
! "!

Social Studies Educational Aims 
and Practices in New Brunswick 

during the 1930’s 
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Hypothesis: 
We expected to see more overt stereotypes in textbooks, and exclusion of multicultural issues on a 

regional scale (i.e. Native and Black Canadian perspectives). We anticipated a focus on nation-building 
and national pride due to the fact that it was the interwar period, with a greater emphasis being placed on 
global and national understanding and cooperation. Structurally, we assumed that Social Studies would 
become a study on internationalism and citizenship as opposed to nationalism. The subjects taught, we 
expected, would be farming, some biblical history and regional geography and history of trade and 
resources in NB (vocational education).   

We assume that Dewey, and the Progressive Education Societies’ theories gained speed and 
recognition in the twenties and took shape in the early or mid-thirties in Canada—with reservations about 
its effect on NB education, as it is a province with such a small population.  Because of the arms race and 
need for new forms of industry to match new forms of technology, we assume that better skilled workers 
were required, which could change the entire physical structure and purpose of education.  Additionally, 
the Stock Market Crash of 1929 lead to the recession lasting until 1932 and beyond in some cases and the 
effect of this downturn on education could be drastic.  Furthermore, in 1938 World War Two was in full 
tilt, loss of life, industrial focuses and the arms race for WWII, conscription, and loss of money for schools 
may have had devastating effects on education during that time. 

On the first day of research we stumbled upon a tiny yellowed booklet in the Government stacks 
of the UNB Library.  It was full of ‘progressive-like’ teaching rhetoric, and intrinsically-centered lessons. It 
was the “Tentative Program of Studies for New Brunswick”, printed in 1938. We felt that much of this old 
booklet spoke to the practices that we are being taught to use as educators in the context of 21st century 
learning. Some concepts of instructions in Social Studies seemed civics driven and community-centered, 
and much of the instructional advice seemed “before our time”.  Such ideas advocate pushing 
rote/memory/standardized testing out and focusing on what many progressive educators referred to as 
‘true education’ (i.e. experiential learning) which is what we still seem to be exploring today.   

This book is really the epicentre of our project. Through our research we wish to discover 
whether the curriculum ideals were ever truly implemented in N.B or if they fell silent with the onset of 
WWII, and the false economic security formed once the Nazis were defeated and industries grew. We will 
analyze the Progressive Educational Movements of the era, the social and economic climate of the 
province, country, and world to best express the role the Social Studies Education played in society at this 
time.  
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Discussions of Sources 

 
Primary Sources: 

               

 

                              

• New Brunswick with Maps, Diagrams, and Illustrations, Wallace, The Educational Book Co. 
Limited, W.J. Cage and Co. Limited Distributing Agents 
This Original Text book, used to teach during the era offered perspectives on Social Studies as well as population, 
and geographical facts that helped to describe the 1930s 

• Dent’s Canadian School Atlas, J.M. Dent & Sons (Canada) Limited  
• The World at Work, Wallace W. Atwood, Ginn and Company 
• Modern School Geography and Atlas, T.U. Hall, Colonial Book Store, Saint John NB, originally 

printed in 1860. 
• The World A General Regional Geography, Jasper H. Stembridge, Oxford University Press  
• A Commercial and Economic Geography, Neil F. Morrison , M.A. , The Ryerson Press, Toronto 

All of these text books were used in a comparative way. By comparing the perspectives, geographic agricultural and economic 
focuses we were able to better understand the motives and educational climate of that decade. 

• Provincial Archives, A1683, St Joseph’s School for Boys. Journal: Student records correspondence 
notes, P1912- 1932, 1947- Microfilm, 1981The documentation from the microfilm helped us to better 
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understand schools, their identities with small communities, and the ceremonies and activities that took place during 
the era.  It also provided photos. 
 

• Tentative Program of Studies for New Brunswick Grades-VI, Printed for Study only and not for 
use in the Schools, July 1938. 
This is the epicentre of our project.  This tiny document is what we have centered our research around.  The mystery 
for us was whether the progressive aims taking shape in the rest of Canada ever took hold in our province. 
 

• Programme of Studies for New Brunswick Schools, Grade I go VI, The Government of the 
Province of New Brunswick Authorized by the Board of Education, Hon A P Paterson Minster 
1939, Saint John BN, J& A McMillan Limited 1939. 
This document was implemented into the schools after the Tentative Programme of Studies was presented. This, 
along with the minute’s document, and the Curriculum document used in 39 helped to answer the questions we had 
about the implementation of Progressivism. 
 

• A Reader in Canadian Civics ,W. Stewart Wallace, M.A., Authorized by the Minister of 
Education For Ontario, Toronto : The Macmillan Company of Canada Limited, At St Martin’s 
House , 1935 
This text book on civics has helped to better help us understand the role of Civics in Social Studies Instruction. 

• Success and Health: Canadian Hygiene Series, Andress, and Evans, by J. Mace Andress Ph D. 
And W. A. Evans. MD. Authorized for use in New Brunswick, Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, 
Prince Edward Island, Quebec, and Saskatchewan, Ginn and Company Toronto. 
This text helped show progressive aims of health, ever present in Progressive Educational motives. 
 

• Provincial Curriculum Committee minutes, 1937-1940, Education Curriculum and Research 
Branch Records, Provincial Archives of New Brunswick.  
These minutes were a direct reflection of the administrator’s thoughts and reactions to the educational reforms and 
movements in 1937- 1940. 
 

• Chief Superintendent of Education. (1931-32; 1932-33; 1933-34). Annual Report(s) of the Schools 
of New Brunswick. Fredericton, N.B.  
These Annual Reports helped to describe the cultural, educational, and political climate of the era. 

• Healthy Citizenship, Andress and Evans, Grade VII, Sept 1939, 
This text showcased how citizenship, community, and hygiene had a working relationship through educational eyes 
of that time. 
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Secondary Sources: 
• World Events: Mountain Times. http://www.mountaintimes.com/history/1930s/world.php3 

Retrieved 25 February, 2011.  
 

• The Canadian Encyclopaedia: League of Nations. http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com. 
Retrieved 25 February 2011.  
Both of these sites were instrumental in helping us understand the interwar period on a global scale. 
 

• See: Canada in the making: Constitutional History, 1931-1982 
http://www2.canadiana.ca/citm/themes/constitution/constitution15_e.html. Retrieved  
This document was used to understand the broader social context of the province. 
 

• www.thecandianencyclopedia.com, Timeline 1930’s. Retrieved on Feb 25, 2011. 
This webpage was useful in identifying key events in Canada and in the world, during this time. 
 

• A New Brunswick Album: Glimpses of the way we were, Mary Biggar Peck, Copyright, 1987. 
This photo album provided images for the site. 
 

• Creating Citizens: History and Identity on Alberta’s Schools 1905-1980, Amy Con Heyking 
University of Calgary Press: 2006 
This document was useful in highlighting the community and citizenship components necessary for progressive 
educators. 
 

• New Brunswick’s Population Growth Strategy in Historical Perspective, Greg Marquis, New 
Brunswick Atlantic Studies Research and Development Center. 2008 
This paper showcased similarities between the 1930s and today, and additionally described the province with a 
pluralist/ standpoint; questioning politics. 
 

• New Brunswick Schools: A Guide to Archival Sources, Diana Moore, Andrea Schwenke, 
Academic Press, Fredericton, New Brunswick 1992. 
This book gave some insight into the educational climate of that decade. 
 
 

• The History of Science Education: 1931-1940Jill Dryer, Kerrie Sears, Tina O’Toole...A History 
of Science Education Website ) 
This website helped us very much. It was an excellent template, helped us develop our thesis, and provided a list of 
resources that helped us better understand the era. 
 

• Parallel Progressivist Orientations: Exploring the meanings of progressive education in two 
Ontario Journals, The School and The Canadian School Journal 1919-1942. 
Theodore Michael Christou Queen’s, Copyright © Theodore Michael Christou, 2009 
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This Thesis discusses helps to describe the movement of progressive education, in Ontario. It helps describe the global 
and national forces of that time. 
 

• Education: Two Centuries of Progress 1784- 1984, Published by the Department of Education, 
Province of New Brunswick. 
This report was used to understand the educational reforms  
 

 
• A Common Countenance, Stability and Change in the Canadian Curriculum, George S. 

Tomkins, Prentice-Hall Canada Inc., Scarborough, Ontario,1986 
This book breaks down Canadian Curriculum by decade, educational movement and includes all provinces of 
relevance. 

 

              
(Mary Biggar Peck, Copyright, 1987) 
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Teaching and Learning 
Resources in Social Studies 

Education 
 

Text Books 
 
 

         

          
 

Our research, of the text books of that time especially, led us to believe that the two main focuses 
in Social Studies during this era were Geography and History.  Geographic studies overlapped subjects 
such as economics and provincial/national industry with a focus on agriculture. It also spoke to 
Multicultural farming and ways of living as documented in the text. 
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In this Programme of Studies for New Brunswick Schools, it states that “to understand the 
organization of society as he meets it the child will need knowledge of Geography, which shows how the 
physical environment influences social life. This same document states that educators need to place an 
emphasis on History and Geography which would  inform proper habits and attitudes in his relations with 
his fellow pupils. (p 123 programme of studies for NB, 1939). 

 

“Social Studies Aims” of this programme of studies document 1939: 

1)  Give children and understanding of social organizations as it affects 
him. 

2)  Understand how these relationships have been influenced by 
Geography and History. 

3)  Create a healthy relationship between peers and the community. 

4)  Give those same students the tools necessary for them to be 
adaptable in new social situations. 

(Programme of studies document-1939) 

 

“In some respects the Social Studies programme is the 
most important phase of school life.” (p. 124 programme of studies for NB 

1939)  

Additionally the document states:  “The study of social adjustment involves work 
in the realms of Geography, History, Civics, and Economics,....too much emphasis 
being placed on the memorizing  facts which, because they are not closely related to 
the child’s interests, are learned only with difficulty and are soon forgotten...... 
additionally this document states that project based learning (one of the most 
popular progressive teaching applications), was focussed on as well. 

This entire document was saturated with progressive ideals such as project based 
learning, a departure from facts and memorizing and a focus on intrinsic 
motivation. 
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Marticulation Exams 
 

                       
 

 

 

These Marticulation Exams  were under some scrutiny of the time as they came in an out of use. 
They were used as a streaming tool . If students passes the exams by 33%, or 50% depending on the year, 
they were granted permission to attend High School/ Normal/ Secondary School They were taken out of 
use in the Province before the end of the Decade. 
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Diagrams and Visuals used in the texts 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Many of  the Geographical Diagrams bordered on the edge of being  what we would 
percieve as Science education. Astronomy, and the study of rock formations was under the Social 
Studies heading rather than science. 
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Dents Atlas 
 
Canadian/New Brunswick Perspectives on the Globe: 
looking at agriculture, geographical (relationships) and 
architecture 
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Context of Education in 
New Brunswick 

 
In Ted Christou’s thesis on progressive education in Ontario during the interwar period 

he describes the defining elements of the movement: “Three distinct interpretations of progressive 
education are described. The first progressivist orientation was primarily concerned with child study 
and developmental psychology; the second concerned social efficiency and industrial order; the third 
concerned social meliorism and cooperation. Hence, I draw not only on three different domains of 
progressivist rhetoric, but also on three distinct orientations to reform. What emerges is a 
description of how different progressivists understood and represented. (Christou). 

 
Tompkins states in his book on, “A Common Countenance, Stability and Change in the 

Canadian Curriculum”, that “Although progressive ideas permeated the official Canadian 
educational literature actual implementation of them was selective” Further Tompkins states that 
progressive notions were relevant for Canadian educators of the 30’s but there were doubts about 
actual implementation of these new reforms,(p. 199, Tompkins). 
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 Christou states that progressive education is difficult to define (p ), but that additionally the 
culture and climate of Canada, and intern each province that progressive educational tactics were 
implements took on a very different shape that the progressive movement in the US.  This was good and 
bad.  Dewey himself was concerned that educators were misinterpreting his methods (p ).  The students 
looked like they were experiencing learning, but that simply playing in a schoolyard were not part of the 
progressive education society aims.  Additionally the British educational reforms were directly influencing 
Canadian teachers. Making progressive education in our province something very uniquely Canadian 
(Ted: quote/ find a Dewey quote:  

“Progressivism and Dewey were not the only influences on Canada, British progressive 
movements such as,   New Education Fellowship   , were just as influential, if not more on Canadian 
educators due to our relationship with the British Empire at that time”. 

 

Educationalists influencing Progressive Education in Canada: 

Hubert Newland:  Alberta, Wanted to translate Dewey into schools 

W.H. Kilpatrick:   Introduced the “Project Method”...he was from Columbia, 
and was influenced by Dewey ....his methods may have been the most used during that 
time, and have direct implications on the NB reforms of the 21 century. 

“A whole hearted, purposeful activity proceeding in a social environment” 
(p 190 Tompkins) 

Enterprise Education:  “struck a happy balance between the extreme subject 
matterists and the extreme activists” (Tompkins p. 195) 

Strand/Stamp: “in spite of the formalism and conservatism of the Canadian high 
school during the inter-war period, stamp has shown that it was moving in a somewhat 
more expansive and socializing direction as the majority of Canadian Teenagers began to 
attend for the first time( pg 203/204 Tompkins) 

Dalton & Winnetka: unit mastering ...individualized instruction 

Henry C. Morrison: | unit mastering (University of Chicago) 

Arther Lismer:  Famous and Influential Artist, a member of the Group of 7, 
wrote “The course of Art in Changing Worlds” and influential essay in education of that 
era. 

Froebel & Montessori: Influenced a strong use of play in education, also 
emphasized a sanitized/ middle class environment 
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Looking at the Minutes..... 

 

Context of Education in New Brunswick 

 

Between 1931 and 1940 public education in New Brunswick was influenced by the broader 
progressive movement initiated by American Educationalists; however, the movement only effectively 
took hold in the province much later in the decade whereas other provinces like Alberta, British 
Colombia, Saskatchewan and Ontario were already using language associated with progressivism (see 
section on Progressive Education in Canada below). In New Brunswick, these changes were not apparent 
until later in the decade and by 1940 “activity-based” programs had been introduced in many schools, 
such as the one in Saint John in 1938 (Von Heyking, 60; minutes, 1938, p.2). Changes were also 
underway with regards to history, social studies and citizenship education.  

In the interwar period, there was more interest in the role of education as a way to restructure 
society and help create ‘democratic citizens’ who would contribute to fostering a cooperative and peaceful 
society. Advocates of this ‘new education’ believed that this required a uniquely Canadian curriculum. 
Such curricula was being developed in other provinces, and education experts in New Brunswick looked 
to provinces such as Alberta, Saskatchewan and Ontario for guidance in the creation of New Brunswick’s 
own curriculum, tailored to the needs and realities of the people in the province. For instance, the 
curriculum committee minutes from February 3rd, 1938, show that a gentleman by the name of Dr. Marr 
was working on a report on the ‘modern course’, geared at reforming the elementary curriculum along 
the lines of progressive ideals. Before it is finalized it was decided in the meeting that Dr. Marr would visit 
what they call “Progressive Schools” in Ontario and the States (1938 minutes, p. 6). Subjects mentioned 
for discussion at a later date: Social Studies, Art and Handicrafts, English and Music (p. 5).  

The Minutes from the curriculum committee meetings held in Fredericton in the later part of the 
decade in addition to the Annual Reports of the Schools of New Brunswick from the earlier years are 
particularly helpful in helping us understand the context of education in the province. Below is some of 
the information retrieved in the Provincial Archives.  

 

Curriculum committee meeting, Fredericton, April 22, 1937 

The Minister of Education is present at the meeting to emphasize the support of the present 
government for the betterment of education in N.B. as well as a willingness to cooperate in every way 
possible in the face of some of the difficult challenges facing the province. He expresses concern for the 
“inferiority complex” of N.B. residents; he sees an overall  desire to get out and seek a better life in the 
West and wishes for education to help “build up community” and attract more people (up to 7 million) to 
the province (2nd page; 1937). He admits that the government needs more help from teachers with regards 
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to decisions made about education and is concerned that the current Board of Education is comprised of 
eight politicians and only two educationists. He expresses two objectives:  

1) Initiative: Create a Department of Education, comprised almost entirely of educators—taken on 
by the Minister but the details are not yet worked out.  

2) Desired intent of education: Convince that “N.B. is the best country in the world” and we need to 
protect it rather than look farther afield. (see below, p.2) 

 

 

Source: minutes; 1937, p.2 

 

After the Minister leaves, the committee moves on to the agenda, which focuses on the 
reorganization of courses and curriculum. There is recognition that the direction is unclear but that the 
changing times require course changes in order to keep up. Members are asked to share their thoughts 
and come up with broad objectives first in order to decide on the means. Dr. Kierstead, for instance, asks: 
“What does the individual have a right to and what does society require?” He then goes on to talk about 
both. There is evidence of progressive movement influence when he states that we “must teach not what 
to think but how to think.” (p. 3) Citizenship is discussed in relation to the school as a place for education 
and not propaganda.  



! "*!

There is a very child-centered language permeating the discussion: “the purpose is to give a full 
life to the child, day by day” (see below, p. 3) and they refer often to the social development of the child, as 
well as the importance of religion and spiritual life (p.4). There is much talk about acquiring the skills 
needed to be effective participants in the ‘real world’, after school. The committee touches on identity, 
and how New Brunswick seems to be just now “coming into our own” and afforded the “opportunity to 
express ourselves”; hence the committee stresses the need to build community spirit (p. 6). Emphasis on 
citizenship and recreation as a way to encourage rural, agricultural living: “100% of agriculture students 
have gone back to the farm and 25% have taken wives back. They are far better citizens than they were 
before they went to school.”(p. 10-11). 

 

Source : Minutes ; 1937, p.3 

 

Miss Dolan calls for more books in rural schools, less arithmetic and more literature, history and 
social sciences. She stresses the need for courses in economic and sociology, especially for rural schools 
where children “do not like their home life” and need courses and training related to their daily activities 
as well as the need for equity between rural and urban (p. 5). Interestingly, this is the only time when a 
woman appears to be present at one of the meetings, and the input from Miss Dolan was minimal albeit 
important.  
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There is mention of rural urban discriminations throughout the meeting and the need to give 
prominence to the pursuit of agriculture and a new attitude toward rural life. Rural schools, as they note, 
tend to have 40-60 pupils, one teacher and 8 different grades; there is a great demand for consolidation of 
these schools (see below, p. 7). 

 

Source: Minutes; 1937, p. 7. Rural schools, life and demands are mentioned here. 

 

Members go on to reference what is being done in other provinces and tendency toward 
developmentally, child-centered set-ups with 3 different schools for three different periods of life: 
Elementary (1-6), intermediate (7-9) and High School (10-12)—in addition to continuous schools and 
schools with vocational courses. They claim that the “tendency today” is to cater to individual differences 
and talents, natural inclinations and interests: Education must “lay a broad foundation” so that students 
may pursue anything: industry, agriculture, priesthood, etc. and must prepare students to “enter into the 
activities of life as educated members of society” (p. 7). Ideally, education would develop a habit of 
thinking, reading and interpreting information. Some of the other more practical concerns mentioned 
were:  

; The need for more teachers training.  
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; The need for high schools (i.e. composite schools, 200 pupils aged 12-18 yrs. old with courses in, 
for example, general shop, commercial work, home economics, forestry, cultural studies, and time 
dedicated to ‘hobby interests’. 

; The failure rate in Grade 9 is around 50% and few students go on to high school since they must 
go away to boarding schools for 2 years or more. 

; Madawaska is the most illiterate county in N.B. and N.B. is the most illiterate in the Dominion.  
; The need for flexibility in matriculation examinations since those that don’t pass are seen as 

failures even later in life. 
 

 

Curriculum committee meeting, Fredericton, July 29, 1937 

During this meeting, members acknowledge the need to better understand modern curricula and 
they suggest going to Columbia University and learning about British Columbia, Alberta, Ontario and 
Nova Scotia where schooling is more child-centered (p. 12, 15); the focus was moving to teaching children 
things that are useful to them in the present and not only the future. Members suggest that attention is focused too 
much on adult expectations in education and the interests of the child are overlooked: “We believe that it is the function 
of the school to provide an environment in which children can grow naturally and their natural growth 
depends on activity and experience rather than upon knowledge to be gained and facts to be stored” (p. 
15) Problem: 25-35% failure rate, so there was talk of developing different examination that test “a pupil’s 
power thinking” as opposed to factual recall (17).  

 

Courses designed to accommodate the “various abilities and experiences of children” (16) and 
there was talk about including the ‘sub-normal’ students (i.e. withdrawn) in the classroom. (p. 19).  

A major aim of the committee was to create and implement ‘a modern course of study’ (see below, p. 14): 
“The aim of the modern course is to meet the present needs of our children of various ages” (18) and they 
go on to identify five essentials:  

! physical and mental health;  
! Language (English); 
! understanding of their environment (Social and Natural sciences); 
! numbers (arithmetic); and  
! Creative matter (music and arts).  
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Source: Minutes; 1937, p. 14. The ‘modern course’ is mentioned, near the top.  

 

 

The Annual Reports of the Schools of New Brunswick, Chief Superintendent, 1931-1935: 

1931-32: The following recommendations were made in this report:  

 

! That academic, vocational and agricultural education as well as physical training is brought 
directly under the control of the Board of Education in order to equalize opportunities and 
taxation by county and move away from rural-urban discriminations.  

! That a permanent advisory board on curricula and texts be set up, and that High School 
curricula remain the same but that elementary curricular be revised. 

! More focus on languages; the superintendent suggests that textbooks have English on one side 
and French on the other.* 

 

*There is little mention of language in most reports and meeting minutes, however in 1938 there is 
recognition that francophone students are leaving school early because they are expected to learn in 
English; recommendations are made by the committee for schooling to be conducted in their first 
language (Minutes, April 19, 1938, p. 13). In the minutes from 1939, a recommendation is made that 
French be taught at all Intermediate levels to all students (p. 2). 
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1932-33: In this Report we see evidence of some of the challenges the education system faced as a result of 
economic hardship. For instance, teachers’ salaries, school funding, number of pupils and number of 
schools all went down; and, there is increased pressure on rural schools to include more levels in the one-
room school houses, beyond Grade 9, due to the emphasis on schooling as a result of the Depression. One 
success is noted: Saint John High opened—the largest and most modern in N.B. 

 

1934-35: There is a shift this year. The Report outlines a number of improvements. Among them are the 
following: 

 

! 21 new rural schools were built as well as a new, modern school in Moncton 
! Teachers associations began to form in the valley of the Canadian Pacific Railway, and, as a 

result, they were cropping up elsewhere in the province.  
! There was a move to strengthen cooperation between schools and communities through events 

such as Education Week, observed across Canada (p.11). 
! The promotion of free exchange of ideas between British and Canadian educationalists.  
! The first texts on Health and Citizenship were introduced in N.B. schools, Success and Health in 

Grades 5 and 6 and Healthy Citizenship in Grades 7 and 8 (p. 13).  
 

There is a strong awareness of major global changes as a result of the war in this Report: “If we are to 
grow educationally we must change with changing conditions”; however, the general sentiment in N.B. 
was that “progress is not made by sudden and drastic changes but by steady growth” (p. 14). 
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Annual Reports 
 

         

 
 

Curriculum documentts 
Education: 2 Centuries of Progress (This document generally explains the decade) 

Other issues which slowed the progress of education down were directly linked to 
the poor economic climate of that time. Some schools were closed, teacher’s salaries were 
reduced. Board of School Trustees looked for cheap teachers, not well educated, more 
expensive ones.  In some cases “minimum salaries paid to teachers was suspended during 
one year.... [Forcing] teachers to accept salary reductions, although, this time, their 
government grants were not reduced] (p. 11 Department of Education) 

“It was stated that in 1931 Commission on Education had recommended the lengthening 
of the Normal School Program to two years, thus supporting the views expressed on 
many occasions by the Chief Superintendents and by the various Principals of that 
Normal School. ......in 1959, a two-year program was inaugurated to train high school 
teachers...(.by) 1962 the program for elementary teachers was a slot extended to two 
years.” p. 22 Quote: (Department of Education Two Centuries) 
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Progressive Education in Canada Timeline 

 

• 1914:  British Educators were focussing on more than just the 3 R’s 
(Tompkins) 

• 1920s-30’s:“Despite an expanding social role, high schools remained 
prominently academic institutions. Modest curriculum changes widened the 
academic base somewhat” ( pl 204 Tompkins) 

• 1920:  According to Tompkins: Policy makers in West Canada began to use 
the term “Progressive Education,...Elsewhere they used the term New 
Education” (Tompkins) 

• 1924: five year trial of progressive Education placed into 
Edmonston(Tompkins) 

• 1925:  curriculum changes in British Columbia.... with a greater emphasis 
on citizenship and individual initiatives ....inspired by Kilkpatrics 
educational designs ( Tompkis pg 193) 

• 1927: Newland formed  Edmonton Education Society(Tompkins) 
• 1930’s: Western provinces adopted system similar to Carnegie Unit ( one 

hour of class taught once a day: similar essentially this is what we use 
today.(Tompkins) 

• 1931: Saskatchewan has the first school that can be referred to as totally 
Progressive ( Tompkins 

• 1933 NB “regional high schools became the rural counterparts of 
composite urban high schools although composite high schools were 
developed in most provinces”  ( Tompkins p.199) 

• 1936- 1940: Alberta curriculum shifts with curriculum revisions. Drew from 
American : “project methods”, and British “ Enterprise Methods” 

• 1937: that the shift toward a progressivist paradigm 
Would fully transform Ontario’s program of study (Christou p.31) 

• 1938 Alberta inspectors asserted “ enterprise Technique” used by 
approximately 60 % of teaching staff( Tompkins p.199) 

• 1941 Saskatchewan’s Annual Report indicated clear appreciation of the 
weakness of progressive education, and  the need to avoid its extremes in 
Canada...the problems of implementation were formidable” ( p. 199 
Tompkins) 
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General Time line of Educational Influences on NB during the 1930s 

• 1934-39: New Brunswick Museum opens and  builds 5 libraries, including an archives section, a 
Natural History’s collection(Moore& Schwenke) 

• 1931: Commissioner of Education insisted that the teachers college be 2 not 1 year long; to better 
support the Superintendents/ Principals Normal Schools( 2 Centuries of Progress) 

• 1931: May 15, A Commission on Education was appointed by Government to investigate the 
Educational System of the Province. ( 2 Centuries of Progress) 

• 1932:  The Newly appointed Commissions first order of business is to establish units of taxation 
for the counties...and to include academic, vocational, agricultural, and physical education 
brought under the control of the board of education. ( 2 Centuries of Progress) 

• 1935: July 1, passing mark of a matriculation exam was raised from 33% to 50%.( 2 Centuries of 
Progress) 

• 1936: September, text books were given out free of charge( 2 Centuries of Progress) 

• 1936: T he first minister of education is appointed; A.P. Patterson, MLA, from Saint John. 
• 1938-39: matriculation exams are abolished, and everyone is allowed into High school. ( 2 

Centuries of Progress) 
• 1939: the shortage of teachers was serious, Normal School enrolment decreased,  

 

 

 

Progressivism and Civics: 

  

Andress and Evans claim that people “are thinking more about others than ever before” (p. iii 
Andress and Evans) Here we see the notions of Community, so relevant in progressive rhetoric as  a 
Central component of  this 1930’s text book. 

 
Additionally the state that “The old fact-cramming physiology is rapidly disappearing 
from our progressive schools; but there is a general agreement that children today needs 
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to have substantial facts about the working of the human body......Health habits are 
emphasized”. (p. iii, iv Andress & Evans) 
 
 

Stewart Wallace notes in his book, A Reader in Canadian Civics, that he 
“doubted [his] ability to make the subjects of civics interesting to boys and girls.  But 
when it was suggested to me that it was my duty to do the best I could, I accepted the 
challenge.” (p.3,  Wallace). This text book was written in 1935, and the challenges of 
civics education are apparent, but still pressing for the progressive educational influences 
of the decade. 

 

Progressive educationalists believed that motivation should be at the centre of the learning process 
and cater to the natural interests and innate curiosity of the child. There was a new understanding of 
psychology which focused more on the science of behavior as opposed to analysis of the mind (p.66, Von 
Heyking).  

 

Dewey’s emphasis on personal growth and the social development of the child resonated with 
Canadian educators but his (and others’) ideas about schools as instruments of social reconstruction were 
downplayed. Schools began experimenting with various reforms that were described as progressive and 
curriculum revisions included language like: child-centered, activity programs, learning-by-doing and 
democratic education; however, progressive education in Canada was moderate and selective in its policy 
changes since the Canadian public tended to prefer predictability and stability over innovative social 
programs (Von Heyking, 60-61).   

What was called The New Education of the late 19th early 20th centuries was influenced by a 
variety of interests and groups. These included: social reformers, stressing physical education, health, and 
social justice; naturalists, advocating for teaching methods that nurture natural strengths; scientific 
educationalists, moral educationalists, and those that wanted to see more practical training and manual 
labor.  There was little consensus on precisely what the focus should be, but basically a more ‘scientific’ 
approach to education was called for.  

Growth in agricultural education, domestic science, and public health units, as well as the 
introduction of child-centered kindergartens, courses in citizenship education (see below) and streaming 
based on IQ testing were some of the changes happening in schools at this time. 

In the classroom, teachers were encouraged to celebrate democracy and help students become active 
future citizens who will take part in shaping a democratic society. It was seen as a place where children 
should practice democracy.  According to Von Heyking, “progressive educationalists insisted on 
democratic classrooms, characterized by student freedom. The minds and spirits of children could only be 
liberated when their legs were freed from desks and their voices freed to speak.” (Von Heyking, 67).  
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The progressive educationalists, whose ideas were inspired by American Universities, advocated 
for the introduction of social studies courses and an abandonment of history courses as they were, but they 
certainly did not intend to eliminate history altogether: “They argued that history was not about 
memorizing facts, it was about understanding and explaining trends of the past. It was about using 
information about the past to make sense of current issues.” (Von Heyking, 69). Objectivity in historical 
inquiry was beginning to raise concerns and historians were challenged to “assess the validity of historical 
facts, interpret their significance and use them to build our understanding of ourselves and our world; in 
other words, to think historically.” (70).  In her research on the debates occurring around progressive 
education and the changing nature of history teaching, Amy Von Heyking claims that “what advocates of 
social studies failed to recognize was the problematic nature of historical “facts” and the unique nature of 
historical thinking.” (p. 69). 

New social studies courses were created whereby students examined problems, societal impacts 
(i.e. industrialization) and political solutions (i.e. postwar government decisions in the face of economic 
problems) yet the lack of Canadian history content was continued to be an issue and there was still a 
major focus on the study of ancient civilizations. According to the progressive educationalists “history had 
to be useful (and) demonstrate a direction of the future.” (Von Heyking, 71). The new courses were 
designed to provide the opportunity for students “to get some experience in democratic leadership and 
cooperation so that he may adequately discharge his social responsibilities later in life.” (as quoted by Von 
Heyking, 71). The intent of progressive educationalists in creating new courses and resources was prepare 
responsible citizens for the task of restructuring society along the lines of social justice: “They sought to 
create social activists, familiar with local issues and committed to social change.” (Von Heyking, 76).  

Summer schools were held for teachers with the aim of familiarizing them with the tenets of 
progressive education and to provide resources to help them in the classroom. In Western Canada, well-
known American scholars and experts in progressive education were brought in by the Department of 
Education.  In Alberta for instance, progressive education was integrated into teacher training at the 
Normal Schools in the 1930s; however, although techniques were modeled, it was difficult to translate 
progressive theories into classroom practice if the spirit of the program was not grasped and when little 
resources were available. If the goal was to create responsible citizens then the evaluation of progress 
became difficult, not to mention the change in approach, moving from teaching from text to creating 
lively, buzzing, participatory classroom environments.  

 

Citizenship Education: 
“There was considerable public pressure to use schools not to convince students of the existing harmony of society but to give 
students the skills and the sentiment that would result in social stability at home and peace among nations. If the hallmark of 
the earlier curriculum had been harmony, in the period following WWI, it was cooperation.” (Von Heyking, 45).  

History and Citizenship courses in the period following WWI stressed cooperation and 
community whereas earlier courses stressed individual virtue and character and essentially focused on the 
need to behave and conform. Indeed, “the purpose of schooling was to equip children for the expectations 
of social life, and these expectations should be respected because they are the product of the historical 
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experience” (Von Heyking, 47). The traditional notion of the ‘good citizen’ as a ‘good person’ remained 
strong during the 1930s. The good citizen was seen as a person who embodies all the virtues of a righteous 
human being such as obedience, courtesy, justice, resourcefulness, tolerance, reliability and so on. This 
was, in part, reinforced by the version of American Progressivism that Canadian educators brought back 
to the country after studying in places like Teachers’ College Colombia and the University of Chicago and 
Stanford.  

The emphasis on character building and moral education coupled with the notion that the good 
are rewarded and the bad are punished de-politicized citizenship and can be seen as a way of preventing 
political radicalism. As Von Heyking notes:  “The continuing importance of good character as a hallmark 
of good citizenship is also demonstrated in the continuing emphasis on the heroes and villains of history. 
Like the history courses before the war, school history in the 20s and 30s was taught in order to 
demonstrate the superiority of certain values.” (p.51). In 1939, Social Studies, and Citizenship and 
Guidance Education reports were underway, but not yet completed or implemented. Minutes from the 
Curriculum Committee meeting in June 1939 state: “The committee feels that students should study the 
world of today rather than stress too strongly the past” (p. 3). It is mentioned that such studies should take 
place through “activity work” and teachers should “take care to avoid indoctrination” (3).  

Physical games and sports were focused on in order to develop the habits of good citizenship. The 
study of history was considered very important in the early part of the decade and continued to focus on 
individuals who have contributed the progress made in the human condition. Despite the unstable 
economic climate and the experience of war, “educationalists and textbooks continued to imply that a 
study of history would reveal an inevitable improvement in the human condition.” (Von Heyking, 39). 
There was more emphasis on Canadian accomplishments and contributions to the war effort, but the 
content still reflected pride in the accomplishments of the British Empire and the English people, and 
there was very little about French Canada, not to mention very little about women and aboriginal 
peoples.  

The Canadian Council for Education in Citizenship was set up in 1940. (p. 5). A group of 30 
young people were being trained in Physical Education and Citizenship at the Normal School and were 
expected to come back and organize study groups around these topics. In 1940, “A Suggested Program of 
Action to teach Democracy” and plans to develop programs of study in schools similar to those in 
Western Provinces were underway. (p. 5-6).  
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Source: Minutes; April 19, 1938, p. 8. Social Studies and Health education are mentioned.   

 

 

 

Source: Minutes; April 19, 1938, p. 12. The “activity programs” implemented in N.B. schools are referenced.  
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Source : Minutes ; 1938, p. 16-17. Here we can see a list of courses offered.  

 

 

Source: Minutes; 1938, p. 14. The summary of recommendations and progress made.  
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Source : Minutes ; 1939, p. 3. Refers to the report on Social Studies Education.  

 

In 1940, the Minister initiated a national movement for Citizenship Education, and the minutes 
from the Curriculum Committee meeting held on December 12 1940 show that attention was focused 
largely on this topic. Overall, committee members felt that more emphasis should be given to the duties 
and responsibilities of citizens in a democracy. The social studies committee urged that a ‘motion picture’ 
be made outlining the principles of democracy in order to make it real to the students. (p.1) By this time, 
the Elementary curricula influenced by progressive educationalists that Dr. Marr and the sub-committee 
had been working on was being implemented and results were already promising in every area except 
Social Studies, where teachers were having the most difficulty since an entirely new approach was 
attempted. They were no longer expected to teach from text but rather more broadly and from a variety 
of resources, yet the “provision of such books was left mostly to the teachers themselves and to School 
Boards” (minutes 1940; p. 3). Experimental work in Social Studies in Intermediate Grades is mentioned 
during the meeting, but again, the teachers were having difficulty. 

 

The following images outline course of study for democratic citizenship; Minutes, 1940 p. 9-12.  
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Broader Social and 
Historical context in NB 

 
 

 
In the mid-1930s, at the height of the Great Depression, Prime Minister R.B.  Bennett’s political 
demise seemed inevitable. Seeking to reverse the tide running against his Conservative Party, on 
2 January 1935 he began a series of live radio speeches outlining a "New Deal" for Canada. 
 
 
Political History 
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Bennett's "New Deal" promised a more progressive taxation system, a maximum work week, a 
minimum wage, closer regulation of working conditions, unemployment insurance, health and 
accident insurance, a revised old-age pension and agricultural support programs. Nevertheless, 
Bennett lost the October 1935 general election, and in January 1937 the JUDICIAL 
COMMITTEE OF THE PRIVY COUNCIL declared most of the "New Deal" ULTRA 
VIRES. 

(http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.com/index.cfm?PgNm=TCE&Params=A1ARTA00006
83) 
 
 

Population: “population was a public issue during the great depression” (Marquis, 4) Debt: Maritimes 
had a heavy debt load during the depression 

Industry: The pulp and paper grew in the 20’s, with job losses in lumber (Chatham, and NewcastleThe 
Maritimes did not produce “light consumer-oriented industries that were modernizing manufacturing in 
Central Canada” (Marquis pg 3) In other words, NB was not competing economically for  In other words, 
NB was not competing economically for  
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Source: New Brunswick’s Population Growth Strategy in Historical Perspective, pg 12 

“New Brunswick, like its neighbours, attracted few immigrants past the mid 1800’s (...) During the first 
three decades of the 20th century, immigrants, who were 20% or more of Canada’s population, 
constituted 5-6% of New Brunswick’s population” (Marquis, 4) 
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Source: New Brunswick with Maps, Diagrams, and Illustrations textbook 
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Source: New Brunswick with Maps, Diagrams, and Illustrations textbook 

These diagrams show the population of the province in a text book by Wallace used in the 1930s.  We get 
a sense of NB’s populous during this decade.   
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Source: New Brunswick with Maps, Diagrams, and Illustrations textbook 

Here we see the divisions of the population within the province. 

The following four images are from  the Wallace text book. They show how geography was taught. 
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Source: A Portrait of New Brunswick, p. 54 (above) and 55 (below) 
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In this Geography text book we get a sense of the work/industry and resources in the province 
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• (New Brunswick with Maps, Diagrams, and Illustrations, Wallace, The Educational Book Co. 
Limited, W.J. Cage and Co. Limited Distributing Agents) 

 

Photographs of NB During the 30’s 
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(Source: A New Brunswick Album, p.17 and 33) 
 
 
 

Broader Social Context 
in Canada 

 
“Education, while often seen as out of touch with the changing and ever-evolving realities 

of life, was also taken to be a force for remedying ills, preparing for the future, and enabling 
upcoming generations to deal with the modern world.14 A new, progressive education was 
required for a modern, progressive world.15 Soldiers returning from World War I, for example, 
found their homes and worlds transformed. Many of their wives and sisters had left home or 
entered the workplace, gained the right to vote in the federal elections, lobbied for temperance 
and prohibition of alcohol, and become active citizens.16 Moreover, a post-war industrial crisis 
meant many veterans found themselves unemployed upon returning home, while others could 
not work because of injuries and disabilities brought on by the struggles in Europe.17 This 
provoked a sharp increase in strike activity as well as “demands for social justice and decent 
living conditions.”18 “(p. 18, Christou) 
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During the 1930s in Canada, post-war economic political and social repercussions were felt across 
the country. During this interwar period—between the first and second World Wars, emphasis was on 
harmony, social stability and peace among nations, and ideas began to shift away from narrow 
nationalism toward a new internationalism. There was a recognition that this needed to be fostered and 
taught in schools.  

The relationship between the Dominion of Canada and the British Monarchy was evolving, and 
in 1931 the Statute of Westminster came into effect. After years of negotiation between Britain and the 
Dominions this statute afforded certain provisions to the government of Canada.  These included: The 
British parliament could no longer nullify laws in the Dominions; Dominions could make their own extra-
territorial laws; British law no longer applied to the Dominions. This is why Canada did not immediately 
go to war with Britain when WWII began in 1939. 

Aboriginal political protest movements started in 1910 but gained momentum in the 20s and 30s, 
fuelled by unfavourable laws and broken treaty promises. Provincial Land Transfer Agreements beginning 
in  1930 (from: Canadiana) brought any autonomy afforded to First peoples into question. For instance, 
new agreements gave western provinces greater control over natural resources—something the east had 
already established in British North American Act of 1867. There was no consultation with First Nations 
peoples whose hunting and fishing and other traditional practices were affected. At this time, pow-wows, 
sweat lodges and traditional Sun dances were held in secret after having been banned in 1925. 
(Canadiana). 

Hope was on the rise in terms of women’s rights during this era. After a long struggle, the 
women’s movement won the right for suffrage. Canadian society, through new technology, radio and 
movies portraying “American-style pleasures” was influenced increasingly by the United States and, on 
the whole, society was becoming more aware of events around the world as a result of the war.  

There was a felt need to restructure society in this inter-war era, and it was assumed that schools 
were capable of doing this. This new trend had important implications for the teaching of history and 
citizenship education. Critics argued that these courses “simply inculcated students with an uncritical 
loyalty and fostered militarism” and some argued that “history teaching had resulted in a ‘cult of ancestor 
worship’ among young people and an exaggerated respect for the accomplishments of the upper classes” 
(Von Heyking, 52). At the same time, there was a return to traditional values, a “rejection of selfish 
individualism and a return to a healthier sense of community” (Von Heyking, 57).  

Post-WWI, an increased sense of patriotism among Canadians led to calls for a uniquely 
Canadian curriculum whereas prior to the war this was not on the education agenda. New ideas about the 
nature of good citizenship and Canadian national identity were taking hold and gradually introduced 
through English, History and citizenship or civics courses, reaching each province at different times (Von 
Heyking) 
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Broader Social and 
Historical Context in the 

World 
During this era, Depression sweeps worldwide while at the same time considerable 

progress in infrastructure were taking place. For instance, in 1931 the tallest building in the world 
was built, the Empire State Building and the Benguella-Katanga, Africa's first cross-continental 
railroad line, was completed and in 1935 the longest bridge in the world opened over the 
Zambezi River. (Mountain Times). Protectionist policies characterized most major economies 
and at the same time international cooperation became a major theme. The League of Nations, 
for instance was founded after the WWI in order to prevent future wars through collective 
security, the settling of disputes and negotiated diplomacy. (Canadian encyclopaedia) Despite 
some earlier successes the League, for a variety of reasons, proved incapable of preventing 
WWII.  

During the 1930s, events leading up to World War II were taking place: The Treaty of 
Versailles, The Burning of the Reichstag, Hitler’s plans for expansion put an end to the interwar 
years as WWII began. These events, couples with nationalistic tensions and resentment stemming 
from WWI, the interwar period and the Depression set the stage for the Second World War and 
a halt to educational progress at that time. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Significance of Study for Education 
in New Brunswick 

While progressive education was slow to take hold in New Brunswick in comparison with the rest 
of Canada, the desire and recognition of the need for an educational shift was well underway. This is 
particularly interesting considering that, much to our surprise, the discussions of reform that were 
happening in the 1930s in New Brunswick were similar to the discussion around curriculum changes and 
educational paradigms that we are still having today.  
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In terms of social studies education, the focus on 21st century learning and the emphasis on critical 
thinking and a style of teaching that follows the ‘problem-posing’ model is reminiscent of some of the texts 
and discussions of the 1930s. Both speak to challenging students to look at issues critically and come up 
with solutions that will better both their own local situation and encourage cooperation globally and 
nationally. This shift in approach was confusing in the 1930s, as we can see from some of the meeting 
minutes, because it was so contrary to the rote learning and memorization tactics that were traditionally 
used. 

 

Conclusions 
 

 

 “Prominent figures in the developing fields of experimental psychology and mental 
testing included Peter Sandiford of the Ontario College of Education. He had been a graduate 
student of Edward Thorndike, one of the notable patriarchs of the progressive education 
movement in the United States, at Columbia University. Sandiford, in Robert Patterson’s 
assessment, emerged as one of the “educational experts in a variety of specialized areas [who] 
made recommendations based upon what they felt were sound research techniques and 
findings.”70 While John Dewey’s work is associated with the pedagogically progressive (or child-
centred education) camp, Thorndike’s contributions are more closely related to the 
administratively progressive (or mass education) camp exemplified by the rising science of 
educational testing and by the growth and centralized authority of large bureaucratic school 
districts. Sandiford, like Thorndike, was drawn to the more scientific and administrative concerns 
of progressive education. (Christou and Tompkins) 
 

 When we consider Sandiford’s influences in the country during the 1930s there is no 
denying that he was part of a departure from Dewey’s initial educational theories. Standardized 
testing has taken hold of the educational system(s) nationally, provincially and beyond. New 
Brunswick was implementing many of theses progressivist practices and ideologies, as noted in 
the texts they used, the administrative records, and the curriculum documents. To what extent is 
unclear to us at this time, but what is important to note is that New Brunswick did use 
progressive ideologies to reform their schools.  
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Above this simple diagram documents the cyclical nature of educational reforms.  

Educationalists of the progressive movement were trying to teach “true education” (Tompkins).  
Not just the 3 R’s (Reading, Writing and Arithmetic’s).  We have to ask ourselves if the 21C 
Educational plan in New Brunswick is really pushing our students in any new directions, or if we 
are just repeating the same things done before us, with shinier technological tools.  
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