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What is the Responsibility of Our Schools? November 14. 1944

Last week we discussed the effect of the war on our young people and

what can we do to make their adjustment to peacetime living easier. This

week we are concerned with one institution in our country—the schools.

What is the role of education in shaping a new generation of citizens ?

What place does education have in a democratic country like Canada ?

Education is clearly one of the potent forces in shaping future Canadians.

What kind of education are we going to have?

Can Education Change Human Nature?

Never before in our history have we talked so much of the future. Since

we live in times of world-wars and revolutions, it is quite natural that we

often wonder whether our children will have a better time than we are having.

To make sure that they will, we devise elaborate plans for a better Canada.

There are many things in this Dominion which we hope to reform. Some peo-

ple, however, are pretty cynical about our hopes for the future. What is the

use?" they say. "Things will never be any better since we cannot change

human nature." It is, of course, quite true that men will always eat and drink,

and love and hate; the essential facts of human life will remain the same as

long as men inhabit this planet. But there is absolutely no reason to assume

that our descendants will not be able to cope with the problems of life more

successfully than we have done. That is why we should see to it that our children

and young people are properly

equipped to face their prob-
lems. A large percentage of

the population of Canada
during the next half-century

or so is living right among us,

tearing down the dining-room
curtains, and yelling when
we want to sleep. By bring-

ing them up properly, we
ourselves can shape the

future. Effective education is

the way to do this.

If we take the twin chil-

dren of a rich man, and
bring up one in a mansion,
and his brother in the slums, it is very doubtful whether, after twenty years,
we could recognize the latter by his aristocratic behaviour. Whatever may be
the role heredity plays in moulding character, experts agree that education is

of vast importance. Even conduct that seems completely "natural" proves to
be, on further reflection, the result of education. If a perfectly ordinary man
of thirty loses his job, he may be very unhappy, but we should consider it

very unnatural for him to cry. But when our great-grandfather asked our great-
grandmother to marry him, and she said at first no, it was a natural thing for
him to go home and cry his eyes out. Any other conduct would have seemed
to him unnatural. He was educated differently from us : that is why he
behaved differently.

Education Must Produce Useful Citizens

If education is so important then, we must see that our children get the
right kind. What should the aims of our education be? The first aim of
a decent education is to produce useful citizens. We must all live together.
Therefore, children must be brought up so that they fit into society. For a long
time it has been considered that the task of educating youth falls to the
community, or rather to the state. In Canada we now have compulsory
education in all the provinces. Even private schools must be approved of by

the state. It has happened in our own life-time that a state which could justly
boast of a particularly high educational standard decided to abuse its right
to educate children. For the last ten years German youth was brought up
in accordance with the Nazis' own purposes, which eventually could not be
reconciled with the good of the people at large, as recent events are proving.
Now, the Nazis also want useful citizens, just as we do. Only they mean
something entirely different by it. Hitler himself has stated very clearly
what he wants

:

'A violently active, dominating, intrepid, brutal youth—that is what I am after
I want to see in its eyes the gleam of pride and independence of the beast of

tellectual training. Knowledge is ruin to my young men."prey. I will have

The fanatical member of the Hitler youth is certainly a useful citizen
of the Third Reich: he is completely loyal and blindly obedient. But loyalty
and obedience are excellent things as long as the ideals to which we are loyal
and obedient are good. But on the other hand, when these ends are as
vicious as Dr. Goebbels' lies there is no virtue in loyalty and obedience.

Democratic Education Must Teach to Distinguish
Between Good and Bad

Democratic children must have independence, but not the independence
of beasts of prey, but the independence of intelligent individuals. That they
can only have if they have learnt to judge for themselves between good and
bad, to distinguish between right and wrong. We must not produce yes-men
and blind followers of the first paperhanger who comes along, but men and
women who have a sense of their own importance and dignity, who know that

they matter in a community, who know that the community is their responsi-

bility. In a democracy it is the ordinary people who have the last word, they

are the final arbiters between right and wrong, and no democracy can survive

if the electorate has not learnt to judge the issues of the day independently
and intelligently. The responsibility of our educators is, therefore, tremen-
dous. If they fail to teach our children the capacity to discern for themselves
between good and bad, our democracy is doomed.

Education Must Also Train for Jobs

All of us, of course, would also agree that we must train children to

earn a living when they grow up. Untrained people find it pretty hard these

days to get good jobs. During the depression one of the requirements for

operators of gasoline stations in the U.S. was a university degree. Many
a young man in the Army has learnt that the boy who was badly taught at

school is most seriously handicapped in an organization in which specialised

training is usually greatly rewarded. Agriculture today requires technical skill

and specialised knowledge which can be taught in schools. We
_
must not

penalise children because they live in the country. Our school curricula^ must

be suited to the particular vocational needs of youth, whether they live in

rural areas or in cities. The ways of earning a living are becoming increas-

ingly technical. Knowledge pays. Obviously our schools have a responsibility

to train young people to earn a good living.

Education Enriches Life

Very many people consider education an investment from which they hope

to derive material dividends. But it also yields other, non-material benefits.

It enables one to live a richer life, to enjoy many pleasures to which the

uneducated person has no access. It provides a key to a lovely castle which

remains locked to those who have never been taught properly. Now, educa-

tion must not overstress its cultural content : one must have had a plentiful

meal before one can appreciate good music. However, once it is agreed

that schools must enable our young
people to make a living, we must rea-
lize that they must do more than just
this. Too many of us have never been
taught to read anything but the comics,
or to listen to anything but the soap-
operas. But education fails if it does
not make our children proud of their
cultural heritage. How can they be
proud of something they know nothing
about ? How can they be proud of the
wisdom and achievements of their
ancestors if they have never learnt
what those achievements are? Art,
literature and music can bestow great
happiness upon those who have learnt
to distinguish between beautiful and
ugly things. The schools have a re-
sponsibility for this.

We Must Improve Our Educational System
Last year the Citizens' Forum discussed various way by which we can

reform our schools. We thought that unless we see to it that our governments
appropriate more money for education than they do now, there is little chance
that our children will be as well educated as we hope they will be. We decided
that, since our teachers are the chief guarantors of our democracy we must
see to it that the profession can attract the best men and women in the com-
munity. In 1941, 50% of Canada's teachers received less than $782 per year.
Unless their salaries are raised we cannot hope for any improvements. We
must have decent schools, spacious playing-fields and good school libraries, and
laboratories. Without these things no plan for educational reform can work.

Knowledge is Useless Without Experience
One of the chief shortcomings of our educational system has been an

exaggerated respect for the accumulation of dry, undigested facts. Almost
any subject matter is studied with much more interest and intelligence by
those who know something about it than by those who do not, and, conversely,
it is not profitable to study theory without some practical experience of the
facts to which it relates. It is true that most children have no difficulty in

understanding the principles of mathematics, the sciences, and, to a lesser
degree, languages : the reason is that not much experience of life is needed for
these subjects. Even a very small child can understand that two plus two is four.
But it is different with the social studies. Unless a child has reached a certain
degree of maturity, the events of responsible government will seem much less real

to him than a Wild West thriller. A boy who habitually goes shopping by himself
is quicker to learn the laws of supply and demand than one who learns about
them from a text-book only. It is useless to explain to a class of boys and
girls the intricacies of our electoral system unless they have had to elect a

class-president themselves. Our teachers should see to it that children learn to

understand the nature of the problems which adults have to face, by giving
them the opportunity to solve similar problems in the class-room. This is the

only way to teach children "social consciouness", and its limits are inherent in

the task. "You cannot teach a boy to be a philosopher," said Aristotle, "he
cannot possibly understand what philosophy is all about." Similarly, many
of the problems of citizenship and economics are beyond the horizon of

young people. Let us by all means stimulate interest in social problems among
the young, but let us not give them more facts than they can digest.

Practical Training Does Not Necessarily Conflict

With Cultural Education

Whatever knowledge one has acquired in one's youth is an asset, but we
must look at the different types of knowledge in their proper perspective. It
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Parents Must Cooperate

Many parents consider education the exclusive task of the school. They
themselves, far from being "sold on the idea", fail to support the efforts of
the teachers by being openly indifferent, even cynical. Many of them say •

What was good enough for us is good enough for them", and don't reali7e
that they are being extremely selfish. Even if we have the best teachers
in the world and the most beautiful school-buildings, this will avail little unless
children feel that their parents support the idea. Moreover, suppose that
parents are agreed that education is a good thing. Even then the efforts of
our educators will prove useless, unless the parents provide a certain model
ot conduct for the children. If a boy comes home in the evening and finds
his parents doing all the things he was told not to do, the effect on him
will be disastrous. Parents seem to be convinced that education is a thing
that concerns children only, while in many cases it is just as important
that they themselves become educated. If we want to create better Canadians,
we must get rid of the idea that for most people education stops at school-
leaving age. The best training in the world merely provides a basis for
future education, not only in school rooms, but "in life".

Many oi Our Soldiers Want Higher Education After the War
To many the experience of war has been a more important education than

anything they ever learnt at school. The soldier who returns to finish his
education in his early twenties is much more mature that his civilian friends
of the same age. To many the war has given a great thirst for knowledge,
and an acute realization that without training he will never go very far. That
is why between 40,000 and 60,000 men and women in the Services plan to
attend college after the war is over. Some of those discharged have already
availed themselves of the educational benefits offered them under the rehabilita-
tion programme of the Department of Pensions and National Health. Many
of those who enlisted before they reached college level are obtaining matricu-
lation credits while on active service through the Canadian Legion Educational
Services. Many of them take correspondence courses. Under the rehabili-

tation programme, these men and women may receive college educations free

of charge for a period equivalent to the length of their active service. They
will receive maintenance allowance while going to school at the rate of $60
a month for a single man and $80 a month for a married man. In the latter

case, these allowances will be supplemented for children on the same scale

as that which operated under the Dependents Allowance Board.

Our schools and universities have a tremendous responsibility for train-

ing our returned soldiers for civilian occupations. They will adjust their



entrance requirements to the capacities of men and women who have ex-
perienced the mental disruption and physical hardships of the battlefield. These
will not be too high, so as to admit only the ultra-select, nor too low so as
to admit incompetents. Our high schoools, we hope, will find ways in which
returned soldiers who want to reach university entrance standards can be
trained quickly and efficiently.

The Ordinary Citizen Must Do His Part
Often, however, when we think of the responsibility of our schools or

how we can improve our education in Canada, we think of it as something for

professional educationists only to be concerned about, something for which the

ordinary citizen has no responsibility. Obviously that is false. If our educa-
tion is to improve, that will mean in effect that our local schools will each
improve. And to achieve that each of us will have to work. Our local Home
and School Associations right across the country provide one way in which
every individual can play an active part in his or her school. Voting intelli-

gently for the local school board is another. Our schools have a responsibility

—but so have we. We must see that they are what we want.

* * *

This bulletin was prepared in consultation with the Canadian Youth Com-
mission.

REPORT QUESTIONS
1. What should be the purpose of education in Canada? To prepare

children for a living? To produce good citizens? To equip
students to proceed to the universities?

2. Have the schools in your locality lived up to their responsibilities?

If not, in what respects do you consider that they have failed?

3. How useful is the subject-matter taught in our schools? How
effective is it in equipping children for the modern world?

THINGS TO DO
1. Find out who represents you on your local sckool board. Do what you can

to help him do a good job by keeping him informed of the needs of young
people in y©ur community.

2. Find out to what extent your school buildings are used outside of school
hours for recreational purposes.

3. If you are a parent of school-age children (a) join your local Home and
School Association; (b) find out how your child spends his school day;
(c) become acquainted with his teachers.

FURTHER QUESTIONS
1. What do you think is the role of vocational guidance in our schools ?

2. What do you know about the Home and School Association ? What are its

aims and objects?

MORE INFORMATION
(See book list sent out at the beginning of the year.)

New Schools for Democracy, C. E. Phillips. Behind the Headlines Series.
Canadian Newfoundland Education Association Report, 1943. Available at post-

age cost. National Citizens' Forum, 198 College St., Toronto.
Education Today, John Dewey, 1940. Available at your library.
Future in Education, Sir Richard Livingstone, 1944. A new English book on

education.

Trends in Education, 1944 Prepared by the Educational Policies Committee
of the Canada and Newfoundland Educational Association.

Next Week; WHAT IS THE RESPONSIBILITY OF OUR HOMES?
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