 

in 1910 for one of the two stated reasons. Eighty-five 

percent went to work. As in the elementary school, many 

fewer females left for this reason. In 1921, twenty (5.3%) 

males left for work and another four for reasons unstated, 

while eleven females went to work and seven were listed as 

leaving. Again, older students were more likely to leave 

for a job. In 1921 almost all the females moving to an 

occupation were 16 or above. Moreover, in 1921 the high 

school students who left for work overwhelmingly were 

concentrated in two groups; those in vocational studies and 

those in the lowest, mixed class. That both commercial 

students and boys from the technical classes were much more 

likely to leave for jobs indicates that these students were 
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more likely either to want a job or have to take a job, 

even though, especially in the case of the technical stu­

dents, they were on average much younger than the other 

high school students. This suggests that these students 

were drawn from a background that necessitated or encou­

raged early entry into wage labour. As well, skills learned 

in vocational classes, if only rudimentary at best, may 

have been readily marketable. Both the clientele and 

results suggested by this study would have very much 

pleased the promoters of non-academic schooling. Imparting 

work skills to the labouring classes was the raison d'etre 

of vocationalism. 

Many others, undoubtedly not working, did not attend 

regularly either. As Table I shows, as late as 1921, 10% 

of even the most regular age groups failed to attend for the 

full year. Moreover, because the census only recorded 

monthly enrollment, the daily rates are unknown. That daily 

attendance was a serious problem is suggested by the many 

resolutions the Victoria Board passed in favour of compul-

. l 14 sion aws. And though expansion, dollar expenditures, 

Chinese students, and children from outside the district, 

dominated school board discussion, truancy remained a con­

cern, as in a small local crisis in 1918 when it appeared 

there might not be a truant officer in the city. The board 

asserted that it "does not deem it advisable to be without 



128 

the services of a truancy officer and wishes to make an 

appointment. 1115 Clearly, despite attention being focussed 

in many different direGtions, school officials had to be 

concerned about continuing irregular patterns of attendance. 

Figure VII illustrates this point for Victoria. These 

patterns of attendance are probably inflated because they 

only include children who started and finished the year in 

one school and it is reasonable to suspect that the mobile 

students, especially those who dropped out, attended less 

often than their 'normal' classmates. The attenders were 

arbitrarily divided into four groups: those who went less 

than one-half the time; those who went more often, but 

still very poorly; those who attended fairly often; and a 

group of regular attenders. 

For both the elementary and secondary schools, atten­

dance improved in 1921, especially among the top group, 

those who attended over 90%. High school rates were better 

in both years, markedly so in 1921. The 1921 elementary 

pattern was a little surprising in that more students atten­

ded less than one-half the time in 1910. Why? While it 

might be only that the lack of notation of arrivals affec­

ted the attendance percentages (see chapter six), the 

number of days attended support the percentage figures. 

The days attended table (XII) includes all students who 

attended at any time during the year and the similarity of 
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TABLE XII 

DAYS ATTENDED 

1910 1921 

Elementary Elementary 

Days 

1-50 160 11.3% 198 14.3% 

51-100 197 13.9 177 12.8 

101-150 190 13.5 199 14.4 

151-1Z5 166 11. 8 285 20.6 

176+ 701 49.6 526 38.0 

1412 1385 

High School High School 

1-50 18 7.1% 46 5.0% 

51-100 25 9.9 58 6.3 

101-150 30 11. 9 97 10.6 

151-175 36 14.3 215 23.5 

176+ 143 56.7 498 54.5 

252 914 
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the two patterns is evidence that unrecorded movement was 

not a major reason for an apparent increase in irregular 

attendance. Likewise health does not appear to have caused 

this decline in performance. While influenza swept the 

city in 1919-1920 the 1920-21 school year was, by all re­

ports, -free of any major health problem. Neither the 

Mayor's annual report on health, nor the Annual Reports nor 

the School Board Minutes document any major illnesses. 

Though only one high school was captured in the 

sample, four, and then five elementary schools were examined. 

Figures VIII and IX display the rates for the schools in 

each year. Remembering that in each year two schools, 

South Park and North Ward, enrolled only older children, 

comparisons can be best made across the schools with similar 

clientele. But first, note that just as the performance 

rates of the secondary students were in both years better 

than the elementary students, in 1910 and 1921, the inter­

mediate schools had higher levels of attendance than the 

primary schools. Older students, up to the early teens, 

went more often than their schoolmates. This is consistent 

with national patterns where children 11 and 12 posted both 

the highest enrollment and attendance rates. Still, though 

young teenagers were less likely to enroll, the attendance 

performance of those who did remained high. 

Among the primary schools, two distinct areas of the 
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city were represented, James Bay and the North-Central 

area. James Bay was a more affluent neighbourhood and pre­

dictably, children at these schools went more often than 

those in the more northern section of the city. In 1910, 

while 47.2% of the elementary students at Kingston Street 

School in James Bay went more than 90%, just over 30% 

attended that often in the northern ward, at Hillside 

School. At the other end of the scale, while just over 

10% in James Bay went less than one-half the time, over 

one-quarter of the Hillside students attended this poorly. 

Kingston school had fewer children in the next poorest 

category as well. Seemingly, children of more affluent 

parents attended more often than those not so affluent. 

While not enough evidence exists to discuss social class 

adequately, this dimension seems to have played a role in 

school performance even in the lowest grades. 

This conclusion is both consistent and inconsistent 

with nineteenth century results because while class was a 

majnr determinant of school attendance, at least two his­

torians, Michael Katz and David Tyack, argue similarly that 

it was a major dynamic only in situations of minority 

schooling. They argue that where schooling was universal 

for young children, class distinctions had much less im-

16 pact. In this way this study questions the declining 

importance of class with the encroachment of universality. 
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Perhaps the class dynamic was only muffled, not extin­

guished. Such subtleties could reasonably be expected to 

have existed in the nineteenth century as well and gone 

unnoticed by these scholars because the census data only 

registered enrollment, not attendance. This result em­

phasizes the utility of examining registers as opposed to 

less precise records and suggests the revisionists might 

be revised with the use of more detailed sources than they 

employed. 

In 1921 the same pattern emerged. Kingston, the 

original James Bay elementary school, had the best perfor­

mance followed by Beacon Hill, a school constructed on 

the periphery of James Bay, and lastly by Fernwood, a small 

school located in the less affluent north-central section 

of the city. Kingston's percentages improved slightly 

over the decade, though more children fell into 50-75% 

range than the 76-90% range. Beacon Hill recorded levels 

almost exactly between Kingston and Fernwood. Like Hillside 

in 1910, Fernwood had less than one-third of its pupils 

attending over 90% and near one-quarter of its students 

going less than one-half the time. Like 1921, the loosely 

defined class distinctions seem closely followed by these 

results, though the age of the Fernwood children undoubtedly 

played a part as well. The surprise is that such distinc­

tions were apparent even in the lowest grades and they were 
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apparent as well from the number of days attended. 

School location had the same relation to attendance 

among intermediate schools. In both years South Park had 

more regular and fewer irregular attenders. And while in 

1910 many North Ward students attended at the 76-90% rate, 

this group largely disappeared in 1921 and the students 

were largely bunched in the upper and lower categories. 

Three patterns emerged; older grades had better performance; 

students in James Bay posted higher rates; and in 1921, 

more pupils attended at both the highest and lowest rates 

though the overall performance improved. 

Like school location, gender distinctions were appa­

rent in the attendance patterns, most markedly at the ele­

mentary level (Figure X). In 1910 males in elementary 

schools were 10% more likely to attend regularly while 

females were more likely to be in the second group, 76-90%. 

Why? Perhaps elementary-age females combined other acti­

vity with schools which was not demanded of, or available to 

males. The easiest explanation is the almost stereotypical 

suggestion that females of this pre-teen age group were 

required to stay at home and care for others. Though 

decades apart, this would be consistent with conclusions 

from the nineteenth century when an important role for 

non-working, school-aged females, was the care of younger 

siblings, especially in the months of great sickness. 17 
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Unfortunately, the sources employed do not provide data on 

seasonality, leaving no way to test this. But that this 

gender distinction had almost entirely disappeared by 1921 

possibly supports the contention that rising, single 

household wages allowed more children to attend school more 

18 regularly. If by 1921 considerably more Victoria homes 

were supported by a single, presumably male household wage, 

more mothers would reasonably be at home to 'release' their 

daughters to attend school more regularly, but this explan­

ation is tentative, at best. Perhaps females were simply 

held back in poor weather in 1910 to protect themselves and 

this distinction failed to assert itself eleven years 

later. Beyond the 1921 pattern, when males were 10% more 

likely to attend regularly, the high school rates were very 

similar. 

Much more than gender, age was related to attendance 

performance. In both 1910 and 1921 there was a clear cor­

relation between age and attendance in the elementary 

schools. As Figures XI and XII demonstrate, attendance in­

creased from age 6, through 7-10, peaking in the 11-14 age 

group and then decreasing slightly in the later age groups. 

The patterns were very consistent with each other within 

the single years. The changes from 1910 to 1921, already 

outlined, were uniform across these groupings. Why did 

children of about age 11 attend most frequently so uniformly 
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in Victoria and Canada in the twentieth century? In the 

nineteenth century children this age were both encouraged 

to go to school and were free from the demands of labour -

either at home or in the market place. Very young child­

ren, it is suggested, were kept at home for various reasons; 

distance to school, illness, and what would be loosely 

19 called 'cultural' factors. As the 1921 census supplement 

argues, Canadians were unlikely to send 6 year-olds to 

·school. Even 7 year-olds were held back from school in 

large numbers. There seems to be no adequate reason for 

this beyond a widespread perception that public education 

was not beneficial for very young children. Certainly this 

is evident in the work of Lazerson and of Kaestle and 

Vinovskis on nineteenth century New England. They discuss 

how the culturally accepted age of entry shifted from 3-4, 

to 5-6 and even as high as 7, dependent, they argue, on 

shifting perceptions of this age group. 20 In Victoria, 

this study captured zero 5 year-olds, suggesting that 6 or 

7 was the usual age of entry and the number of 8 year-olds 

in the first grade point to cases of very retarded entry or 

severe primary retardation. This gives some credence to 

a vulnerability thesis surrounding these children, because 

there was no minimum age necessary to enter the schools. 

Not only did 6 year-olds · post low levels of enrollment, 

they attended very irregularly. In 1910 less than 20% 
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attended very well (91%) while in 1921 a startingly low 

10.6% attended at this rate. In the later year, over 50% 

of students age 6 went less than one-half the time. 

That there was little difference between the 11-14 and 

15-16 age groups was surprising. The only major difference 

was that the older children were somewhat more likely to 

attend less than one-half the time. Still, the patterns 

were more similar than dissimilar. By definition, the 

15-16 year-olds were, in the description of the day, re­

tarded. The 'normal' maximum age for the elementary schools 

should have been no more than 14. The numbers suggest 

simply that 15 and 16 year-olds who were still able and 

willing to attend elementary school experienced patterns 

similar to those of the 11-14 grouping. If they could 

afford to go, they went. Of course, attendance figures 

perhaps do not measure ability or desire to attend as accu­

rately as enrollment rates. Attendance performances could 

presumably be measuring the best and the brightest, the 

15 and 16 year-olds concerned for their education. The very 

small sample size in both years of pupils 17 and over 

leaves little room for discussion. But it is important to 

note that this age group had yet to be purged from the 

elementary schools despite the fact that they might have 

been ten years older than their schoolmates. 

The high school pattern was more responsive to age 
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in both years. The general rule was the younger the pupil, 

the better the performance. Figures XIII and XIV demon­

strate that the youngest group, the 14 year-olds, consis­

tently had more of its number attending over 90%. In order, 

the 15-16 group had more in this range than the 17-18 

group. This pattern also held for the small number of 

those 19 and over. 

That the younger students went more often than their 

older schoolmates is not surprising. By definition, 

younger children in the -high school were regular or superior 

achievers. With a few exceptions in 1921, they must have 

passed regularly through the system to have reached high 

21 school by that age. The same argument could be extended 

to the 15-16 group and the 17-18 group. Interesting in 

1910, a high number of pupils attended from 76-90% of the 

time which may indicate that many students combined school­

ing and other activities. 

The age-attendance relationship also continues to 

suggest that older children, whether in elementary or 

secondary schools, who did stay in school, went quite regu­

larly. Though the high school patterns, even for 1921, 

suggest a combination of activities, the more outstanding 

pattern is of generally good attendance. The threshold 

of attendance in high school seems not to have been by age 

or gender but by enrollment. If one went, one went 

regularly . 
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Independent of age, rate of attendance increased by 

grade. While concentrations of age did occur in certain 

elementary grades, as chapter five outlines, even in 1921 

a large age variance remained the rule, not the exception. 

Still, in both years, there was a linear increase in per­

formance from grades 1 to 5 and then a slight decrease in 

grade 6 (Figures XV and XVI). In the high schools dis­

tinct patterns were associated with divisions in 1910 and 

grades in 1921. 

No discussion of classes is possible for the 1910 high 

school because it is impossible to determine either from 

the annual reports or the registers what exactly divided 

the classes. It is, however, safe to conclude that the top 

divisions (lower numbers), were preparing students for 

university entrance while lower (higher numbers) divisions 

were not. Table XIII illuminates the correlation between 

division and attendance. 

In 1921 grade had as significant a relation to atten­

dance as division in 1910 (Table XIV). Students in the 

lowest grades, six and seven, did not attend very regularly. 

In the one division that was mixed, with two grades in one 

classroom, attendance was very low. In the seventh grade 

class, students attended considerably more poorly than 

higher academic classes though why this grade was offered 

in the high school is unclear. Also unclear is why the 
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TABLE XIII 

HIGH SCHOOL ATTENDANCE X 

DIVISION : 1910 

Division 1-50% 51-75% 76-90% 91%+ 

1 1/4.2 7/29.2 16/66.7 

2 2/9.1 5/22.7 15/68.2 

3 4/22.2 8/44.4 6/33.3 

4 2/7.4 3/11.1 7/25.9 15/55.6 

5 4/15.4 2/7.7 6/23.1 14/53.8 

7 6/22.2 21/77.7 

8 1/2.9 8/23.5 25/73.5 

10 1/6.3 5/31.3 10/62.5 



TABLE XIV 

HIGH SCHOOL ATTENDANCE X COURSE: 1921 

Course 

Senior 
Matriculation 

Junior 
Matriculation 

Advanced 
Course 

Preliminary 
Course 

Fifth Reader 

Mixed 

Techincal 

Commercial 

1-50% 

1/2.6% 

4/2.4 

4/3.1 

3/3.2 

12/8.3 

1/3 

5/6.8 

7/4.5 

51-75% 

5/12.8 

13/7.7 

10/7.7 

8/8.5 

9/6.2 

7/21.2 

7/9.5 

8/5.1 · 

76-90% 

4/10.3 

30/17.7 

19/14.6 

19/20.2 

19/13.1 

7/21.2 

14/18.9 

34/21. 8 

150 

91%+ 

29/74.4 

122/72.2 

97/74.6 

64/68.1 

105/72.4 

18/54.5 

48/64.9 

107/68.6 
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attendance performance was low, but a glance at the ages of 

the students indicates that a high proportion of them were 

retardates, perhaps more likely to mix other activities 

with school. This is consistent with other findings for 

older than normal students. 

Attendance patterns were also intimately related to 

gender distinctions. None of the top four academic grades 

had similar patterns of attendance for both males and 

females. Females recorded better performances in the 

senior and preliminary grades and males went more often 

in the junior matriculation and advanced preliminary 

courses. Why? Speculative explanations would seem war­

ranted on two levels. 

Some historians suggest that increased skill levels 

in an increasingly complex economy, meant that better em­

ployers demanded a high school education and that this 

stimulated increased secondary enrollment for both males 

and females, who were now ''expected to 'do something' after 

(they) left high school. 1122 Thus what students studied and 

how well they did became important. In Victoria this might 

be said to have appeared true for boys but not, by these 

figures at least, for girls. As other historians have 

noted, employment possibilities for women in the twenties 

· d d. lc3 d d d t· h d 1 1 remaine isma an secon ary e uca 10n a ess va ue 

for teenage girls than boys. Perhaps these figures of poor 
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female attendance more accurately mirror this reality than 

the suggestion that young girls increasingly needed more 

and more years education. 

The concept of the value of education in the job 

k d . . . 1 1 24 mar et, or accre itation, is a so unc ear. Though the 

measurement of ability by the number and quality of years 

in high school grew rapidly in this period, historians 

have yet to reach a consensus on its roots or its impact, 

but this linking of job entry to educational attainment 

might have boosted high school attendance for males. 

Related to the value of a secondary education was the 

introduction of vocational education. Though there is 

debate over the reasons for its introduction and swift ex-

. . C d" h 1 . th" · d 25 · t pansion in ana ian sc oo sin is perio , some poin s 

are clear from the literature. First, the vocational move­

ment was an attempt to make the public school more relevant 

to the labour demands of the industrialized economic order. 

As Putman-Weir questioned as late as 1924, "Why teach our 

boys Latin and French when they have to become messengers, 

26 clerks and day-labourers.'' Or conversely, as one histor-

ian argues, it was illogical to teach academics to boys 

entering an increasingly technological society. 27 Either 

way, promoters believed vocationalism could more adequately 

prepare boys for their labouring future. This concept ex­

tended to women. If, as the ideal remained, women became 
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housewives, they should be prepared to accept their role, 28 

or if they were to move into the commercial realm, they 

should be equally well prepared through high school courses 

in stenography, bookkeeping and typing. 

There was also a general perception that such relevant 

training courses would help cure the drop-out problem. If 

school were more enjoyable and more related to their future, 

teenagers would be more likely to attend more often and for 

more years, or so promoters thought. Lazerson is most ex­

plicit in connecting the drop-out and irregular attendance 

problems among teenagers to the vocational movement. 29 

Massachusetts officials believed both boys and girls were 

leaving school by choice because of the irrelevancy of the 

school curriculum. Neil Sutherland suggests a similar 

thesis for Canada. He argues that it was hoped a broader 

curriculu~ including domestic science and manual training, 

would make consolidated schools more attractive to rural 

teenagers. "This improved quality of education in turn 

would arouse the interest of pupils so much that the 

'attractiveness' of consolidated schools would itself become 

'a form of compulsory education' .,, 3o As the superintendent 

of Vancouver schools suggested, "if a school were organized 

where the bulk of the attention was given to manual instruc­

tion by which they (drop-out students) might be fitted more 

directly for the trades, these boys and girls might be 
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induced to stay in school for a longer period. 1131 And it 

is clear, as from this quotation, that vocational educa­

tion was aimed at a certain group - the less intelligent 

32 and those who dropped out early. Educators hoped these 

children would attend longer and more often in manual, 

domestic or commercial streams. 

Did they? Certain impressionistic evidence suggests 

that children enjoyed these new courses. For example, in 

1913, the Vancouver superintendent reported that at one 

school, where the boys were not allowed manual training in 

the day, many stayed after school 3-5 days of the week to 

33 do shop work. And in 1916, the Victoria superintendent 

reported that spirit was high in the commercial courses. 34 

In Victoria, both commercial and technical education seem­

ingly flourished, in the late teens and early twenties. In 

1921 177 students were in commerce, 150 girls and 27 boys, 

and eighty-seven more boys were in the technical class. 35 

Both the course construction and the clientele of the 

Victoria vocational streams were different from the acade­

mic. The average age of the commercial students was con­

siderably lower than the average of the top three academic 

36 groups, partly because their course was three years in 

length compared to four years for the academic stream. 

That the average age of the technical class was even further 

below the school average suggests that technical students 
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stayed even fewer years in high school. While once again, 

even their enrollment might have been a minor victory for 

the school officials, we have no way of testing this. What 

is clear, is that they were younger than all other groups 

aside from those students still in the elementary readers 

but enrolled at the high school. They appear to have con­

tinued to drop out at ·an earlier than normal age. 

Both commercial and technical students attended more 

irregularly than the students in the upper academic 

courses (Table XIV) and were considerably more likely to 

attend less than one-half of the time. Technical students 

especially were more likely than most students to combine 

other activities with schooling. This is reasonable be­

cause labour related courses might logically have been 

suitable for, and chosen by, students engaged in even a 

part-time manner, with paid labour. 

In the commercial class there was a marked difference 

in the attendance patterns of males and females. Of the 

twenty-four males, eighteen, or 75%, went more than 90% of 

the time. The other six attended less than 75%. 

Eighty-nine (67.4%) of the females attended very well but 

thirty-four, or 25%, went from 75% to 90% of the time. 

This suggests that many more females combined other activi­

ties with commercial education. This may have been due to 

the fact that the females in the commercial classes were 
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much older than their male counterparts and there may have 

been more demands on them to either combine work and 

school or perform household duties. Conceivably, either 

might have pulled them out of the classroom with some 

regularity. Or, the very regular attendance of all but a 

few males might reflect a difference in the perceived 

value of commercial education. Perhaps more so for males 

than females, a high school commercial education was worth 

obtaining in 1921, despite evidence that Victoria provided op­

portunities for female clerical work. 

Non-academic courses were also offered in Victoria's 

elementary schools. Manual training for boys and domestic 

science for girls were mandatory after grade three. Regis­

ters for non-academic courses at North Ward allow an analy­

sis of the attendance performance in these classes, though 

the analysis is much less fruitful than for the high school 

because all children in the school took the courses and the 

measurement of attendance performance is thus not the mea­

sure of a specific group of children. Moreover, non­

academic education for elementary students consisted solely 

of one, one-half hour class per week and the exercises 

were more related to eye-hand co-ordination than vocational 

training. Still, an examination of the attendance of these 

one-half day sessions reveals something about the perceived 

value, or at least enjoyment of such classes. 
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In both cases the registers included students from ten 

to thirteen years of age, the most prominent group in the 

elementary schools. Table XV displays the patterns of 

attendance. Both the boys in manual classes and the girls 

in domestic classes attended much more regularly than the 

average for their age group. In the fall term, boys at­

tended manual class at an astonishing 97.2% rate. This 

fell in the spring term to a still reasonable 81.9%. The 

average for the year was 86.5%. The very high rate in the 

fall term might attest to the popularity of such hand­

learning courses. No levels of attendance in any other 

grouping approached this rate. The dramatic drop-off in 

the spring suggests that as students got older - even by 

a few months - they were less likely to attend well. 

Second, some students may have dropped out by the late 

spring and taken up a new activity full time. Only one 

such case was recorded but the few other extremely low 

rates suggest a movement away from school in this spring 

period, either daily, or permanently, by dropping out. 

Domestic science likewise enjoyed high rates of atten­

dance. Six groups, with seven to ten students in each, 

were analyzed for the entire year. The attendance rates 

ranged from 89.6% to 95.5% and the average was 92.9%. 

These high rates suggest that as with manual education, 

domestic science was a popular course and can only be 



TABLE XV 

ELEMENTARY VOCATIONAL 

COURSE ATTENDANCE: 1921 

MANUAL 

October - December - 19 Boys - 10 Dates 

97.2% 

January - June - 19 Boys - 23 Dates 

81. 9% 

DOMESTIC 

Group Average % 

1 94. 95 

2 94.9 

3 95.45 

4 89.35 

5 91.5 

6 95.1 

92.87% (Avg.) 
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TABLE XVI 

ELEMENTARY ATTENDANCE X AGE X GRADE: 1910 

GRADE ONE GRADE TWO GRADE THREE 

% 6 7-10 11+ 6 7-10 11+ 7-10 11+ - -- - -
so 34/38.2 15/14.9 1/50 - 6/7.9 - 3/5.4 1/33.3 

75 22/24.7 16/15.8 1/50 - 6/7.9 3/75 2/3.6 

90 19/21.3 33/32.7 - - 24/31. 6 1/25 20/35.7 1/33.3 

90+ 14/15.7 37/36.6 - 3/100 40/52.6 - 31/55.4 1/33.3 -- --
89 101 2 3 76 4 56 3 

GRADE FOUR GRADE FIVE GRADE SIX 

% 7-10 11-14 15+ 7-10 11-14 15+ 7-10 11-14 15-16 17+ - -- - -- - -- -
so 2/4.4 3/2.2 2/25 - 2/1. 5 1/16.7 2/66.7 12/6.9 10/11.6 1/14.3 

75 5/11.1 13/9.6 2/25 3/6.3 10/7.4 1/16.7 - 24/13.8 7/8.1 

90 18/40 37/27.2 - 11/22.9 34/25 1/16.7 1/33.3 33/19 19/22.1 2/28.6 

91+ 20/44.4 83/61 4/50 34/70.8 90/66.2 3/50 - 105/60.3 50/58.1 4/57.1 

45 136 8 48 136 6 3 174 86 7 
t-" 
V, 
\D 



TABLE XVII 

ELEMENTARY ATTENDANCE X AGE X GRADE: 1921 

% GRADE ONE GRADE TWO GRADE THREE - -
_6 7-10 6 7-10 7-10 11- 14 - -- -

1-50 22/53.6 17/18.1 3/50 9/7.3 11/1.0 2/22.2 

51-75 '12/29.3 30/31.9 - 19/15.4 10/9.1 3/33.3 

76-90 3/7.3 20/21.3 2/33.3 37/30.1 18/16.4 4/44.4 

91 + 4/9.8 27/28.7 · 1/16.7 58/47.2 71/64.5 

41 94 6 123 110 9 

% GRADE FOUR GRADE FIVE GRADE SIX -
7-10 11-14 7-10 11- 14 15-16 7-10 11-14 15-16 17+ - -- -- -

1-50 11/10.2 6/12.5 5/9.3 25/10.4 1/11.1 1/50 26/12 13/15.8 3/33.3 

51-75 10/9.3 7/14.6 4/7.4 22/9.1 - - 20/9.3 5/6.1 

76-90 16/14.8 9/18.8 6/11.1 38/15.8 2/22.2 - 29/13.4 14/17 2/22.2 

91+ 71/65 . 7 26/54.2 39/72.2 156/64.7 6/66.7 1/50 141/65.3 50/61 4/44.4 

108 48 54 241 9 2 216 82 9 I-" 

°' 0 
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explained by children consciously attending school on the 

days when they had manual or domestic training scheduled. 

As school officials noted, non-academic courses had a wide 

popularity for elementary students though the limited 

nature and extent of the courses should caution against 

concluding that children appreciated rational, or job­

related education. Rather, the attendance rates indicate 

that students appreciated less structured, more manual 

educational sessions. 

Beyond manual courses, distinctions in attendance were 

present in different elementary grades, as Figures XV and XVI 

show. Percentage increased consistently from grade one to 

five and then slightly tailed off in grade six. Grade one 

had terrible attendance, grade two a little better, and so 

on. This probably correlated, loosely at least, with age, 

which we have seen to be the most profound indicator of at­

tendance. But there were important qualities to this age/ 

grade/attendance relationship. Tables XVI and XVII expose 

the dimensions of this relationship. In 1910, with the 

exception of grades one and four, few age/grade distinctions 

are noticeable. In grade one, as expected, the 6 year-olds 

went very irregularly compared to the older groups. In 

grade four, the youngest group, who would be over-achieving 

to be in this grade, rarely went often. No reason seems 

apparent why many more in this group went 76-90% of the 

time. Again, though, the serious retardates, in this case 
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those 15 and over, had erratic attendance. 

This erratic attendance is one of the two conclusions 

that can be drawn from 1910. At best, serious retardates, 

four or more years behind normal achievement, attended 

erratically. As well, beyond age, attendance seems somehow 

related to grade. Both the individual age patterns and 

those within this table are not consistent. But, when put 

in grades, they become fairly consistent. In 1921 the 

same pattern is visible. For example, the 7-10 year-olds 

attended more frequently in grade five than four, and bet­

ter in four than three. The 11-14 year-olds went more 

regularly in six than five and in five than four. And 

again, the serious retardates, exhibited erratic-to-poor 

performance. Once again, grade seemingly had more impact 

on attendance than age, except for very young and very old 

children. 

The important pattern discernible from the attendance/ 

grade/gender table (Tables XVIII, XIX) is how, over the 

grades, the relative propensity to attend well, or poorly, 

shifted. In 1910, and more noticeably in 1921, the percen­

tage of either gender who attended well or poorly reversed, 

or gained in similarity. In 1921 females were decidedly 

poorer attenders in grades two and three. When rates were 

low, female rates were lowest. In grade three that year 

the gap closed and in grades five and six boys were slightly 



TABLE XVIII 

ELEMENTARY ATTENDANCE X GENDER X GRADE: 

% GRADE GRADE GRADE GRADE 
ONE TWO THREE FOUR 

M F M F M F M F - - - - - - - -
1-50 30.6 21.3 5.7 8.3 3.0 10.3 3.1 4.3 

51-75 18.4 22.3 8.6 12.5 0.0 6.9 8.25 13.0 

76-90 21.4 33.0 31.4 29.2 30.0 41.4 25.8 32.6 

91+ 29.6 23.4 54.3 50.0 67.0 41.4 62.9 50 

1910 

GRADE 
FIVE 

M F - -
2.0 1.1 

6.25 8.5 

14.6 34.0 

77.1 56.4 

GRADE 
SIX 

M F - -
9.8 8.7 

8.4 15.0 

23 . 8 16.5 

58.0 59.8 

t--" 
(j'\ 

w 



TABLE XIX 

ELEMENTARY ATTENDANCE% X GENDER X GRADE: 

% GRADE GRADE GRADE GRADE 
ONE TWO THREE FOUR 

M F M F M F M F - - - - - - - -
1-50 27.8 30.1 8.2 10.7 13.3 8.5 4.1 17.5 

51-75 30.6 31.7 8.2 23.2 6.7 15.2 17.8 5.0 

76-90 15.3 19.1 32.9 26.8 18.3 18.6 12.3 16.2 

91+ 26.4 19.1 50.7 39.3 61.7 57.6 65.7 61. 3 - -- -- -- -- -- -- --
72 63 73 56 60 59 73 80 

1921 

GRADE 
FIVE 

M F - -
10.6 9.6 

8.9 8.1 

16.6 13.3 

63.9 68.9 -- --
169 135 

GRADE 
SIX --

M F - -
16.1 11. 7 

7.7 8.4 

12.9 16.2 

63.2 63.6 -- -
155 154 

1-'­
(j'\ 

+:'-
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poorer attenders. The same trend is discernible in 1910. 

By grade six, the percentage of poor male attenders in­

creased dramatically in both years, especially in respect 

to the comparable female rate as the percentage of poorly 

attending females dropped. The propensity of females to 

attend more often in higher grades is consistent with other 

patterns. It seems that higher grades exacted a greater 

dedication from students. 

The propensity for the rate of poor male attendance 

co increase dramatically in respect to females is perhaps 

less easily explained. Though the rates were not terribly 

poor, roughly similar to the females, what is striking is 

how the gap closed in the higher grades. One explanation 

that seems reasonable is that in both 1910 and 1921, male 

Victoria elementary students could find part-time jobs. 

Conceivably, the two activities would sometimes clash and 

take the boys out of school. Or perhaps more simply, as 

boys aged, truancy became less frightening, more inviting 

and school was often skipped. The impressionistic evidence 

could support either thesis. Much more analysis is needed 

to explain this pattern. 

Home labour or wage labour may have accounted for the 

tendency for a higher percentage of females to attend less 

than one-half the time. In large families especially, 

even 8 and 9 year-old girls could be of use in the home. 
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Or~ perhaps the extent of young elementary-age labour in 

early twentieth century cities has yet to be disclosed. 

Perhaps young girls were just as likely to find part-time 

work in Victoria in 1910 and 1921 as young boys. Once 

again, such discussion awaits further research, though this 

study suggests that work was not entirely foreign to either 

gender. 

Though as with the discussion of teenage labour, much 

of this chapter demands further research, it has illumin­

ated the irregularity of early twentieth century attendance 

patterns. It has exposed that similar to the nineteenth 

century, attendance was sensitive to age and gender and has 

extended our appreciation to include the relation to school 

type, location and course. Most importantly, it has pro­

vided preliminary analysis which allows for the framing of 

more insightful questions regarding schools and school 

attendance. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCLUSION: 

GRANDPARENTS AND GRANDCHILDREN 

This study has argued the importance of school atten­

dance studies to an examination of the history of education 

and the history of childhood, and has contended that des­

pite its early twentieth century growth, extension and 

transformation, Canadian public education retained, by 

1921, important irregularities consistent with its nine­

teenth century heritage. As Katz, Davey and others have 

demonstrated, nineteenth century school attendance was inti­

mately related to factors of age, gender, social class, 

family size and economic opportunity, as we l l as distance, 

weather and other 'natural' factors. Early twentieth cen­

tury aggregates, whether those of provincial departments of 

education or calculated from national census returns, mask 

irregularities and project a picture of steady, regular 

improvement in attendance. While several historians have 

observed that the aggregates are misleadingly optimistic, 

little is known of the particulars of early twentieth cen­

tury classrooms and students. This study extends our 

appreciation of the contours of both. 

Even in an 'ideal' modern school system such as boasted 

by Victoria, school organization, student mobility and 

school attendance remained areas of irregularity. While the 

average classroom shrank in size from 1910 to 1921, not all 
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schools and not all divisions experienced this shrinking 

uniformly. Differences remained between primary and inter­

mediate schools, between richer and poorer areas, and, in 

individual schools, between higher and lower grades. As 

well, within individual classrooms, wide ranges in ages 

persisted. As late as 1921 ranges of 7 or 8 years were not 

uncommon. Age/achievement grading had not yet standardized 

modern classrooms to an extent desired by school officials 

or suggested by some literature. 

Age of entry likewise remained irregular and problem­

atic. While school officials desired school entry by age 

6, 7, or 8 appears to have been accepted ages of entry. 

Thus, the first and second grades had a wide mix of ages 

and likewise a wide mix of attendance rates. Moreover, 

this delayed age of entry reverberated through the system 

in the form of serious retardation. Students in grades 

four, five and six were often four or more years older than 

'normal' for that grade. A leading concern of contemporary 

educators, severe retardation marked this study. While the 

age/grade patterns tend to confirm Sutherland's contention 

that on average, children in 1921 achieved about one grade 

more than their 1910 counterparts, problems remained. Many 

students still failed to progress normally, one grade per 

year, in 1921. The extent of this problem, though not the 

causes, is graphically demonstrated by thi~ study. 
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Compounding these problems of entry and retardation 

was the continuation of high levels of geographic mobility. 

Scholars were _astonished to discover how high rates of 

urban mobility were in the nineteenth century, both in and 

out of communi ties and within the school systems of indivi­

dual centres. Both problems persisted, a~beit at lower 

levels. For reasons explained in chapter six, 1921 probably 

does not serve as adequate a barometer of this phenomena as 

does 1910, but even in the latter year, children were in 

motion. In 1910, only 73.6% of elementary students com­

pleted the year in the same school in which they began. In 

1921 this rose to 83.2%, but this is perhaps an inflated 

figure. In the high school, much more stability was exper­

ienced, and rates of 78% and 91~9% were registered. The 

rates and patterns of mobility discovered reinforced the 

assumed demographic transition of Victoria. In 1910 a high 

immigratLon was recorded, substantially from outside Canada. 

In 1921, out-migration was the only form of recorded mobi­

lity. In this later year, 5.5% of elementary students left 

the city, most for other British Columbia locations, parti­

cularly Vancouver. Beyond reinforcing speculations on 

provincial demographic patterns, these results hinted at 

the levels of instability experienced in the classroom. In 

1910, the average classroom of 51 had 15 students arrive or 

depart over the course of the year. In the high school that 
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year, 7 out of 30 made a move in or out. This shuffling 

surely disturbed the chemistry of the class . The rates 

are lower in 1921 but still, stability had not yet exerted 

itself on the classroom. 

At the heart of this study is the illumination of the 

irregular patterns of attendance. Despite child labour 

laws, compulsory attendance laws, unprecedented levels of 

educational expenditure, the growth of accreditation pheno­

mena, the supposed leap in individual income and the in­

crease in emotional investment in children, other activities 

continued to be combined with schooling. Either out of 

necessity, choice or apathy, most children continued to at­

tend irregularly. Whether measured by age, gender, school 

type, and location, or type of course enrolled in, irregu­

lar patterns of attendance emerge. Younger and older child­

ren went less often than those around age 11. Females 

generally attended less often, though this also related to 

factors of age and grade. The elementary schools in the 

more affluent districts boasted higher levels and higher 

graded and more academic courses exhibited generally better 

performances. 

This study adds to the historiography of childhood and 

education in this period, particularly Sutherland's 

Children in English Canadian Society, subtitled ''Shaping 

the Twentieth Century Consensus." Concerned with policy 
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formation, not necessarily the reality of childhood, 

Sutherland argues that a 'new consensus' of child-rearing 

had been gradually reached by the 1920's, though a majority 

of children perhaps did not feel its full effects until 

sometime later. The gradualness by which this consensus 

exerted itself is graphically illustrated in school atten­

dance patterns. 

A major plank of the childhood reform platform centered 

on public schooling, because public schools were an institu­

tion which touched almost all children. More children were 

to be taught for more days and more years~ in upgraded and 

better equipped schools in which the quality of instruction 

was both standardized and improved. Finally, what was 

taught and how it was taught was to become both more closely 

related t6 the world around the students and more responsive 

to individual concerns. Child centred, rational education 

involved new, less academic courses and greater concern 

with individual attention; and more closely monitored indi­

vidual achievement. The educational experience was, in the 

new consensus, to be substantially made over. 

Three qualities marked this study of Victoria which 

related to this discussion of the new childhood . First, 

there was a gradual improvement in the attendance perfor­

mance of children in public schools. This pattern was 

present irrespective of age, grade; etc., though more marked 

for some groups than others. The aggregate attendance 
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i11provement was not a mirage, it simply masked the irregu­

larities and problems which persisted. Second, the high 

school grew rapidly and captured an increasing number of 

teenagers to become the most visible part of the extension 

of the public school system. With secondary schools lead­

ing the way, more children did attend public school. 

Thirclly, both students and education officials, at both 

levels of schooling, received curriculum changes well. 

But at the individual level, other activities ccn­

tinued to be combined with schooling for large numbers of 

school-age children. Moreover, the drop-out rate suggests 

that for a still substantial group, activities were pursued 

at the expense of schooling. Work was the most common of 

these. Consistent with Synge's Hamilton and Coulter's 

Edmonton, children in Victoria continued to work in the 

twentieth century. However, as with much of the discussion 

pursued in this paper, these relationships of schooling and 

idleness and schooling arid work demand much further analy­

sis. 

To conclude from such an exploratory discussion, 

punctuated by an admittedly preliminary discussion of teen­

age labour is at once both perilous and challenging. One 

is reminded that the evidence allows few, if any, safely 

drawn conclusions. At the same time it has opened the door 

to a great many questions and suggested possible explana­

tions tc be examined more fully. 
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In 1910 ar.d even as late as 1921, school organizations, 

student stability, and attendance remained irregular and 

subject to many factors mere commonly associated with the 

nineteenth than the twentieth century. Despite their best 

efforts, school officials remained plagued by problems 

largely out of their hands. As in the nineteenth century, 

childhood experience and the transition to adolescence 

and then adulthood was subject not to uniform biological or 

institutional determinants but rather, to unique socially, 

culturally and economically imposed factors. For various 

reasons, cr.ildhocd seems to have continued to interact with 

public schools at its own pace - net the pace of the school 

officials. The twentieth century official could nc more 

force an early age of entry than could his nineteenth cen­

tury counterpart. Attendance, while markedly improved over 

earlier periods, continued to be sensitive to age, gender, 

grade and school. This suggests that social, familial or 

economic demands and opportunities continued to influence 

school attendance decisions. The population was still in 

motion and the biick school buildings could no more stem 

this than could the wooden schoolhouses of an earlier 

period. The twentieth century classroom continued to be in 

motion. Finally, the age of transition to paid labour, or 

in effect, to adulthood, ccntinued to be irregular. Clearly 

some children continued to be economic producers from their 
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earliest teens, but an increasing ~umber became full time 

high school students until their middle to late teens. 

The history of early twentieth century education dis­

plays links backwards and forwards. Backward, to a period 

dcminated by the natural rhythm of work and the demands of 

nature and forward, to a period of extended artificial 

dependency, dEpendent on cultural definitions of adoles­

cence. Whether for most children their experience looked 

back or forward, is a question to be resolved with further 

inquiry. Whether most early twentieth century children 

experienced public school as their grandparents did, or as 

their grandchildren would, remains unresolved. 
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APPENDIX 



1910 Elementary 

Variable 

1. School 

2. Gender 

3. Division 

4. Age 

5. Days Attended 

6. Attendance% 

7. Completed Year 

8. Reader/Primer 

9. Arrived From 

10. Left For 

CODEBOOK 

Column 

1 

2 

3 

4-5 

6-8 

9-11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

Value(s) 

1= Kingston 
2= South Park 
3= North Ward 
4= Hillside 

1= Male 
2= Female 

1-9 

6-19 

1-188 

1-100% 

1= Yes 
2= No 

0= No Information 
1= First Primer/Chart 
2= Second Primer 
3= First Reader 
4= Second Reader 
5= Third Reader 
6= Fourth Reader 

0= No Information 
1= Internal 
2= Victoria 
3= B.C. 
4= Canada 
5= World 

0= No Information 
1= Internal 
2= Victoria 
3= B.C. 
4= Canada 
5= World 
6= Work 
7= Left School 
8= Working at Home/Home 
9= Suspended/Ill/Dead 
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1910 High School 

Variable 

1. Division 

2. Gender 

3. Age 

4. Days Attended 

5. Attendance % 

6. Completed 

7. Arrived From 

8. Left For 

CODEBOOK 

Column(s) 

1-2 

3 

4-5 

6-8 

9-11 

12 

13 

14 

Value(s ) 

1-10 

1= Male 
2= Female 

6-22 

1-202 

1-100% 

1= Yes 
2= No 

0= No Information 
1= Internal 
2= Victoria 
3= B.C. 
4= Canada 
5= World 

0= No Information 
1= Internal 
2= Victoria 
3= B.C. 
4= Canada 
5= World 
6= Work 
7= Left School 
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8= Working at Home/Home 
9= Suspended/Ill/Dead 



1921 Elementary 

Variable 

1. School 

2. Division · 

3. Gender 

4. Age 

5. Days 

6. Attendance% 

7. Completed 

8. Arrived From 

9. Left For 

10. Reader/Primer 

CODEBOOK 

Column(s) 

1 

2-3 

4 

5-6 

7-0 

10-12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

Value(s) 

1= Kingston 
2= South Park 
3= North Ward 
5= Beacon Hill 
7= Fernwood 

1-14 

1= Male 
2= Female 

5-19 

1-188 

1-100% 

1= Yes 
2= No 

0= No Information 
1= Internal 
2= Victoria 
·3= B.C. 
4= Canada 
5= World 

0= No Information 
1= Internal 
2= Victoria 
3= B.C. 
4= Canada 
5= World 
6= Work 
7= Left School 
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8= Working at Home/Home 
9= Suspended/Ill/Dead 

1= First Primer/Chart 
2= Second Primer 
3= First Reader 
4= Second Reader 
5= Third Reader 
6= Fourth Reader 



CODEBOOK 

1921 High School 

Variable Column(s) 

1. Division 1-2 

2. Gender 3 

3. Age 4-5 

4. Days 6-8 

5. Attendance% 9-11 

6. Completed 12 

7. Arrived From 13 

8. Left For 14 

9. Grade/Reader/Course 15 

Value(s) 

1-28 

1= Male 
2= Female 

10-29 

1-188 

1-100% 

1= Yes 
2= No 

0= No Information 
1= Internal 
2= Victoria 
3= B.C. 
4= Canada 
5= World 

0= No Information 
1= Internal 
2= Victoria 
3= B.C. 
4= Canada 
5= World 
6= Work 
7= Left School 
8= At Home 
9= Suspended/Ill/Dead 

18 7 

1= Senior Matriculation 
2= Junior Matriculation 
3= Advanced Courses 
4= Preliminary Course 
5= Fifth Reader 
6= Mtxed 
7= Technical 
8= Commercial 
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