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Abstract 

In 1968, Ontario’s Department of Education released a report entitled Living and Learning: 
The  Report  of  the  Provincial  Committee  on  Aims  and  Objectives  of  Education  in  the  Schools  of 
Ontario, which quickly came to be called the “Hall-Dennis Report” or simply “Hall-Dennis” 
after  the  names  of  its  chairmen,  Emmett  Hall  and  Lloyd  Dennis.  The  Report  urged 
Ontarians  to  accept  a  new vision  of  education,  one  in  which  students  were  no  longer 
organized in classes, their progress no longer measured by grades, and their experience no 
longer characterized by the painful acquisition of subjects but rather by a joyous and open-
ended  process  of  learning.  The  Report  marked  a  significant  moment  not  only  in  the 
development of Ontario’s educational system but in Canadian cultural history. In its outline 
of a new, “democratic” system of education for Ontario,  one that it  associated with the 
highest ideals of progress, liberalism, and humanism, Hall-Dennis revealed not only the high 
ambitions of liberal utopianism in the 1960s, but also suggested the extent to which its 
proponents sought to tame the forces of radicalism and maintain the pre-existing socio-
economic order, albeit under the daunting and increasingly fragmenting circumstances of 
high modernity. 
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A Note on Usage 

Hall-Dennis worked at a time just before the feminist movement alerted many people to the 
sexist implications of using “man” as a synonym for humanity and male pronouns as ways of 
indicating both males and females. When I quote from primary documents I leave them in 
this form; when I paraphrase Hall-Dennis, I cast its observations in gender-neutral language, 
unless stylistic conventions forbid it.

References to “Indians and Eskimos” are preserved in citations from original documents, 
whereas my paraphrases of arguments about them use the terms “Aboriginal,” “Indigenous,” 
“Native” and “First Nations” peoples.
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Chapter One 

Children, Schools and Modernity in Postwar Ontario 

 It  stands  as  one  of  the  most  unusual  and famous  documents  from the  1960s  in 

Canada: a report whose call for a transformed educational system announced its iconoclasm 

not only in words but in images. Living and Learning: The Report of the Provincial Committee on 

Aims and Objectives of Education in the Schools of Ontario, commissioned by Ontario Minister of 

Education William Davis in 1965, was delivered to him in 1968. Unlike the normal, staid, 

leather-bound volume embalming a royal commission, Living and Learning — which came to 

be generally called “The Hall-Dennis Report” — had the dimensions and appearance of a 

coffee-table book, with an abundance of photographs, some of which were so large that they 

were spread over two of the report’s  12.5” by 10.5” pages. The text struck an equally unusual 

note for a government report. The report opens with an essay by Co-Chair Emmett Hall, 

emblazoned with the biblical motto: “The Truth Shall Set You Free,” in which he describes 

education in the most exalted terms. As Hall writes: “[t]he underlying aim of education is to 

further man’s unending search for truth. Once he possesses the means to truth, all else is 

within his grasp.”  As this statement makes clear, the committee’s analysis of the aims and 1

objectives of education for Ontario in the late-1960s was deeply idealistic: education was 

seen  by  Hall  and  his  fellow  commissioners  as  the  key  postwar  vehicle  through  which 

children and young people could make the most of themselves as unique individuals and as 

members of a society moving inexorably toward a new era of justice, humanism, and global 

harmony. 

 Provincial Committee on Aims and Objectives of Education in the Schools of Ontario, Living and Learning: 1

The Report of the Provincial Committee on Aims and Objectives of Education in the Schools of Ontario (Toronto: Ontario 
Department of Education, 1968) [hereafter Living and Learning], p.9.
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It was a strange document to emerge from an ostensibly Conservative government, 

but then the “Progressive Conservative” government of Ontario in the 1960s was a curious 

entity itself, one fully committed both to free enterprise and a massively-expanded state. 

During his tenure as Minister of Education, Bill Davis proved himself deeply committed to 

the expansion and modernization of schooling and higher education in the province: from 

1962  to  1970,  his  department  eliminated  the  one-room  school  house  in  Ontario, 

consolidated thousands of  localized school  boards  into a  few hundred centralized units, 

oversaw both the foundation of the province’s technical and vocational college system and 

the vast postwar expansion of the province’s universities, created a world-famous provincial 

educational  television system (‘ETV,’  later  renamed ‘TVO’),  and established the equally-

renowned Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE).  2

At some point in the mid-1960s,  Davis  came to feel  that his  educational  empire 

lacked  something  fundamental:   a  comprehensive  statement  regarding  the  aims  of 

kindergarten,  primary,  and  secondary  education.  He  wanted  to  bring  early-childhood 

education in Ontario ‘up to speed’ with the social, cultural, and economic changes sweeping 

the postwar world. He contacted Canadian Supreme Court Justice, Emmett Hall, who had 

just completed his service on the Royal Commission Inquiry into National Health Services – the 

acclaimed 1965 report that led to the adoption of universal health care in Canada – to ask 

him if he would lead such a review. Davis and his advisors felt that Hall, who had so radically 

overhauled Canada’s health care system, would be the ideal person to head a committee that 

could have similarly seismic implications for education in Ontario. Hall, knowing precious 

 Walter Pitman, “The Big Blue Schoolhouse: The Davis Era in Ontario Education,” in The Failure of Educational 2

Reform in Canada, Douglas Myers, ed. (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1973), p. 147. 
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little about educational policy or politics in Ontario -- or anywhere else for that matter -- 

swiftly accepted.  3

The ‘Hall Committee,’ as it was initially known, was to make a “careful study of the 

means whereby modern education can meet the present and future needs of children and 

society.” Further, the committee would “identify the needs of the child as a person and as a 

member of  society,”  “set  forth the aims of  education for  the educational  system of  the 

Province,” “outline objectives of the curriculum for children in the age groups presently 

designated as Kindergarten, Primary and Junior Divisions,” “propose means by which these 

aims and objectives may be achieved,” and “submit a report for the consideration of the 

Minister of Education.”  The initial boundaries of this mandate were soon broadened to 4

encompass all schooling in the province, including secondary schooling --  the committee 

(successfully) arguing that modern education could not be treated piecemeal, but only as an 

organic whole.  

The  committee  itself  consisted  of  a  cross-section  of  twenty-four  Ontarians  who 

brought  a  diversity  of  perspectives  to  their  work.  They  included,  among  others,  two 

university presidents, a representative of the Franco-Ontarian school system, the heads of 

two ‘separate’ school boards, a poultry and livestock farmer, a homemaker and trustee, and 

three figures from within the Department of Education who would exert crucial influence 

upon the committee’s work: Dr. E.J Quick, an Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum; Dr. 

Reva Gerstein, a highly unorthodox educational psychologist; and Lloyd Dennis, an equally 

 Frederick Vaughan, A!ressive in Pursuit: The Life of Justice Emmett Ha" (Toronto: University of Toronto Press), 3

p. 142.

 Living and Learning, p. 4.4
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unorthodox  writer  of  Canadian  school  textbooks,  former  high  school  principal,  and 

progressive education enthusiast. After Hall suffered a heart attack in 1966, Dennis, who 

was already shouldering much of the committee’s work as Secretary and Research Director, 

was  made  Hall’s  co-chair,  giving  the  report  its  more  familiar  name,  ‘The  Hall-Dennis 

Report.’                    5

The committee left no stone unturned and spared no expense. The public demanded 

spending  on  education  (although  the  committee  members  did  come  to  acknowledge  a 

certain  level  of  tax-fatigue)  and  good  schooling  for  their  children.  The  Progressive 

Conservative  government  was  proud  to  have  dotted  the  province  with  universities  and 

community colleges. Spending $697,137 on the committee  – whose members were enabled 6

to  travel  to  other  continents  and  whose  report  was  a  full-colour,  glossy  tribute  to  the 

designers’ and publishers’ arts – was simply in keeping with the spacious days of the 1960s. 

Committee members read widely (if perhaps not always deeply) in educational theory and 

philosophy, tracked pedagogical developments in various countries, heard no fewer than 88 

‘briefs’ on culture and education, and attended to 30 ‘expert presentations,’ many by various 

esteemed social scientists, on particular subjects, including ‘special education,’ economics, 

Aboriginal  schools,  and private and alternative institutions of learning. They held public 

hearings  in  such  Ontario  centers  as  Toronto,  Sudbury,  London,  and  Ottawa.  And  they 

embarked upon several extensive research trips within the province, the country, and also 

internationally  in  order  to see at  first-hand what  other  educationists  were doing.  These 

 Lloyd  Dennis,  The  Learning  Circus:  A Personal  Journey  Through  the  Wonderful  World  of  Education  (Toronto: 5

Umbrella Press, 1997), pp. 165-166.

 This figure is found in Vaughan, Ibid., p. 160. 6
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excursions included examinations of architectural design in Scarborough, Ontario, school 

centralization in New Brunswick, ‘computer-assisted instruction’ in California and Japan, 

‘multiculturalism’  and  multilingualism in  Israel  and  Ireland,  decentralized  schooling  in 

Sweden,  and educational  research in  the Soviet  Union.  After  all  this  research had been 

absorbed and synthesized by the committee,  the report itself  was composed collectively 

from 1966-1968. This dissertation will examine these various activities, pointing toward the 

larger cultural long-1960s horizon within which they were situated, before it devotes two 

chapters to a close reading of the Report itself. 

If Davis expected a fresh approach to Ontario’s educational system, he got what he 

bargained for when the report hit his desk on 12 June 1968. Its full  title was Living and 

Learning: the Report of the Provincial Committee on Aims and Objectives of Education in the Schools 

of  Ontario.  It  bore  little  resemblance  to  any  educational  report  --  or  indeed,  any 

governmental  report  at  all  –  hitherto  produced  in  Canada.  Neither  dull  nor  grey,  it 

announced its distinctiveness in a brightly-coloured cover, which depicted children running 

freely  through  a  lush  meadow [Fig.  22].   It  contained  copious  pictures  of  ‘hip’  youths 

‘hanging out’ in the modern cityscapes of urban Ontario, as well as full-colour, multi-page 

examples of children’s art. [A selection of these illustrations can be found at the conclusion 

of Chapter Seven]. With ‘pop art,’ ‘psychedelic,’ and ‘avant-garde’ influences evident in its 

typography and design, the report was startlingly ‘modern’ and ‘progressive’ in form. It was 

clearly designed to reflect, and ultimately to influence, the times that had produced it. Few 

documents, and perhaps almost none from within the belly of the state itself, encapsulated 

the atmosphere of ‘The Sixties’ in North America quite so vividly. Even after many decades 
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have passed, there is still  something surreal about such an avant-garde Report  emanating 

from an ostensibly Conservative government. 

It was not just the form but also the content of the report that was radical. One of 

Living and Learning’s basic postulates was that contemporary children and young people in 

Ontario were living in an era of constant change, in a “technatomic” environment in which 

they were “daily barraged, enriched, and deeply affected by the wonders of the age.”  In such 7

a  world,  children  needed to  be  educated  in  a  new way.  Students  were  no  longer  to  be 

conceived of as mere “learners,” but rather as “integrating organisms,” constantly learning 

new things in unique ways. Static and isolated subject disciplines were to be replaced by a 

liberated, flexible notion of curriculum -- one in which the “inquisitive, goal-seeking, self-

reconstructing minds of children [could] be brought in touch with subject matter relevant 

to their  individual  interests  and needs.”  Individual  subjects  (such as English,  History,  or 

Mathematics) were to be recast as “resources for knowledge,” accessed by the student in 

multiple  ways  at  different,  individualized  moments.  While  conventional  subjects  and 8

approaches would not disappear entirely – facility in speaking and writing was the “sine qua 

non of education in a civilized society” and called for a semblance of structure – in general 

they  were  to  be  subsumed  into  three  new,  synthetic  learning  categories.  These  would 9

include “Communications,”  by  which the  committee  members  meant  “all  learning”  that 

pertained  to  speaking,  reading,  mathematics,  business  and  commerce,  the  manual  arts, 

performing  arts,  and  the  analysis  of  technological  communications;  ‘Man  and  His 

 Living and Learning, p. 37.7

 Ibid., p. 76.8

 Ibid., p. 91.9
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Environment,’ which would be primarily vocational, involving science, applied mathematics, 

geography,  agriculture,  and  “home  and  consumer  electronics”;  and  ‘Humanities,’  which 

pertained to “the search for the ideal, the constant probing of the unknown, the seeking for 

truth, the intuitive effort towards unity [and the] humanizing values [would] lift man toward 

a nobility of thought and purpose,” through art, physical education, and philosophy.  Such 10

categories as “subjects” and “disciplines” are introduced in the Report only to be subjected to 

a kind of liquefaction, as they are blended into each other. Moreover, because individual 

students  developed  at  different  speeds,  conventional  notions  of  age-based  “stages”  of 

education – in which students moved successfully through grades one, two, three and so on 

– were to be discarded in favour of a fluid ‘learning continuum,’ in which each student would 

progress according to his or her own unique developmental rhythms.     

And what  of  that  primordial  educational  dichotomy,  the  one  separating  teachers 

from students?  Such  categories  were  also  to  be  transformed.  Rather  than  conventional 

teachers inculcating knowledge into pupils, using rote techniques such as memorization and 

filling children with “facts and principles,” Hall-Dennis imagined ideal teachers who were to 

guide the student towards knowledge, placing her “in the centre of the learning activity,” 

encouraging and assisting her “in learning how to enquire,  organize,  and discuss,  and to 

discover answers to problems.”  This teacher, according to Living and Learning, would not be 11

an expert in front of a captive audience.  She would be the facilitator of a modern learning 

process that would be flexible and to a great extent student-centered. Furthermore (barring 

some testing in the field of communications), tests and examinations, blamed for impeding 

 Ibid., p. 80.10

 Ibid., p. 122.11
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students’  progressive  learning  or  in  some  cases  stopping  it  altogether,  would  become 

irrelevant. And corporal punishment was another traditional feature slated for oblivion in 

the world imagined by Living and Learning. 

The role of the principal would also be transformed in the Hall-Dennis committee’s 

vision of education reform. She would no longer be the familiar authority figure who ran the 

school as a captain ran his ship. Rather, she would become a “consultant, advisor, and co-

ordinator,” building bridges between children, educators, and the wider community.  She 12

would also act as the school’s resident educational philosopher, acquiring and processing 

new pedagogical findings as they became known, and adapting the school’s approach in the 

light of that new knowledge. Similarly, other actors in the system, such as superintendents, 

school  boards,  and  ‘teacher’s  federations’  would  all  act  to  support  the  child’s  unique 

pedagogical development, providing “service, rather than … surveillance.”             13

Living and Learning  also called for a fundamental transformation of the classroom 

environment.  For  the  committee,  the  existing  school  environment  was  often  cold, 

uninviting,  and  “antiseptic.”  The  Hall-Dennis  approach  to  education  would  require  a 14

learning environment that would be as “activity-oriented” and as flexible as the modern 

child herself. One imagined educational settings whose dimensions and lay-out one could 

transform, “according to new needs and emphases as they emerge.” Such an environment 

would serve “as an adjustable instrument for tomorrow’s learner.” Living and Learning’s ideal 

classroom would also be a space appropriate for a  modern liberal-humanistic  education, 

 Ibid., p. 149.12

 Ibid., p. 154.13

 Ibid., p. 88.14
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lending itself to the plastic arts, dramatic performances, and scientific experiments. As befit 

the  technatomic  age,  it  would  be  well-stocked  with  typewriters,  film projectors,  record 

players, radios, and even computers.  Television would play a particularly important role in 15

education’s “electronic future.”  Via television, all classrooms in the province would enjoy 16

access to events occurring throughout the world at any particular time, as well as to specific 

educational programming provided by the province. Regional, county, and local producers 

would also provide educational programs. The Hall-Dennis classroom and its facilities would 

also be fully open to the community beyond the school day, for various social, cultural, and 

educational uses.  17

The fundamental  aim of  Ontario education was  to guarantee “the right  of  every 

individual to have access to the learning experience best suited to his needs.” Every school 

authority  was  charged  with  the  responsibility  of  providing  “a  child-centered  learning 

continuum that  invites  learning  by  individual  discovery  and  inquiry.”  Provisions  for  a 18

diversity of “special learning situations” would be intrinsic to the province’s new educational 

paradigm. Concerns about the enormous costs of such a radical overhaul of education in the 

province were countered by assurances of the massive economic gains in “human capital” 

that  the  “new education”  would  undoubtedly  produce.  And lest  anyone  fear  that  these 

recommendations would lead to an anarchic break with Ontario’s  traditional  values,  the 

 Although the use of computers in education was in its infancy in the later 1960s, the committee’s exposure 15

to computer demonstrations in California and Japan was enough to give them an unbridled “enthusiasm about 
the world of computer technology,” and its role in the future of North American education. Dennis, Ibid., pp. 
162-163.

 Living and Learning, p. 90.16

 Ibid., p. 152.17

 Ibid., p. 179.18
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committee insisted that Hall-Dennis schools would produce well-rounded, truly democratic 

citizens, imbued with a deep appreciation of both liberty and civic virtue.  “A free society 

cannot be taken for granted, and truth and freedom must be guarded as precious treasures,” 

Hall-Dennis proclaimed. “Each of us has the right to enjoy them. More than that, we have 

the obligation to protect them, and we each must have the courage to accept and embrace 

the responsibilities that they hold out to us each day.”  The world is changing rapidly and 19

unpredictably, warned the report. The traditional, hierarchical, and inward-looking Ontario 

educational system was ill-suited to respond to it. In a progressive world, Ontario would 

have to change its schools or pay a steep price. If it responded to this challenge, it stood a 

good chance of becoming a veritable utopia, a place where happy children freely developed 

their capacities in a society that treasured them. The pursuit of this utopian dream is the 

subject of this thesis.   

***

To this  day,  the  Report  is  revered by  some as  a  visionary  manifesto for  a  child-

centered  educational  system  that  captures  the  best  of  the  traditions  of  progressive 

education – and dismissed by others as a prescription for an “edutopia,” a vintage product of 

a “pseudo-psychedelic” decade of idle dreams and unwise experiments.  This thesis sets out 20

to provide a more scholarly exploration of the moment of Hall-Dennis. In particular, it sees 

Hall-Dennis  –  using  this  term throughout  to  denote  the  process,  the  report,  and  the 

 Ibid., p. 21.19

 For  an  example  of  the  first,  see  Alpha  Alternative  School,  http://alphaschool.ca/about/philosophy/hall-20

dennis-in-depth/ [accessed July 2015; for the latter, see Paul Bennett, “Up Against ‘Edutopia’: Dr. James Daly’s 
Crusade against the Spectre of Progressive Education, 1968-1983,” Historical Studies in Education  23,1 (Spring 
2011), pp.1-21, citation from p. 4.

http://alphaschool.ca/about/philosophy/hall-dennis-in-depth/
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reaction to it as one organically-unified phenomenon —  as something that can teach us 

invaluable lessons about modernity in Canada.

But what is modernity? Many scholars have explored this problem. For some – such 

as Anthony Giddens --  modernity is characterized by trust in abstract systems.  Others, 21

such as sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, privilege the reality and experience of fluidity, the 

omnipresence  in  contemporary  life  of  relationships  and  phenomena  that,  for  all  their 

seeming  solidity,  are  in  fact  “liquid.”  For  his  part,  social  theorist  Marshall  Berman 22

prioritizes, as the defining characteristic of the modern world, the omnipresence of change: 

“If we think of modernism as a struggle to make ourselves at home in a constantly changing 

world, we will realize that no mode of modernism can ever be definitive.” As he explains,

To be modern is to live a life of paradox and contradiction. It is to be overpowered by 
the immense bureaucratic organizations that have the power to control and often to 
destroy all communities, values, lives, and yet to be undeterred in our determination to 
face these forces, to fight to change the world and make it our own. It is to be both 
revolutionary and conservative: alive to new possibilities for experience and adventure, 
frightened by the nihilistic depths to which so many modern adventures lead, longing 
to create and to hold on to something real even as everything melts.23

Bauman agrees: all that is liberating and exciting about modern times carries with it a dark, 

ominous side -- that of radical uncertainty in a world in which the entire planet is governed 

by forces beyond the control of any individual or polity:

 Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), 83.  21

 See Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity  (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000);  Liquid Love  (Cambridge: Polity 22

Press, 2003); Liquid Times: Living in an Age of Uncertainty (Cambridge: Polity, 2007). For discussions of Bauman 
on modernity, see Peter Beilharz, Zygmunt Bauman: Dialectic of Modernity (London, Thousand Oaks, New Delhi: 
Sage  Publications,  2000);  Peter  Beilharz,  “Introduction:  Reading  Zygmunt  Bauman,”  The  Bauman  Reader 
(Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2001), 1-17.

 Marshall Berman, A" That is Solid Melts Into Air: The Experience of Modernity (London: Verso, 2010), 7.  23
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If the idea of an ‘open society’ originally stood for the self-determination of a free 
society cherishing its openness, it now brings to most minds the terrifying experience 
of a heteronomous, hapless and vulnerable population confronted with, and possibly 
overwhelmed by forces it neither controls nor fully understands; a population horrified 
by its own undefendability and obsessed with the tightness of its frontiers and the 
security  of  the  individuals  living  inside  them  —  while  it  is  precisely  that 
impermeability of its borders and security of life inside those borders that elude its 
grasp and seem bound to remain elusive  as  long as  the planet  is  subject  to  solely 
negative globalization.24

Thus states, mandated to establish order for their citizens, are perpetually confronted by 

the spectre of forces — operating invisibly and knowable only by virtue of their effects —

over which they can exert little control, yet mastery over which is an essential aspect of 

their claims to legitimacy. The transformation of spatio-temporal relations that all modern 

scholars  would  place  at  the  heart  of  modernity  –  i.e.,  the  evaporation  of  distances  as 

obstacles to a vast diversity of transactions and relationships and the greatly speeded-up 

tempo of processes and experiences at both the personal and the planetary levels -- thus 

places all states in a dilemma, especially those whose identities can be traced back, as is the 

case of Canada, to the liberal revolution in the nineteenth century.25

Influenced by these authorities, this thesis adopts a five-fold definition of modernity. 

First,  modernity entails  the transformed economic relations of  corporate capitalism and 

their spatio-temporal consequences. The forces of production, distribution and exchange 

are  all  transformed  beyond  recognition  –  as  evidenced  by  automobiles,  highways,  new 

systems of global finance and transformed systems of communication. And the relations of 

 Bauman, Liquid Times, 7. 24

 For the proposition that modern Canada constitutes a “historically specific project of rule, rather than either 25

an essence we must defend or an empty homogenous space we must possess,” see Ian McKay, “The Liberal 
Order Framework: A Prospectus for a Reconnaissance of Canadian History,” Canadian Historical Review, vol. 81, 
no 4 (December 2000), p. 620.
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production  associated  with  them  are  transformed  no  less  radically.  There  are  new 

perceptions of class divisions, gender and race relations, appropriate standards of living, and 

the proper role of the state, whose structures and functions are expanded far beyond their 

previous limits. Even the institutions painstakingly built to monitor and safeguard the global 

functioning of  this  system, far  from offering the seeming “solidity”  of  the categories  of 

classical economics, in fact exemplify Bauman’s liquidity. Second, it entails a future-oriented 

perspective  towards  time:  a  sharp impatience  with  mere  tradition and merely  parochial 

specifics;  a  resistance  to  pointless  formalism,  if  this  impedes  acknowledging  the  global 

forces that tend to liquefy all such traditions; a sharp apprehension of the risks the future 

might entail – especially for liberals who wish to safeguard the autonomy and dignity of the 

individual – combined with an exhilarating humanism, in which humans are the measure of 

all things; and an equally sharp resistance to age-old forms of hierarchy, especially if these 

stand in the way of a progressive adaption to that liberal democracy which, alone among 

systems, allows individuals to adapt to the changes inherent in modernity. Third, it means a 

cultural revolution — predicated upon the general sense that the “centre does not hold”: a 

highly-accentuated awareness of the extent to which the individual might be alienated and 

undermined by  the  necessary  coldness  and impersonality  of  modern life  and an equally 

sharpened  sense  that  conditions  of  modernity  allow  for  unprecedented  freedom  of 

individual expression. (Following Michael Löwy and Robert Sayre, this sensibility can be 

termed  “romanticism,”  in  their  specific  sense  of  a  “reaction  against  the  way  of  life  in 

capitalist  societies,”  in the name of  values and ideals  drawn from the past.)  Fourth,  it 26

means  a  respect  for  the  social  sciences  as  sources  of  knowledge  about  these  daunting 

 Michael Löwy and Robert Sayre, Romanticism Against the Tide of Modernity, trans. Catherine Porter (Durham 26

and London: Duke University Press, 2001), pp. 17-19.
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developments, a support for more comprehensively planned systems of governance, and a 

greatly enhanced emphasis on reflexivity – meaning, in this context, that one can no longer 

take for granted the “naturalness” and “obviousness” of the given world, which must, on the 

contrary, be subjected to scrutiny and analysis. And finally, it means – to return to Bauman – 

an  implicit  (and  at  times  explicit)  utopianism:  the  putting  forth  of  ideals  (such  as  the 

universal human right to education) whose radical implementation might well be at odds 

with popular “commonsense,” but upon whose expression the survival of freedom depends, 

and that serve to highlight the imperative need for the existing order to change, even in the 

absence of any concrete analysis of the potential agents of, or realistic strategies for, that 

change.

It is in this precise – high modern -- sense that Hall-Dennis was “utopian.” Through 

its years of deliberation from 1964 to 1967 and in the Report itself in 1968, the omnipresent 

assumption  is  that  a  world  without  deep  and  painful  divisions,  one  of  enlightened 

individuality and egalitarianism, can be created if men and women of good will are given the 

opportunity to do so. Under the enlightened leadership of principals and teachers, schools 

can  become spheres  in  which  idealistic  educators  are  free  to  develop  their  talents  and 

inspire the young. Children can all be given the tools with which to achieve all the gifts with 

which nature has blessed them. There is scant room – or at least scant legitimate room – in 

this vision for social conflicts, agonizing choices between competing cultural visions, even 

the grinding routinism of the giant bureaucracy required by a system with over a million 

students:  rather,  in  this  utopia,  each  individual,  cognizant  of  the  rights  of  all  other 

individuals, pursues his or her destiny in dignity and freedom.
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Bauman defines a  utopia as  an “image of  a  future and better world.”  A utopia is 

generally  (though  not  exclusively)  future-oriented,  a  complex  signifier  of  a  world 

“unfulfilled,” yet felt to be just upon the horizon, if only a collective effort were made to 

bring it into being. There is a moral edge to utopianism. It is grounded in a critique of 

contemporary society. (As Bauman explains, a utopia is only a utopia to the extent that it is 

“perceived as  representing a system essentially  different from, if  not antithetical  to,  the 

existing one.”)  Finally, there is an element of imminent “hazard” in all utopian projects. If 

actions are not speedily taken to bring about utopia, the consequences will likely be dire.    27

This is exactly the atmosphere of Hall-Dennis, which makes it a superb document not just of 

Canada’s 1960s, but of the postwar western world in general — and a instructively surprising 

text to arise from a proverbially complacent and conservative province.

The infinitely hazardous world after 1945 was ripe for such utopian dreams. A world 

that  had  endured  two  world  wars,  a  great  depression,  and  untold  examples  of  human 

depravity hungered for ways of doing things differently. The Second World War saw Europe 

in  tatters,  a  “blasted  landscape  of  broken cities  and  barren  fields  … worn  out,  without 

resources, exhausted.”  As the historian Tony Judt argues, this was a cultural and political 28

context in which many people were inclined to favour the “new” in all things. After all, what 

treasured  traditions  from the  pre-1945  world  did  most  people  really  want  to  conserve? 

Certainly not the cultural and material forces and tendencies that had led to the horrors of 

 Zygmunt Bauman, Socialism: The Active Utopia (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1976), p. 17.27

 Tony Judt, Postwar: A History of Europe Since 1945 (New York: Penguin, 2005), p. 13. 28
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that war. The modernist plea to ‘make it new’ took on considerable plausibility in such a 

postwar world.    29

Thus to be modern after 1945 was to realize – for well-documented historical reasons 

– that a return to Depression-era socio-economic structures posed a risk to the very system 

to which one owed one’s deepest allegiance. Throughout the West, in ways that were often 

articulated in  terms of  a  “great  compromise,”  once-forbidden notions  of  comprehensive 

social and economic planning achieved mainstream popularity. Although eschewing in the 

third quarter of the twentieth century the revolutionary tradition represented, in however  

distorted a form, by the Soviet Union, liberals throughout the west were far less hostile to 

the supposed efficacy of planning that the Soviet experiment suggested. Even as the Cold 

War  persisted,  such  mainstream politicians  as  Britain’s  Prime  Minister  Harold  Wilson 

asserted that Britain should continue to plan its economy and society, even if this sometimes 

raised uncomfortable parallels with the Soviet Union.  State planning was no longer just 30

the hobbyhorse of socialists. By the end of the 1960s, Canada was spending more per capita 

on education than either the United States or the Soviet Union. This spending spree was led 

by Ontario, which had transformed itself into Canada’s educational high-roller.  In Ontario, 31

perhaps more than anywhere else in North America, liberal educational utopianism became 

a  highly  influential  —  at  times  seemingly  the  predominant  —  current  of  thought  in 

 Ibid., p. 64. 29

 Glen  O'Hara,  From  Dreams  to  Disi"usionment:  Economic  and  Social  Planning  in  1960s  Britain  (Basingstoke: 30

Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), p. 7; pp. 17-22. 

 Hugh Stephenson, “Developing Public Education in Post-War Canada to 1960,” in Canadian Education: A 31

History,  Donald J.  Wilson,  Robert  M.  Stamp,  and Louis-Philippe Audet,  eds.  (Scarborough:  Prentice-Hall, 
1970), p. 400-401. 
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educational circles.  Educational utopians believed strongly in central planning, even if they 32

also paradoxically often linked this orientation with a reverence for localized, school-level 

decision-making. Imagining a world largely from which structurally-based socio-economic 

identities and conflicts were absent, they saw little inherent contradiction between these 

two orientations. Moreover, both with respect to education specifically and to the society 

around them, such liberal  reformers  embraced the potential  of  technology:  among such 

utopians, for example, one finds only fleeting suspicions that technology in the classroom 

might entail its systematic depersonalization.

They  also  were  attuned  to  a  time  in  Canada  in  which  cultural  planning  was  a 

mainstream preoccupation. Before the war’s end, such influential figures as Vincent Massey 

had called for a statist Canada-wide system of cultural guidance, including a national library 

(with both local and touring branches), the circulation of micro-filmed reproduction of the 

classics of world literature, a national theatre and art gallery, and state-funded symphony 

orchestras — all to bring cultural enlightenment to all corners of northern North America.  33

Although it was a provincial phenomenon, Hall-Dennis was fully imbued with the cultural 

nationalism of its time. In its utopian projection, Ontario schools would not only educate 

the  young  but  do  their  part  to  save  Confederation  and  encourage  young  Canadians  to 

express their distinctively Canadian identity. It also placed this national cultural awakening 

in an international context, since in the Hall-Dennis vision, creating a spirit of free creativity 

 As we shall explore in Chapter Five, Hall-Dennis’ utopianism did extend so far as to embrace educational 32

thought  in  the  Soviet  Union  seemingly  alien  to  its  underlying  philosophical  orientation,  although  the 
commissioners did draw back from anything smacking of Soviet regimentation.

 Ryan Edwardson, Canadian Content: Culture and the Quest for Nationhood (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 33

2008), p. 56; see also Paul Litt, The Muses, The Masses and the Massey Commission (Toronto, Buffalo and London: 
University of Toronto Press, 1992).
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and individualism in Ontario schools was a fulfillment of the vision of the United Nations 

and a step towards giving humanity a fairer and more peaceful world.

After  1945,  and  particularly  after  1960,  education  was  seen  the  world  over  as  a 

democratic right, a bulwark both fascism and communism. It was an engine of economic 

growth, a means of citizenship training, and a force for the egalitarian liberal enlightenment. 

The American historian Diane Ravitch describes U.S. education’s “structure of feeling” —

i.e., its (conscious and unconscious) way of construing reality    — as one that entailed an 34

association of education with “energy, youth and dynamism.” Federal agencies upheld the 

prospect  of  far-reaching  educational  change,  along  with  “university  scholars,  major 

philanthropic foundations, big-city schools systems, and almost everyone else in the field.”  35

A general excitement about the limitless power of education to improve the nation and the 

world  crossed  conventional  ideological  and  institutional  lines.  Her  description  of  this 

American “structure of feeling” could be applied without much alteration to that of the 

moment of Hall-Dennis. 

***

A more conventional way of situating Hall-Dennis is to place it in the context of 

“progressive education” -- that essentially contested term upon which many theorists and 

historians have spent considerable time since the 1890s. It is perhaps easier to say what 

progressive education is not  than to enumerate with precision exactly what it is.  It is not 

about  rigid,  top-down,  disciplined educational  environments  in  which students  passively 

 Raymond Williams, Marxism & Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), p. 132.  34

 Diane Ravitch, The Troubled Crusade: American Education, 1945-1980 (New York: Basic Books, 1983), pp. 232-3.35
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absorb  the  wisdom of  teachers.  It  is  not  about  overcoming  obligatory  hurdles,  such  as 

mastery of Greek or Latin that do not relate to the actual objectives of the learner. It is not 

about  massifying  experiences  for  anonymous  students  denied  the  ability  to  express 

themselves as individuals. It is not about supplying a better brand of educational experience 

for  élite  children  inaccessible  to  their  poorer  counterparts.  Rather  than  memorization, 

progressive  education emphasizes  learning  by  doing  –  through experiential  learning  and 

projects drawing upon the student’s own creativity. Rather than kowtowing to disciplinary 

boundaries,  progressive  education  imagines  a  more  integrated  curriculum  that  allows 

students to focus on particular projects within broadly-defined thematic areas. Rather than 

regurgitation of official truths from textbooks, progressive education encourages problem-

solving as a means of directly acquiring life-long learning and practical skill through varied 

learning experiences.  Rather than isolating students in institutions consciously separated 

from society, such as élite boarding schools, progressive education imagines schools that are 

integrated  into  society,  wherein  students  are  educated  in  such  a  collaborative  and  co-

operative  way  that  they  emerge  as  socially  aware  and  energized  individuals  ready  to 

reconstruct  society  in  socially  beneficial  ways.  Rather  than  creating  passive  students 

absorbing  decontextualized  bodies  of  information,  progressive  education  aims  to  create 

integrated students holistically inclined to respond individualistically and creatively to the 

fast-changing world around them. Rather  than turning out  people  oriented to the past, 

progressive  education  –  as  the  very  name implies  –  aims  to  create  future-oriented  and 

capable citizens. As John Dewey, the much-cited “progressive” explained, knowledge is not a 

fixed set of facts and theories, but a social condition; to be well-educated means to be in 
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possession  of  the  capacities  that  allow  one  both  to  understand  the  problems  and 

opportunities of modern life and to transform them.  36

As  a  host  of  historians  of  education  have  shown,  debates  over  the  substantive 

meaning  of  progressivism  in  education  have  scarcely  abated  since  the  1890s.  Some 

educators, inspired by elements of Dewey’s thought, thought they saw in the application of 

standardized testing, the redesign of schools with the interests of capitalists in mind, and 

the  advent  of  new educational  technologies  manifestations  of  “progressive”  thought  in 

education,  defined  primarily  in  terms  of  creating  people  capable  of  entrepreneurial 

innovation and/0r industrial employment. Others, equally inspired by Dewey and arguably 

grasping his  philosophy more fully,  were inspired by the ideal  of  creating informed and 

critical citizens capable of rising to the challenges of peace, equality and freedom in the 

modern world, often in ways critical of the status quo. Yet others thought that the core point 

of Dewey and his acolytes was to give highly personalized attention to each individual child, 

whose natural processes of development the school should gently nurture.37

For many western educators and educational reformers,  educational choices often 

boiled down to a single opposition: between the liberal arts or a progressive curriculum. 

Liberal  arts  education  has  its  roots  in  Grecian  and  later  Roman  ideas  of  what  would 

constitute an “educated” man. That man, due to his class position and gender, would be 

 For Dewey’s philosophical and social thought, see especially Robert B. Westbrook, John Dewey and American 36

Democracy (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1991). 
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Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2002).
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freed from the drudgery of manual work, and thus able to devote himself full-time to his 

own cultivation in order to develop as a ‘free’ citizen. This free citizen would, through the 

liberal  arts,  acquire  “a  suite  of  skills  and  knowledge,”  including  gymnastics  and  music, 

philosophy, the mathematical arts, literature, and rhetoric.  38

In the early modern period, this model was taken up and codified by the medieval 

university. Liberal arts were divided between the “trivium” (consisting of rhetoric, grammar, 

and logic) and the “quadrivium” (arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy). Both of these 

facets of the curriculum were undergirded by Christian theology.  The renaissance humanist 39

Erasmus put it the ideal in the following way: “All knowledge falls into one of two divisions: 

the  knowledge  of  ‘truths’  and  the  knowledge  of  ‘words’:  and  if  the  former  is  first  in 

importance the latter is acquired first in order of time … ideas are only intelligible to us by 

means of the words which describe them.”  40

This  classical  ideal  of  liberal  arts  was  shaken  –  as  were  so  many  other  cultural 

phenomena – by the Enlightenment. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s renowned educational novel, 

Émile,  or  On Education  presented a comprehensive challenge to the liberal  curriculum. In 

Rousseau’s work, themes that would come to characterize progressive education were first 

articulated. Of crucial significance was Rousseau’s contention that “true education lies less 

 Anthony O’Hear and Marc Sidwell, “Introduction,” The School of Freedom: A Liberal Education Reader $om Plato 38

to the Present Day, Anthony O’Hear & Marc Sidwell, eds. (Exeter: Imprint Academic, 2009) p. 31.

 Bruce A. Kimball,  Orators  and Philosophers:  A History of  the  Idea of  Liberal  Education  (New York: Teachers 39

College Press, 1986), p. 16.

 Desiderius  Erasmus,  quoted in  Readings  in  the  History  of  Educational  Thought,  Alan  Cohen and Norman 40

Garner, eds. (London, University of London, 1967), p. 163.
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in knowing than in doing. We begin to learn when we begin to live.”  For him, education 41

was to be much more than a passive indoctrination into the truths of a completed cultural 

tradition. Rather, it was to be an active, engaging, direct experience of the natural world – a 

process structured by the student’s own efforts. That student would not be considered a 

stunted miniature adult, but as a child. As Rousseau proclaimed: “Childhood has its ways of 

seeing, thinking and feeling which are proper to it. Nothing is less sensible than to want to 

substitute  ours  for  theirs.”  Thus,  in  the  child’s  early  years,  the  student  should  learn 42

“negatively” –  i.e.,  largely freed from overt teaching of any kind. Only later, as the child 

became a young adult, would more formal education begin. Through this natural process, 

the child would become a fully-realized individual.

During this period, liberal educators did not stand idle. Its proponents opened liberal 

education up to change, in order to meet the challenges of an increasingly modern world. 

They argued that it had more validity than ever, as a peerless fount of Western Civilization – 

an anchor in increasingly uncharted social and cultural waters.  The curricular core of a 43

modern liberal education was recast as a “canon” of great works, consisting of traditional 

texts  alongside  more  modern  works  of  science  and  eventually  social  science.  It  would 

represent “all the best that has been thought and said,” as the British school inspector, poet, 

 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Rousseau:  His  Educational  Theories  Selected $om Emile,  Julie  and Other  Writings,  R.L. 41
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and  cultural  critic  Matthew  Arnold  famously  put  it.  As  the  British  philosophers  of 44

education,  Anthony  O’Hear  and  Marc  Sidwell  have  explained,  the  student  immersing 

himself in the canon – in the past, present, and future -- would come “[f]ace to face with 

genius, inspired with the heights of human potential, instructed by the material itself and at 

the same time made aware of its historically-situated nature.”45

The  ideas  of  progressive  education  gained  ground  in  the  last  quarter  of  the 

nineteenth  century.  Herbert  Spencer’s  famous  manifesto,  “What  Knowledge  is  of  Most 

Worth,” argued vehemently that teaching must be remade to focus on the individual child’s 

relationship  to  “life  activities,”  not  dead  books.  By  ‘life  activities,’  he  meant  this  those 

activities which would directly contribute to the progress of science and technology. At the 

beginning of his essay, he mocked the liberal curriculum he considered so archaic:

In  the  Greek schools,  music,  poetry,  rhetoric,  and  a  philosophy  which,  until 
Socrates taught, had but little bearing upon action, were the dominant subjects; 
while knowledge aiding the arts of life had a very subordinate place. And in our 
own universities and schools at the present moment, the like antithesis holds. 
We are guilty of something like a platitude when we say that throughout his 
after-career, a boy, in nine cases out of ten, applies his Latin and Greek to no 
practical purposes. The remark is trite that in his shop, or his office, in managing 
his estate or his family, in playing his part as director of a bank or a railway, he is 
very little aided by this knowledge he took so many years to acquire -- so little, 
that  generally  the  greater  part  of  it  drops  out  of  his  memory;  and  if  he 
occasionally vents a Latin quotation, or alludes to some Greek myth, it is less to 
throw light on the topic in hand than for the sake of effect. If we inquire what is 
the real  motive for  giving boys a  classical  education,  we find it  to be simply 
conformity to public opinion.    46
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As Brian Holmes has  pointed out,  as  an educational  thinker,  Spencer  was  but  a  “gifted 

amateur.”  But in his wake, the professional curriculum “expert” came into being. Many of 47

these  were  not  educators  in  the  traditional  sense,  but  rather  a  new  “professional  or 

scholarly” class concerned with curriculum design alone.  What they shared was a desire to 48

supplant  the  liberal  curriculum with  something  more  modern.  Hall-Dennis  —  with  its 

emphasis on activity-based learning, child-centred instruction and curricula adapted to life 

in  the  modern  age  —    represents  an  extension  of  this  tradition,  although it  was  also 

concerned to preserve what could be preserved of the liberal arts (which is why one might 

call the report a “neo-progressive” document).  As we shall see in Chapter Four, though they 

were by no means “experts” themselves, the committee members were quite eager to draw 

upon the insights of curricular and other educational professionals in order to realize their 

neo-progressive vision for Ontario education.  

Living and Learning wears its attachment to progressivism on its sleeve, and it has 

been both proper and understandable that, to date, interpretations of it have focused on it 

as  a  contribution  to  long-standing  debates  in  education.   Quickly  following  its  release, 

Living and Learning was taken up by educational historians, seeking to fix its place in the 

Canadian and larger North American educational landscape. Despite this, the literature on 

the report is far from exhaustive. There is, to date, no full-length, published monographic 

history of Hall-Dennis. Moreover, no educational historian has made comprehensive use of 

the  numerous  primary  materials  pertaining  to  the  report  now available.  Most  scholars, 

 Brian  Holmes,  “Herbert  Spencer  (1820-1903),”  in  PROSPECTS:  The  Quarterly  Review  of  Comparative 47

Education, 24, 3 (Winter 1994), p. 533. 

 Herbert M. Kliebard, Stru!le  for  the  American Curriculum, 1843-1958  (New York and London: Routledge, 48

1992), p. 1.   
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content to discuss Living and Learning solely on the basis of secondary, published materials, 

have barely touched them at all. One goal of this thesis is to introduce those interested in 

the history of education in Canada to a treasure-trove of indispensable source materials that 

allow us a much more comprehensive understanding of this moment in history.  

*** 

Living and Learning’s debut as an object of historical contemplation coincided with 

major  reforms  within  the  historiography  of  Canadian  education.  Until  the  postwar  era, 

Canadian educational history had been written from a ‘teleological’ or ‘whiggish’ point of 

view. That is, education was seen by traditional historians as an unequivocal social good, and 

“the more widely and thoroughly Canadians [distributed] this good thing, the better their 

society [would] be."  This view was challenged in the 1960s by an emerging vanguard of 49

Canadian educational scholars.  An important catalyst for this shift was the work of two 

American  educational  historians,  Bernard  Bailyn  (through  his  1960  collection  of  essays 

Education in the Forming of American Society), and Lawrence Cremin (beginning with his 1970 

American  Education:  The  Colonial  Experience,  1607-1783).  These  historians  conceived  of 

education and educational change as deeply intertwined with other social changes. Thus the 

historical  study  of  education  and  the  study  of  social  life  more  generally  were  seen  as 

 Neil Sutherland, “Introduction: Towards a History of English-Canadian Youngsters,” in Education and Social 49

Change: Themes $om Ontario’s Past, Michael B. Katz and Paul H. Mattingly, eds. (New York: New York University 
Press, 1975), p. xii. The classic Canadian history of this type is C.E. Phillips’ The Development of Education in 
Canada (Toronto: W.J. Gage and Company, 1957). 
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mutually  reinforcing  rather  than  mutually  exclusive  topics.  When  transplanted  to  the 50

Canadian  context,  this  approach  to  educational  history  manifested  itself  in  what  Neil 

Sutherland subsequently called the school of “moderate revisionism.” Moderate revisionists 

saw social,  intellectual,  and educational  history as interlocking,  and rejected “the simple 

view” that the story of education in Canada had been one of unqualified success. That said, 

despite their  skeptical  attitude toward teleology and whiggishness,  moderate revisionists 

tended to view education in Canada --  particularly more liberal or ‘progressive’ forms of 

education and educational reform -- in a generally positive light.    51

Most historical work focused on Hall-Dennis is in this moderate revisionist vein – 

subscribing,  in  particular,  to  a  faith  in  social  reform  through  progressive  educational 

practices. Hugh A. Stephenson’s “Crisis and Continuum: Public Education in the Sixties,” in 

J. Donald Wilson, Robert M. Stamp, and Louis-Philippe Audet’s seminal 1970 collection of 

essays, Canadian Education: A History, contains one of the first historical accounts of Living 

and Learning.  Stephenson, setting a precedent for the many who have followed him, saw 

Hall-Dennis as a triumph of progress in education over a traditionally conservative Ontario 

educational system. Stephenson suggests that the philosophical foundations of the report 

are key to understanding it as a progressive ‘moment.’ His somewhat paradoxical conclusion 

is that, while the ideas contained within Living and Learning are unoriginal taken on their 

 As Cremin puts it, such an approach to educational history would “project us beyond the schools to a host 50

of  other  institutions  that  educate:  families,  churches,  libraries,  museums,  publishers,  benevolent  societies, 
youth groups, agricultural fairs, radio networks, military organizations, and research institutes. It would permit 
us to describe such phenomena as the rise of newspapers in the eighteenth century, of social settlements in the 
nineteenth, and of mass television in the twentieth; and it would provide us a context within to assess the 
changing role and influence of schools and colleges, private as well  as public.  Most important, perhaps, it 
would enable us to avoid … ‘the abridgment of history.’” Lawrence A. Cremin, American Education: The Colonial 
Experience, 1607-1783 (New York: Harper & Row, 1970), p. xi.   

 Sutherland, Ibid., p. xvi; xvii. 51
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own,  together  they  had  real  transformative  power.  As  he  writes:  “the  individual 

recommendations were not unique.” However, once collected together, they represented “a 

revolutionary  concept  of  system,  to  be  built  on the  foundation of  unified development 

rather than piecemeal experimentation.”  This characterization of the report suggests some 52

fascinating  questions  with  which  the  fuller  historical  treatment  of  this  dissertation  will 

engage. Of particular interest is Stephenson’s focus on the tension between the Hall-Dennis 

committee’s utopianism and their equally pronounced realism, and what this tension meant 

in the context of Ontario and Canada’s long 1960s – an analysis that this dissertation will 

take much further.  53

W.G. Fleming of the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education treated the report at 

some length in volume three of his indispensable seven-volume Ontario’s  Educative Society 

(1971).  While Fleming was critical of aspects of the report, on the whole, like Stephenson, 54

he treated it as a leap forward for Canadian education. In an assessment often quoted or 

echoed by other historians, he claimed that the report was perhaps “the most important 

educational document ever produced in Ontario.”  For him, while Hall-Dennis may have 55

been derivative as educational philosophy, drawing as it did upon assumptions that were 

shopworn and maybe even “unproved and unprovable,” it was ultimately redeemed by its 

 Hugh A. Stephenson, “Crisis and Continuum: Public Education in the Sixties,” in Canadian Education:  A 52

History,  J.  Donald  Wilson,  Robert  M.  Stamp,  and Louis-Philippe  Audet,  eds.  (Scarborough:  Prentice-Hall, 
1970), p. 484. 

 Ibid. 53

 For an interesting commentary on Fleming’s massive undertaking, see Pitman, Ibid. 54

 W.G. Fleming. Ontario’s  Educative Society, Vol.3,  Schools,  Pupils,  and Teachers  (Toronto: University of Toronto 55

Press, 1971), p. 503. 
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overall message: that people’s “efforts can make a cumulative contribution toward [their] 

own betterment and that of the society in which [they] live.”  56

Like Stephenson and Fleming, Robert Stamp, in his classic history of schooling in 

the province, The Schools  of Ontario,  1876-1976  (1982),  sees the coming of the report as an 

overwhelmingly positive development in Ontario education. Stamp interprets Hall-Dennis’ 

work as crystallizing a moment in which the radicals thumped the bureaucrats. In particular, 

they set their mark upon the report’s embrace of a philosophy of progressive education that 

put the learner at the center of the educational universe. For Stamp, it was as much the form 

as the content of the report that made it such a radical departure from past tradition. For 

Stamp, moreover, the language of the report itself had palpable effects on pedagogy in the 

province,  giving  “official  blessing  to  change,  and  [encouraging]  cautiously  experimental 

teachers  to  move  further  along  the  road.”  Deborah  Gorham has  recently  echoed  this 57

position. She remarks that teachers of a critical bent like herself were inspired by Living and 

Learning as a whole, no matter what reservations they may have harboured regarding some 

of  its  individual  components.  For  these  progressives,  the  report  was  an  indication  (and 

validation)  of a liberatory educational zeitgeist  that would prompt more and more radical 

reforms in the future.  58

In  his  survey  of  the  history  of  Canadian  curriculum  development,  A Common 

Countenance: Stability and Change in the Canadian Curriculum (1986), George Tomkins portrays 

 Ibid. 56

 Ibid. 57

 Deborah S. Gorham, “The Ottawa New School and Educational Dissent in Ontario in the Hall-Dennis Era.” 58

Historical Studies in Education/Revue d ’histoire de l’education 21 2 (Fall 2009), pp. 107-8.
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the report as a leap forward in North American curriculum design. For Tomkins, the report 

represented  a  victory  of  an  ‘avant-garde’  pedagogical  philosophy  over  traditionalist 

educational norms. Before the 1960s, according to Tomkins, utilitarianism in education took 

precedence  over  curricular  or  philosophical  reform.  During  the  social  upheavals  of  the 

1960s, the need for curricular innovation in Ontario was finally recognized, and Hall-Dennis 

was  the  result.  Tomkins  argues  that  this  educational  ‘paradigm  shift’  was  inspired  by 

progressive  American  reform efforts  of  the  1920s,  but  took  shape  as  a  distinctly  “neo-

progressive” Canadian form of pedagogy. This pedagogy stressed more freedom for both 

teacher  and  student,  as  well  as  a  decentralized  learning  environment  --  all  crucially 

enshrined as an official  (and distinctively Canadian)  doctrine.  Through the report,  more 

than  any  other  Canadian  educational  document,  “neo-progressivism  came  to  be 

epitomized.”  The influence of Hall-Dennis subsequently spread through much of the rest 59

of  the  country,  particularly  the  Western  provinces.  In  his  characterization,  the  report 

sanctioned a philosophically progressive “revolution.” Tomkins’ notion of neo-progressivism 

captures a central  paradox of the report that will  be explored further in this study:  the 

relationship between educational  freedom versus central  pedagogical  control  in the long 

1960s.  60

An interesting take on Living and Learning from a leftist political perspective can be 

found in David Churchill’s unpublished dissertation, “When Home Became Away: American 

Expatriates and New Social Movements in Toronto, 1965-1977.” In it, Churchill argues that 

 George S. Tomkins, A Common Countenance: Stability and Change in the Canadian Curriculum (Vancouver: Pacific 59

Educational Press, 2008), p. 276. 

 Ibid., p. 279.60
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Hall-Dennis  was  powered  by  a  new,  liberating  philosophical  approach  to  schooling  in 

Ontario. He argues that the Hall-Dennis philosophy was based on a left-leaning pedagogical 

experimentalism,  one  with  real  progressive  political  potential.  “[T]he end result  [of  the 

commission] was a revelation,” he suggests,  “a document steeped in liberal humanism which 

called  into question the  efficacy  of  ‘traditional’  forms of  education and sought  to  open 

institutional structures so that children would be better able to seek enlightenment.”  In 61

addition  to  invaluably  identifying  the  “liberal  humanism”  at  the  heart  of  Hall-Dennis, 

Churchill notes pathways and possibilities that will be explored in this study – particularly 

the idea that the report signified a new form of educational cosmopolitanism that articulated 

the local with the international, linking experimental schooling in Ontario to contemporary 

innovations in the United States and Europe.  62

Yet,  in  two  recent  papers,  Kurt  Clausen  has  de-emphasized  Hall-Dennis’  global 

connections.  In  this  vein,  he  insists  that  its  work  reflected  and  amplified  small-scale 

educational  experiments  undertaken  in  Toronto,  at  the  same  time  re-enforcing  a  more 

conventional  circuit  of  influence  between  Britain  and  English  Canada.  Hall-Dennis’ 63

excursion to meet the authors of the 1967 Report of the Central Advisory Council For Education 

into  Primary  Education  in  England  was  particularly  important  in  Clausen’s  eyes.  After 64

meeting these British reformers, Hall-Dennis came to feel that they were on the right track 

 David Churchill, When Home Became Away: American Expatriates and New Social Movements in Toronto, 1965-1977 61

(unpublished dissertation: University of Chicago, 2001), p. 376.

 Ibid., p. 378. 62

 See Kurt Clausen, “Educational Reform in Ontario: The Importance of Pleasant Avenue School, 1962-1975.” 63

Historical Studies in Education/Revue d ’histoire de l’education 26 1 (Spring 2014): 67-88. 

 Kurt Clausen, “Ontario's Plowden Report: British Influence on Canadian Education in the 1960s,” History of 64
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with their reform ideas.  Though Clausen does not frame the encounter in this way,  the 

committee’s response indicates its complex relation to cosmopolitanism, nationalism, and 

colonialism – relations that will be explored further in this dissertation.                 

A more critical take on Hall-Dennis’ modernity in relation to its colonial past and its 

cosmopolitan, multicultural ambitions was put forward in Rosa Bruno-Jofré and Skip Hill’s 

“Visions of Excellence in Ontario: The Case of the Hall-Dennis Report (1968)” and “For the 

Love of  Learning (1994)”  (2011).  The authors  assert  that  although the committee had a 

genuine interest in bringing Ontario’s and Canada’s various racial and ethnic groups together 

under a single progressive umbrella, their commitment to “coordination and cooperation” 

was compromised by their inability to think beyond the conventional Anglo/Franco model 

of  Canadian bi-nationalism.  That  is,  though the committee members  saw themselves  as 

steering the province toward a multicultural future through education, they were ultimately 

unable to recognize “the distinctiveness of needs of different groups in society, for instance, 

women of colour, Aboriginal peoples, and so on.”  An appreciation of this gulf between 65

utopian rhetoric and more conservative positions is crucial for any full  understanding of 

Hall-Dennis,  and is  one that  will  be examined in multiple  ways over the course of  this 

dissertation.           

The  report  has  been  most  extensively  dealt  with  in  two  unpublished  moderate-

revisionist  works:  Jacques  Réal  Gagné’s  1972  dissertation “Personalizing  the  Educational 

Experience  and  the  Hall-Dennis  Report,”  and  Nadeem  Memon’s  2005  MA thesis, 

“Contextualizing Hall-Dennis:  The Rise of Progressive Educational Practices in Ontario, 

 Rosa Bruno-Jofré and George (Skip) Hill, “Visions of excellence in Ontario: The case of the Hall-Dennis 65

Report (1968) and For the Love of Learning (1994),” in Educational Theory, Journal of the John Dewey Society 
61 (July 2011), p. 342. 
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1968-1972.” Unlike other scholars writing about the report, both Gagné and Memon have 

begun the task of a fuller reconnaissance of the abundant primary sources pertaining to its 

creation and reception.  Though both draw upon rich sources, they move toward different 66

ends. Gagné is ultimately concerned with Hall-Dennis as a realization of a new form of 

progressive, ‘personalized’ education, in which the child and the teacher are recognized as 

unique individuals engaged in an egalitarian learning relationship –  one fostering critical 

thinking, cooperation, and mutual respect. The end-goal of this relationship is a form of 

schooling  reflecting  the  committee’s  overarching  belief  in  universal  human  rights  --  a 

Canadian  pedagogical  manifestation  of  the  “democratic  creed  of  western  civilization.”  67

Memon, on the other hand, is concerned with exploring the committee’s development of a 

philosophy of  educational  ‘humanism.’  (He defines this  as  (a)  a  response “to that which 

makes us human: values of love, concern, tenderness, and responsibility,” and (b) the social 

expression of that sentiment as found in education.)  These works, along with those of 68

other moderate-revisionist historians of Hall-Dennis, have laid the groundwork for a more 

complete history of Living and Learning. Still, one is left wondering if their approach, which 

so straightforwardly  and uncomplicatedly  sees  Living  and  Learning  as  a  reflection of  the 

highest, utopian hopes of the 1960s —   an optimism no doubt stoked by the actual material, 

 That is, they have “made visible connections between seemingly disparate phenomena” -- connections then 66

tested “against archival and other evidence.” Ian McKay, “Canada as Long Liberal Revolution: On Writing the 
History  of  Actually  Existing  Canadian  Liberalisms,  1840s-1940s,”  in  Liberalism  and  Hegemony:  Debating  the 
Canadian  Liberal  Revolution,  Jean-Francois  Constant  and  Michel  Ducharme,  eds.  (Toronto:  University  of 
Toronto Press, 2009), p. 403.

 Jacques Réal Gagné, “Personalizing the Educational Experience and The Hall-Dennis Report” (unpublished 67

dissertation: University of Michigan, 1972), pp. 187-188.

 Nadeem A.  Memon,  “Contextualizing  Hall-Dennis:  The  Rise  of  Progressive  Educational  Practices  in 68

Ontario, 1968-1972” (unpublished MA thesis: Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the University of 
Toronto, 2005), p. 22. 
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social, and cultural investments in education characteristic of that decade — could not be 

supplemented with a more critical and rounded, perhaps even somewhat skeptical,  stance 

towards the supposed radicalism of the Hall-Dennis project.  

Another  variant  of  the  social  history  of  Canadian  education,  dubbed  “radical 

revisionism” by Sutherland, developed alongside moderate revisionism. Radical revisionism 

was influenced by developments in British, French, and American social history, and was 

spurred on by the migration in the 1960s of Canadian students to the United States for 

graduate training in educational studies. In the U.S., such scholars often were steeped not 

only  in  new  approaches  to  historical  research  but  also  in  American  social  science 

methodologies.  The most important event in the development of radical revisionism was 69

the arrival at OISE in the late 1960s of the American-born, Harvard-trained educational 

scholar, Michael Katz. Katz was a radical, both politically and methodologically.  While at 70

OISE,  he  also  supervised  several  young  scholars  who  would  go  on  to  shape  Canadian 

educational history for decades (including, among other notable figures,  Alison Prentice, 

R.D. Gidney, and Paul Axelrod). The radical revisionists rejected both the whiggish and the 

moderate revisionist views of Canadian education. For the radicals,  education reinforced 

 J. Donald Wilson, “Introduction: The History of British Columbia Educational History,” in Schooling and 69

Society in 20th Century British Columbia, J. Donald Wilson and David C. Jones, eds. (Calgary: Detselig, 1980), p. 
10.  

 He  pioneered  the  use  of  quantitative  techniques  in  history  using  computer  technology  to  unearth  an 70

‘objective’ view of the lives of ordinary North Americans.
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and reproduced existing class, race, and gender hierarchies through schooling. For them, the 

history of Canadian education was rife with political injustice and ‘social control.’   71

Katz, from OISE, took an important shot at the Hall-Dennis committee’s work. In 

his  classic  work in the history of  American education,  Class  Bureaucracy,  and  Schools:  The 

I"usion of Educational Change in America (1971). Katz condemned Living and Learning, warning 

his readers that it was a dangerous harbinger of the shape of North American -- not just 

Canadian -- school reform to come. Katz’s represents Hall-Dennis as a document that is a 

“shiny  testament  to  the  impact  of  educational  radicalism.”  Katz’s  phrase  captures  his 72

skeptical  appraisal  of a report that had more to do with social  control  than progressive 

ideals such as ‘child-centeredness,’  ‘democracy,’ or ‘quality’ education.  As we shall see in 73

Chapter  Nine,  Living  and  Learning  was  for  Katz  a  uniquely  successful  attempt  by  the 

Ontario  government  to  stave  off  the  growth  of  potentially  disruptive  new  forms  of 

education. As he witheringly put it, “[f]or all its progressive finish, alas, Living and Learning 

ducks the questions that matter most. At best, it is castrated educational radicalism.”  This 74

‘social  control’  reversal  of  whiggish  and  moderate-revisionist  approaches  to  Living  and 

Learning constituted a much-needed counter-balance to the unbridled positivity of many of 

Hall-Dennis’  other  historians.  That  said,  it  is  also  somewhat  one-dimensional.  The 

 Katz’s approach to history has been both widely influential and roundly criticized from various ends of the 71

political spectrum. From the right in terms of education, see Diane Ravitch, The Revisionists Revised: A Critique 
of the Radical Attack on the Schools (New York: Basic Books, 1977); from the left, on Katz’s methods, theoretical 
approach, and politics, see Bryan Palmer, “Emperor Katz’s New Clothes; or with the Wizard in Oz,” Labour/Le 
Travail (Vol. 13, 1984), pp. 190-197; for a gentler critique of radical revisionism from the moderate revisionist 
point of view, see Sutherland, Ibid., pp. xvii-xxi.   

 Michael B. Katz, Class Bureaucracy, and Schools: The I"usion of Educational Change: Expanded Edition (New York: 72

Praeger, 1975), p. 138.

 Ibid., p. 139.73
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committee,  it  is  wise  to  remember,  enjoyed  widespread  support  and  input  from many 

sectors of Ontario society during the report’s creation, and again, at least initially, after its 

release. These are nuances that social control theory, in stark contrast to Gramscian theories 

of hegemony, is not well-suited to grasp.

There  is  a  third,  harder-to-define  historiographical  school  relevant  to  Living  and 

Learning.  Neither  exclusively  moderate,  nor  radically  revisionist,  it  favours  an  eclectic 

approach to Canada’s educational past. Coming into being in the late 1970s, this was an 

approach  that,  in  important  ways,  was  distinctly  ‘post-1960s,’  refusing  ‘whiggishness,’ 

utopianism,  and  dystopianism  –  in  this  sense,  perhaps  reflecting  a  larger,  generalized 

skepticism towards  educational  reform as  a  whole  that  began  to  take  hold  of  Canada 

beginning in the 1970s. This school of educational history adopted the empirical positivism 

of radical revisionism, as well as its concern to grasp history ‘from the bottom up.’ It also 

concentrated on the importance of educational policy and bureaucracy, reflecting a more 

traditional  ‘top-down’  political-historical  approach  to  educational  development.  As  Paul 

Axelrod has noted, the strength of this school lies in its willingness to forgo “caricature and 

cliché”  in  favour  of  something  altogether  less  methodologically  and  ideologically 

predicable.75

Perhaps  the  most  damning  take  on  Living  and  Learning  comes  from  historians 

working within this approach, sometimes known as the ‘UWO School’ (as it was centered in 

the  University  of  Western  Ontario’s  Faculty  of  Education).  It  can  be  glimpsed  in  Eric 

Ricker’s unpublished doctoral dissertation, “Teachers, Trustees, and Policy: The Politics of 

 Paul  Axelrod,  “Historical  Writing  and Canadian Education from the 1970s  to  the 1990s,”  in  History  of 75

Education Quarterly (Vol. 36., No. 1, Spring, 1996), p. 32.   
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Education in Ontario, 1945-1975” (1981). In this important work, Ricker touches briefly on 

Living and Learning, concerning himself primarily with the process of the commission, rather 

than its underlying philosophy or historical context. Ricker focuses instead on the effect of 

interest group pressure -- as represented by teachers’ federations and trustees’ associations -- 

on  educational  policy-making  in  postwar  Ontario.  Ricker  makes  two  important 76

contributions to the literature on the Hall-Dennis committee. Although briefs presented to 

it  represented  a  wide  diversity  of  attitudes  about  education,  the  report  ended  up 

discounting many of them – for many of these interests did not have “a spokesman on the 

committee to press [their] case vigorously,” and thus their concerns were not heeded by the 

commission.  Secondly,  Ricker asserts  that  the committee itself  was settled in its  basic 77

opinions on educational reform before the process got underway -- the final report being 

little  more  than  a  reflection  of  the  views  of  powerful  bureaucrats,  dedicated  to 

implementing progressivism and child-centered education in the province. The commission 

may have paid lip service to democracy during its work, but in reality,  it employed “the 

liberal  use  of  ambiguous  phraseology”  to  duck  truly  tough  issues  such  as  creating 

compromise  between  traditionalism and  progressivism,  or  finding  a  place  for  minority 

schooling issues in the larger Ontario school system.78

Ricker’s take on Living and Learning was extended by his former advisor, R.D. Gidney, 

in his essay “Instructive Parallels: Looking Back at Hall-Dennis” (1996), and later in his book 

 The  others  being  religious  instruction,  French  language  schooling,  elementary  teacher  training,  and 76

procedures for determining teacher salaries.

 Eric  W.  Ricker,  “Teachers,  Trustees  and  Policy:  The  Politics  of  Education  in  Ontario”  (unpublished 77

dissertation: University of Western Ontario, 1981), p. 486; p. 484.

 Ibid., p. 486.78
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From Hope to Harris: The Reshaping of Ontario’s Schools (1999). In both of these works, Gidney 

emphasizes the centrality of the report to Ontarian educational discourse: “Trashed as a 

threat  to  the  intellectual  health  of  the  young,  or  lauded as  a  ‘charter  of  liberation’  for 

Ontario’s schools, the Report is, one way or the other, seen as a document that made a 

difference.”  Yet  Gidney  believes  the  importance  of  Hall-Dennis  has  been  drastically 79

overstated. For him, the report was a sham on several levels. Seemingly echoing Katz’s view, 

Gidney  claims  that  Hall-Dennis  spoke  the  language  of  the  New  Left,  but  without 

seriousness. Living and Learning may have read as radical but it “never once broached the 

notion of abolishing the school system or converting it  into myriad free schools.”  For 80

Gidney,  the  philosophy  implicit  in  Hall-Dennis  also  ignored  the  criticisms  of  the  right 

surrounding progressivism and child-centered learning that marked Canadian educational 

discourse  in  the  1950s,  while  it  made  no  attempt  to  incorporate  traditional,  liberal-

educational  modes  of  learning into its  pedagogy.  Rather  than breaking new ground,  it 81

merely embraced local experiments that were already well-established within contemporary 

provincial schools. Ultimately, as a curricular document, Living and Learning was empty. In 

addition to this, Gidney follows Ricker in condemning the process of the report’s creation: 

it  failed as  an exploration of  ‘aims and objectives’  in  education,  as  its  conclusions were 

determined  in  advance  by  a  progressive  administration  determined  to  kowtow  to  the 

educational fads and the popular culture of the 1960s.  In other words, its critics (certainly 82

 R.D. Gidney,  “Instructive Parallels:  Looking Back at  Hall-Dennis,”  in ‘Ring  Some Alarm Be"s  in  Ontario’: 79

Reactions to the Report of the Royal Commission on Learning, Geoffrey Milburn, ed. (London: Althouse Press, 1996), 
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those on the political right) were correct in their assessments of the report. Paul Bennett’s 

recent “Up Against ‘Edutopia’: Dr. James Daly’s Crusade against the Spectre of Progressive 

Education, 1968-1983” (2011)  echoes this judgement. For Bennett, Hall-Dennis’ “romantic 

educational progressivism” had a “deleterious influence” on Ontario education during the 

1960s, and has continued to inspire similarly misguided reform efforts since.    83

This third approach, while admirable and useful in its complex and skeptical take on 

Hall-Dennis, perhaps forfeits some of the strengths of the moderate and radical revisionist 

approaches to Living and Learning. For instance, can the report’s utopianism – which plainly 

informs every aspect of it  --  simply be cynically dismissed as so much window-dressing? 

Perhaps this utopian attitude toward education, felt by many in the 1960s, and powerfully 

expressed  within  the  report,  can  tell  us  something  valuable  about  education,  culture, 

politics, and their interconnections in postwar Canada. Similarly, does ‘social control’ have 

no place in an understanding of Living and Learning?  The committee,  after all,  expressly 

sought to make Ontario’s children and young people not only ‘free’  but also a)  loyal,  via 

education, to a liberal, but nonetheless powerful state apparatus, and b) productive in what 

was widely seen as a ‘brave new world’ of ‘human capital,’ international commerce, and high 

technology.  This  thesis  will  draw insight  from all  three  of  these  schools  of  educational 

history, and from their analyses of Hall-Dennis, while attempting to move the history of 

Living and Learning in a new direction.    

For, while this dissertation has learned a great deal from these studies, its orientation 

is somewhat different than theirs. It is true that Hall-Dennis was a moment in the history of 

 Paul  Bennett,  “Up  Against  ‘Edutopia’:  Dr.  James  Daly’s  Crusade  against  the  Spectre  of  Progressive 83

Education, 1968-1983,” Historical Studies in Education/Revue d ’histoire de l’education 23 1 (Spring 2011), p. 2.
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education, a genealogy it explicitly claims as it lays out its argument for reform (as we shall 

see in Chapter Two). At the same time, it was also a moment of a more general response to 

the  challenges  of  modernity.  That  is,  Hall-Dennis  can  be  meaningfully  interpreted  as  a 

document in which leading Canadians, some of them by no means well-versed in educational 

theory, expressed their often contradictory but always interesting responses to modernity – 

defined throughout this thesis in the five-fold manner we have already introduced, entailing 

the  spatio-temporal  consequences  of  capitalist  transformation,  a  future-oriented 

perspective,  romantic  resistance to  the  coldness  and anonymity  of  a  cash-based society, 

respect for  social  science for its  privileged insights  into these dynamics,  and an applied 

utopianism in which the sovereignty of the individual is upheld in the face of a world at 

times seemingly bent on his or her subordination.  

It is not just that modernity issues a general challenge to society, but that it poses a 

seemingly overwhelming threat to a liberal society, one ideologically predisposed to value the 

individual  (always  defined  in  historically-specific  ways)  as  the  epistemological  and 

ontological foundation of an entire world-view. Though liberalism as an ideology (and as a 

state-formational project) is “protean,” important themes can be discerned.  First among 84

these is the notion of “liberty” itself, implying $eedom of thought and action in the face of 

such potentially coercive forces as church, state, and society itself.  Correlated with this is 85

individualism  as  the  bedrock  of  social,  economic,  and  political  life.  That  is,  liberalism 

“redefines and rearranges” traditional  ideas of the polity so that the individual  is  placed 

  Anthony Arblaster, The Rise and Decline of Western Liberalism (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1984), p. 538.84

 McKay, “Liberal Order,” p. 624. 85
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higher  on the  social  hierarchy  than the  collective.  As  John Stuart  Mill  —   influential 86

throughout Canada in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and also, although only by 

implication, in Living and Learning —   put it, there is no justification for coercion other 

than to protect individualism: the liberal citizen’s “independence is,  of right,  absolute.”  87

Furthermore, equality is a major component of liberal thought – all liberal individuals are 

considered equal in relation to one another, and before the law (which serves as a guarantor 

of this equality). Property as a material and symbolic force is also a crucial to liberalism. The 

liberal  individual’s  right  to own himself  is  elided with his  right  to “own” property.  This 

points  us  toward  what  the  Canadian  philosopher  C.B.  Macpherson  called  “possessive 

individualism” –  a  narrowing of human nature and its  possibilities under capitalism –  in 

which liberal freedom intimately tied to, and even determined by, “domination over things.” 

Thus, the sanctity of property ownership trumps the idea of social rights with correlative 

duties under liberal rule.  Chapters Seven and Eight will demonstrate the relevance of this 88

theme to Hall-Dennis.

Two more facets of liberalism demand our attention, for they are crucial to liberal 

thinking on education – and also to the overall trajectory of Hall-Dennis. The first is the 

inner  dynamism  of  the  liberal  individual.  For  many  liberal  thinkers,  human  progress 

emanated “from within” the liberal individual, as powered by “the natural energy of innate 

desires  and appetites.”  This  dynamism is  what  makes  “human beings  active  rather  than 

 Arblaster, Ibid., pp. 16-7. 86
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passive, creatures in motion rather than at rest.”  Such an ideal was strongly enunciated in 89

the report, and is especially evident in Hall-Dennis’ emphasis on the ways in which new 

forms of education can lead to new forms of innovative citizenship and to a more creative, 

forward-thinking citizenry.  

Yet, as many liberals recognized, this energy was prone to drift into passions and 

appetites  which  are  merely  selfish  and  even  destructive.  Thus  reason  was  seen  as  an 90

important liberal disposition, ensuring that these appetites were kept within constructive 

boundaries.  Rationalism, acquired through modern mass schooling, allowed liberal subjects 91

to weigh options – to “calculate” whether one end is more individually and socially useful 

than another. This was a quality latent within all individuals making up the polity, but it was 

one which had to be “developed through processes of education and guidance, and [was] 

therefore a  social  rather than a  purely  natural  and individual  endowment.”  The liberal 92

state, in theory as in fact,  entailed a positive element, in which individuals would submit to 

a form of citizenship training, through which they would learn “to read, to write, to cipher, 

to  plan,  to  master  … to  defer  to  those  most  rational  in  society.”  As  we shall  see,  the 93

members of the Hall-Dennis committee believed in both liberal creativity in education as 

well as in citizenship training for those who would live in a liberal society. 

 Arblaster, Ibid, p. 28. This theme is certainly developed in Dewey’s educational thought.89

 Ibid., p. 28. 90

 Ibid., p. 35. 91

 Ibid. 92

 Bruce Curtis, “After ‘Canada’: Liberalisms, Social Theory, and Historical Analysis,” Liberalism and Hegemony: 93

Debating  the  Canadian  Liberal  Revolution,  in  Michel  Ducharme  and  Jean-François  Constant,  eds.  (Toronto, 
University of Toronto Press, 2009), p. fix



!  42

Finally,  Canadian liberalism has often been notable for who gets left out. It is an 

ideology in which “anthropological premises” and “principles of exclusion” sit side-by-side.  94

Those who cannot or will not exist as free-standing individuals were (and to a considerable 

extent are)  excluded from the liberal polity. Historically this allowed foundational liberal 

thinkers to justify chattel slavery, because slaves, by the very fact of their submission, had 

demonstrated  their  characters  were  independent  enough  to  allow  them to  attain  true 

individuality should they truly wish to do so.  In the Canadian context,  from the early 95

nineteenth century to the 1980s, it allowed for the conceptualization of First Nations as 

aggregations of failed individuals, to whom were applied policies thought suitable to those 

undeserving of  the autonomy of free-standing subjects.  Hall-Dennis (whose stance on 96

Indigenous peoples is explored in Chapters Three, Four, Six and Seven) was wholly typical of 

Canadian liberal  thought  in  both sensing  that  defining  fellow citizens  as  civilizationally 

inferior suggested a contradiction to be resolved, yet in also drawing back from any policies 

that might place the generally liberal (and unmistakably colonialist) ‘project of Canada’ in 

question. At the same time, by enthusiastically endorsing John Dewey’s Hegelian position 

that the individual could not flourish except as part of a wider social context – and that, in 

an educational context, rather than positioning “the child versus society,” one should instead 

speak of “the child in society” – Hall-Dennis also can be placed within the fin-de-siècle “new 

liberal” current, which consistently sought to theorize individualism as an organic outcome 

 Ibid., p. 185. 94
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of a much larger social process, Chapter Seven argues can be found even in the report’s 

visual imagery.  97

Unless these intellectual genealogies are understood, Hall-Dennis is easily subjected 

to very partial interpretations that highlight particular aspects without understanding their 

position  within  the  larger  cultural  currents  that  articulated  education  and  modernity 

together in the postwar period. Conservative critics often seized upon this or that highly 

romantic  or  utopian  passage,  and  particularly  upon  the  illustrations  –  whence  their 

dismissive  “psychedelic”  label  –  without  grasping  Living  and  Learning’s  often  quite 

conservative  passages  about  the  importance  of  leadership  on  the  part  of  teachers  and 

principals, its endorsement of the centralization of the system, and its acute fear of cultural 

loss in the maelstrom of the “technatomic” society. Radical readers often took at face value 

the  document’s  enthusiastic  passages  about  democracy,  inclusion  and  doing  everything 

differently — without grasping the extent to which, in truth, much would remain the same 

in the Hall-Dennis utopia.  On both sides,  what was missed was the passive  revolutionary 

character  of  the  moment  of  Hall-Dennis  —  that  is,  the  extent  to  which  it  was  a 

phenomenon of “revolution/restoration,” whereby the old educational order, by assimilating 

forces seemingly bent on its  destruction,  secured a further lease on life,  in this case by 

taking on ‘New Left’ critiques of educational alienation and authoritarianism, while subtly 

but unmistakably domesticating them as part of a more general program of ameliorative, 

step-by-step reform. Moreover, both conservative and leftist readers tended to be misled by 

the report’s sweeping rhetoric, when in fact Hall-Dennis did not in fact entail a program for 

 Cited, Living and Learning, 67. On new liberalism, see especially Michael Freeden, Liberalism Divided: A Study 97
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changing  the  entire  educational  system of  Ontario,  much  of  which,  as  we  shall  see  in 

Chapter Seven, was beyond its remit and outside its conceptual framework. 

***

This thesis thus argues that Hall-Dennis merits consideration both as a seminal text 

of Canadian educational history and as a highly revealing liberal response to the challenges 

of modernity. It sought to salvage the ‘individual’ — creative, autonomous, ‘free’ — from the 

travails of regimentation, authoritarianism, and exclusion, yet always in a way that did not 

place the underlying logic of the system under scrutiny. In that respect, it was of a piece 

with the decade of the 1960s, which was crowded with various tendencies, from the New 

Left to an incipient libertarianism, all of which saw in capitalist modernity a fundamental 

challenge to cherished values, individualism above all, yet which often faltered in finding any 

enduring movements or institutions that might safeguard and develop them. 

As the Sixties have become more and more a subject of historical inquiry, a simplistic 

“demarcation  of  convenience”  –  i.e.,  a  decadal  definition  that  relies  upon  the  calendar,  

starting in December 1959 and ending in December 1969 –  has come to seem more and 

more inadequate. This term derives from the work of the British historian Arthur Marwick. 

In his The Sixties: Social and Cultural Transformation in Britain, France, Italy and the United States, 

1958-74, Marwick argues that in order to come to grips with the full range of the “Sixties” as 

a distinct cultural period, one has to recognize that it was the result of shifts that began 

with the end of  the Second World War,  and that worked themselves out only after  the 

decade had ended. Thus, he notes that the 1950s was hardly quiet and conservative, but 
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rather set the stage for the more radical social developments of the 1960s proper.  Yet, 98

Marwick does see the decades of the 1960s -- “The High Sixties” in his parlance – as distinct 

from his larger long-1960s periodization. He urges us to consider that this period is best 

seen  as  a  concatenation  of  elements  “taking  place  simultaneously”  in  “unprecedented 

interaction  and  acceleration.”  Economic  growth  and  the  redistribution  of  wealth  had 

facilitated the emergence of a ‘consumer society,’ in which goods and services once reserved 

for the rich were available to the masses. This consumer society and the rise of pervasive 

media technologies prompted in turn the emergence of ‘subcultures and movements’ that 

critiqued  it  on  moral  and  social  grounds  and  also  encouraged  an  “outburst”  of  radical 

individualism.  Youth  now seemed  to  constitute  a  distinct  group  in  social,  political  and 

economic life,  and its  rise  was  correlated with a  sexual  revolution that  entailed a  “new 

frankness, openness, and indeed honesty in personal relations and modes of expression” as 

well as a new emphasis on image-making and “self-fashioning.” The largely uninterrupted 

economic boom of the post-1945 period set the stage for the “affluent” society —and its 

emergence  allowed  newly  politicized  university  students  to  think  in  terms  of  social 

liberation rather than in the more traditional class-based categories of the traditional left.  99

The long 1960s thus constituted a moment in which new social relations emerged 

and were pushed to their limits. Everywhere one looked there were movements organizing 

“upheavals” in “race, class, and family relationships,” with the Civil Rights movement in the 

U.S. constituting one of the most visible and significant of them. Of the spatio-temporal 
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consequences of modernity in the Sixties, one of the most dramatic was a palpable sense 

that every conscious citizen must take up a position with respect to global struggles and a 

related sense of impatience with the fetishization of tradition.100

From McLuhan  to  the  French  Structuralists  to  the  new rock  stars  and  the  first 

inklings  of  a  globalized  world  made  up  of  multicultural  societies,  one  found signs  of  a 

cultural revolution. Hall-Dennis is suffused with a vaguely-defined but powerfully expressed 

‘revolutionary’ sensibility — expressed in McLuhanesque celebrations of a technologically-

reordered world of communications, in passages about sex and drugs not usually associated 

with  government  commissions,  and  with  visual  and  distinctly  un-Tory  homages  to  the 

‘psychedelic’ and pop-art aesthetics of its day. This sensibility was always combined with a 

conservative  (indeed  ‘romantic’)  resistance  to  many  of  the  facets  of  modernity  that 

threatened liberal order with instability and the liberal individual with alienation. It was 

possible for the disciple of C. Wright Mills or Paul Goodman to mistake Living and Learning 

for  a  report  sympathetic  to  his  or  her  interests,  and  it  certainly  merits  attention  as  a 

document that sought to express and contain the utopian dreams of its era.

At the same time, it can also be seen as a document that foreshadowed the age that 

was to come after the Long Sixties – one characterized by stagflation, pessimism, and the 

waning of the welfare state. American historian Daniel Rodgers has outlined some of the 

main features of what he calls the post-1960s “age of fracture.” As he explains, for influential 

economists,  politicians,  and philosophers,  the mid-twentieth century  was  an era  “thick” 

 For  this  new spatio-temporal  sensibility,  now reflected  in  an  ambitious  retheorization  within  Sixties 100
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with social collectivity, “history and power.” This period saw a movement away from “mid-

nineteenth century notions of the self ” as “free-standing [and] autonomous” towards a more 

complex relationship between the individual and the state. Individualism still held pride of 

place in western democracies, but to an unprecedented degree, the self was increasingly seen 

as  “encircled  …  with  wider  and  wider  rings  of  relations,  structures,  contexts,  and 

institutions,”  as individuals sorted themselves out “according to their  place in the social 

structure;  their  very  personalities  [taking]  shape  within  the  forces  of  socialization.”  101

Chapter Nine will consider the ways in which Rodger’s perceptive interpretation allows us 

to understand the waning fortunes of Hall-Dennis as the ‘Long Sixties’ transitioned in the 

1970s  and  into  the  dark  night  of  neo-liberalism.  Living  and  Learning  at  various  points 

gestures to a world of fragmentation, poststructuralism, and post-statism that is very much 

our own. Its status as a liminal document suspended between structure and fracture should 

guarantee its future centrality for Canadian cultural, intellectual, and educational historians. 

***

The thesis  that  follows is  based upon a  comprehensive  reading of  all  the  extant 

manuscript materials left by the Hall-Dennis Commission in the Public Archives of Ontario 

(PAO); on the fonds of the principal actors, such as those of Emmett Hall at Library and 

Archives Canada (LAC); on an interview with Bill Davis, the Minister of Education during 

the ‘Hall-Dennis Era’; on Living and Learning itself; and on the copious public and scholarly 

reactions to the report. It contains seven further chapters. In Chapter Two, I describe the 

 Daniel T. Rodgers, Age of  Fracture  (Cambridge, Massachusetts,  and London, England: Belknap, Harvard 101
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institutional background to Hall-Dennis and analyze the reasons why William Davis, the 

Minister, and John Robarts, the Premier, considered it opportune to have their province 

reflect  upon  the  aims  and  means  of  education.  In  particular,  this  chapter  stresses  the 

managerial and technocratic bent of both men, as well as the progressive orientation of the 

Curriculum Division within the Department. 

In  Chapters  Three  and  Four,  I  examine  the  processes  whereby  the  Hall-Dennis 

committee solicited expert advice and public input. These chapters’ core thesis is that the 

committee adhered to a  ‘Sixties  Script’  in  soliciting the participation of  the public,  yet 

behind the scenes exerted itself to contain the impact of such manifestations of grassroots 

democracy. The proceedings, in short, are meaningfully interpreted as a moment of “passive 

revolution,” whereby the committee actively selected out from the thousands of ideas sent 

towards it those most easily accommodated by its pre-existing framework. This becomes all 

the  more  apparent  in  Chapter  Four,  in  which  I  examine  the  expert  presentations  and 

research reports presented to the committee. Here one discerns the salience of the new 

social sciences under conditions of modernity: whereas earlier major commissions in Canada 

had  been  guided  more  overtly  by  political  objectives  and  historical  perspectives,  Hall-

Dennis  was  very  much  dependent  on  social  sciences,  including  the  new  science  of 

education. The experts informing the committee, especially Marshall McLuhan, can all be 

interpreted as offering it  forward-looking advice based upon their  capacity to abstractly 

represent  the  world  in  ways  that  allowed  the  committee  to  stand  back  and  grasp  the 

intangible but powerful forces shaping the future.   

Chapter Five then focuses more specifically on questions of curriculum, with a close 

focus on the background of curriculum questions within progressive educational thought, as 
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well as the actions of the Hall-Dennis sub-committee empowered to look at curriculum in 

detail. This hitherto unexamined material is fascinating in the revelations it affords of the 

ways  in  which the “age of  fracture,”  whose apostle  was  Marshall  McLuhan,  was  already 

emerging in the 1960s as a palpable presence in the thought of those charged with changing 

Ontario’s educational system.

In Chapter Six, I examine Hall-Dennis as a manifestation of the ‘Global Sixties,’ as 

the  committee  sought  to  fulfill  its  perceived  mandate  to  make  Ontario  children  into 

international  citizens  of  the  ‘Technatomic  Era.’  In  1966,  Hall-Dennis  went  global, 

embarking on tours within Ontario and Canada, the United States, Europe, and Asia. As a 

result of this travel,  Hall-Dennis was able to present its ideas as exemplifications of the 

latest word in international education, while such journeys also intensified its conviction 

that  a  newly  “transversable  space,”  between  and  across  nations,  trumps  the  historical 

experiences  of  any  of  those  nations.  What  Hall-Dennis  discovered  in  its  travels  were 

instances of educational “utopia,” i.e. Sweden; “dystopia,” i.e. the Soviet Union; and “chaos,” 

i.e. Northern Ontario and Atlantic Canada. 

In Chapters Seven and Eight, we exit the preparatory work of the Committee to 

consider Living and Learning as a finished document. Chapter Six analyzes the philosophical 

assumptions and “atmosphere” of the document, and seeks to ground the hypothesis that 

Hall-Dennis was an attempt to understand and change cultural modernity through a close 

reading of the document. After considering what the Report has to say about such issues as 

transformed spatio-temporal relations, cultural revolution, and reflexivity and alienation, it 

argues that in its seemingly bright-eyed “utopianism” one finds many intimations of a more 

pessimistic  and critical  assessment of  the social  relations of  a  modern capitalist  society. 
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Living  and  Learning  can thus  be  read as  a  “romantic”  critique of  contemporary  Ontario 

society.  This  thesis  is  bolstered by a consideration of  its  exuberant use of  visual  images 

exalting spontaneity, playfulness, and creativity.

Chapter Eight then proceeds to analyze Living and Learning’s  more down-to-earth 

agenda. Proceeding once more on the basis of the five-part definition of modernity that 

guides this thesis, it turns its attention to the ways Hall-Dennis sought to concretize its 

general  philosophical  propositions  in  its  focused  analyses  of,  and  recommendations  for, 

Ontario’s  schools.  Curricula  could  be  redesigned  so  that,  instead  of  dwelling  upon  the 

disciplines of yesteryear, students were liberated to structure their own paths through the 

school system (albeit always under the constant guidance of counsellors and other experts). 

Much  of  the  system,  in  fact,  would  remain  the  same  –  because  Hall-Dennis  was  not 

mandated to go beyond its K-12 remit, largely refrained from meaningful analysis of Catholic 

separate  education,  declined  to  comment  on  the  contradictions  of  private  schools  in  a 

supposedly egalitarian society, conceded the pervasive structuring role of universities upon 

the  whole  system without  proposing  any  modification of  their  functioning,  and offered 

nothing for pre-schoolers, even though it conceded that by the time many children arrived 

at kindergarten, their educational destinies were more or less settled. It turned out that the 

utopianism it had announced so fervently in other passages could be handled without much 

difficulty by far-sighted educationists who in this imagined Ontario would safeguard liberal 

values through heroic individualism in the classroom. 

Finally, Chapter Nine traces the long-term impact of Hall-Dennis upon educational 

thought.  It  argues  that,  in  an  important  sense,  it  enjoyed  a  remarkably  short  reign. 

Conservative critics pounced, deriding its utopianism; more damagingly, within the system 
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itself,  a  nearly  contemporary  project,  “Studies  of  Educational  Facilities,”  announced  a 

turning  away  from Dewey  and  the  embrace  of  technocratic  solutions.  It  then  ponders 

whether, from a twenty-first-century perspective, there might be more to recover from Hall-

Dennis  —  a  report  so  expressive  of  its  own  times  and  so  strikingly  and  interestingly 

discordant with our own.  
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Chapter Two 

Progressive Conservatism and Progressive Education 

 It must stand as one of the choicer ironies of the history of education in Ontario 

that the leader of the Progressive Conservative government ultimately responsible for Hall-

Dennis,  that  acme  of  progressive  educational  thought,  was  almost  entirely  hostile  to 

progressive ideas  in education.  John Robarts  (1917-1982),  who had served as  Minister  of 

Education from 1959 to 1962 under the premiership of Leslie Frost before becoming premier 

himself from 1961 to 1971, was strongly opposed to the child-centred progressive ideas he 

associated  with  Depression-era  educational  thinkers  in  Ontario.  In  1937,  those  thinkers 

strongly influenced by Dewey’s “developmentalist approach” came up with a Programme of 

Studies  for  Grades  I  to  VI  of  the  Public  and  Separate  Schools.  They  suggested  significant 

departures from traditional disciplines, and – in the celebratory words of Living and Learning 

in 1968 — had enunciated a program which expressed “virtually every idea” which “might 

have been expressed by educationally enlightened and advanced authors today.”  Robarts 102

did not share this enthusiasm. According to W.G. Fleming, Robarts (no doubt absorbing the 

critique of progressivism emanating from political right in the United States and Canada in 

the later 1950s and early 1960s) believed that only a tougher curriculum and stiffer standards 

could possibly prepare children and young people for challenges of the postwar “knowledge 

explosion.”103
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Yet,  it  is  important  to note that  Robarts  was  himself  ‘progressive,’  just  not  with 

respect  to  school  curricula.  The  first  major  Ontario  politician  to  describe  himself  as  a 

“Management  Man,”  he  was  quite  enthusiastic  about  finding  ways  to  streamline  the 104

operations of an educational system that, by 1967, had about 1,800,000 children attending 

over 5,700 schools,  presided over by about 75,000 teachers and administrators. It was, as 

Living and Learning would observe, “one of the largest industries in Canada.”  For a man of 105

Robarts’ outlook, it was one that could only be managed by a technocrat, and he recognized 

such a man in William Davis, whom he chose to succeed him as Minister of Education.   106

Education was the single most important portfolio in the Ontario government — indeed, 

generally  seen  as  stepping-stone  to  the  Premier’s  office.   And  Davis  —  ambitious, 107

intelligent, managerial,  and politically astute —  could be trusted to manage the industry 

well, in a way that did not embarrass the government. The Toronto Daily Star ran a piece in 

1966 on Davis and those around him. As this profile explained, Davis and his fellows were 

known in governmental circles as “The Pussycats,” because they stealthily worked behind 

the  scenes  at  Queen’s  Park  to  ensure  that  the  province’s  educational  policies  were 

transformed  by  “improvements  so  radical  they  can  only  be  accomplished  thorough 

application of the latest techniques in management and technology.”  As historian R.D. 108

Gidney points out, Frost, Robarts, and Davis were “young men in power,” eager to pursue 
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bold plans in the name “of the present rather than the past.” Further, these men (and Davis 

most of all) surrounded themselves with a coterie of advisers and bureaucrats who were even 

more open to change, to “new ideas and opinions.”    109

It would be hard to overstate just how quickly and massively the educational system 

changed  in  Ontario  in  the  Keynesian  1960s.  From 1960  to  1970,  educational  spending 

rocketed from $62 million to $1.6 billion annually. This did not seem to trouble a public 

convinced of the social and economic possibilities of education. In an era seized with the 

promise  of  a  reinvigorated  democracy  and  the  “fantastic  possibilities  of  science  and 

technology,” an investment in education seemed like money very well spent.  For his part, 110

Davis – as his biographer Claire Hoy makes clear – had absolutely no qualms about investing 

heavily in education in 1960s Ontario.  Davis opened five universities, created a system of 111

community colleges, and overhauled teacher-preparation in the province, paving the way for 

the end of normal schools and harnessing the education of teachers to the universities. He 

restructured the school system to make it a “more efficient and effective operation in an era 

of  rapid  change  and  great  expansion.”  He  centralized  school  governance  in  Ontario 112

through the consolidation of some 3,500 local school boards into just 230. As Gidney points 

out, “In one fell swoop the traditional rural three-member board of trustees, one of the 
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 Hugh A. Stevenson, “Crisis and Continuum: Public Education in the Sixties,” in Donald Wilson, Robert 110

Stamp, and Louis-Philippe Audet, eds., Canadian Education: A History (Scarborough: Prentice-Hall of Canada, 
1970), p. 471.

 Claire Hoy, Bi" Davis: A Biography (Toronto: Methuen, 1985), p. 54.111

 Fleming, Ontario’s Educational Society, II, p. 19. 112



!  55

province’s oldest public institutions, was gone forever.”  The Ministry then devolved some 113

responsibilities  to  school  districts,  while  centralizing  larger  administrative  and  financial 

decisions – a policy known as “centralization/decentralization.” One of the most important 

aspects of this policy was that centralized school inspection was ended by 1968. Instead 

Department officials took on a more technocratic role – they now offered “advice, support, 

and explain[ed] provincial policy” to local officials, and ostensibly little more.  Yet, as some 114

critics argued, Davis offered more freedom with one hand while imposing more control with 

the other. As Loren Lind wrote in 1970, Davis “offered curricular and inspectoral autonomy, 

but he forced the school boards to amalgamate in such a way that both curriculum and 

inspection would come under bureaucratic control.”  115

Like Robarts, Davis was a manager. Like the Progressive Conservative government in 

which he served, he eschewed proclamations of the traditional verities of conservatism, and 

focused primarily on getting the job done. His mantra was controlled and regulated change. 

As he told the Ontario Legislature in 1966: 

[i]t is a guiding principle of this Government to strive constantly to find a reasonable 
balance between the need for stability and the need for change. On the one hand, we 
must  concern  ourselves  with  the  preservation  of  those  individual  and  collective 
qualities that distinguished the courageous pioneers who founded this Province. On 
the other hand, the rate of our progress is such that we are every day called upon to 
face new situations with no parallel in the past.

 Gidney, Hope to Harris, p. 47.  113
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 Educational advance was a “moral imperative” for Davis. So was controlling any changes so 

that they did not undermine the province’s  “heritage.”  Davis  wanted to push postwar 116

Ontarians to become modern — without destroying their traditional identities or opening 

the door to more radical alternatives. 

In 1965, Davis also inaugurated an unprecedented era of research and development in 

education. He established the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE),  a free-

standing  institution  “responsible  for  basic  and  applied  research,  development  and 

dissemination,  and  graduate  teaching  in  education.”  The  move  was  designed  to  make 

Ontario  a  world-class  centre  for  pedagogical  innovation.  No  longer  mere  amateurs, 117

teachers, bureaucrats, and policy-advisors were to receive “[a]dvanced training” to prepare 

them  for  educational  leadership  roles  in  the  province.  As  Davis  had  it,  “It  is  this 118

Government’s  view  that  such  an  Institute  will  provide  an  atmosphere  where  first-rate 

scholars will conduct a massive attack on educational problems of all kinds … Free from 

partisan pressures, they will be able to devote themselves to the improvement of education 

through  basic  research  and  through  the  application  of  their  efforts  to  questions  of 

immediate, practical interest.”  There was a nationalistic edge to this project as well.  The 119

Department  created  OISE in  part  as  a  means  of  keeping  talented  educationists  in  the 

province rather than seeing them decamp to the United States.  120

 William G. Davis,  Education in Ontario:  Statements  by Honourable  Wi"iam G. Davis,  Q.C.,  LL.D.,  Minister of 116
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The  Progressive  Conservatives  of  Ontario  thus  lived  up  to  their  seemingly  self-

contradictory  name:  for  them,  “Progress”  entailed  “Conservation”  and  “Conservatism” 

meant  –  indeed  required  --  “Progression.”  Indeed,  Davis  insists  to  this  day  that  his 

administration saw no conflict (or even meaningful distinction)  between these seemingly 

contradictory categories. One had to be cognizant of the past, yet also be future-oriented; 

otherwise, “you’ll end up losing out to someone with a better idea of what’s coming next.”  121

It  is  not  too  much  to  claim that  the  Conservatives  used  popular  enthusiasm for  mass 

education as a way of advertising the ideological  flexibility and managerial  prowess of a 

party ostensibly beyond politics. Davis managed to capture the educational sphere for the 

Ontario Tories in a genuinely hegemonic sense – that is, in a fashion that made investment 

in this new industry seem to be, for most people, a commonsense proposition He managed 

consistently  to  outflank  his  political  rivals  in  this  sphere,  re-creating  the  Tories  as  the 

champions of progressivism in all aspects of education. Part of the unflappable Minister’s 

strategy was to demonstrate that he was open to change, yet highly cognizant of the danger 

of letting that change get out of hand. The structure of the Department was also radically 

overhauled during Davis’ tenure. He amalgamated various parts of the Department -- such 

as the formerly separate areas of supervision, curriculum, and examinations --  into single 

“Divisions.” Within these divisions, administrative complexities multiplied (for instance, the 

role of the chief director was replaced by that of a deputy minister with three assistant 

deputy ministers below him).  Davis staffed these positions with technocratically-minded 122

 Bill Davis, interview with the author, 16 June 2015. 121
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individuals  like  himself,  enthusiastic  about  administrative  and  educational  reform.  123

Although not everyone was delighted with the new educational apparatus – Stephen Lewis 

of the NDP exclaimed in 1967 that  “Not since Henry VIII or Louis XIV, has one man 

accumulated such a retinue of courtiers, admirers, fawning journalists and a positive harem 

of sycophants” – few of Davis’s critics were able to do him serious harm.  It seemed as if he 124

had inherited the mantle  of  educational  reform from the great  Egerton Ryerson of  the 

previous century.

***

Perhaps the most significant figure among Davis’s educational technocrats was J.R. 

McCarthy,  whose  influence  had  been  growing  since  he  became  Superintendent  of 

Curriculum  in  1960.  He  became  Davis’s  Deputy  Minister  in  1966.  McCarthy  was  – 125

significantly  --  an elementary teacher  by training.  (Until  the later  1960s,  in  Canada and 

elsewhere,  the  elementary  school  teachers  were  the  ones  who  often  led  the  way  in 

introducing  progressive  and  scientific  ideas  into  mainstream pedagogy.)   McCarthy  had 

certainly absorbed his fair share of such approaches during graduate study at the world’s 

premier centre for educational psychology, Columbia University’s Teachers’ College in New 

York City. As historian John Stapleton puts it, McCarthy was simply the right person at the 

right time for to assist Davis in his reform efforts: 

McCarthy brought to his  new position a  number of  strongly  held convictions.  He 
favoured  decentralization  of  supervision,  a  more  flexible  approach  to  secondary 

 Ibid., p. 23. 123
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studies,  and an integrated approach in curriculum. In his  view, any event could be 
studied from the perspective of several disciplines … [he] felt that curriculum referred 
to [the] total experience of the child.  126

The impact of these ideas upon the final version of Living and Learning is unmistakable.

McCarthy  took  charge  of  one  of  the  most  important  new divisions  within  the 

reorganized Department – the Curriculum Division. This he staffed with a number of like-

minded progressives, including Kel Crossley, E.J Quick, and Max Parnall, all of whom would 

become closely involved with the Hall-Dennis committee. Under the influence of McCarthy 

and his  successor,  Parnall,  the Curriculum Division quickly achieved considerable power 

within the Department. As Stapleton reports, Davis himself saw the Curriculum Division as 

taking  a  “leadership  role  in  revitalizing  Ontario  education.”  It  was  the  Curriculum 127

Division  that  would  have  the  most  contact  with  the  Hall-Dennis  Committee  over  the 

course  of  its  work  and  certainly  helped  to  foster  and  nurture  its  own  progressive 

inclinations.  It is not too much to say that the Division had a direct hand in crafting some 

of  the Report’s  more detailed discussions of  the proposed “new curriculum” that  was  to 

provide progressive education to Ontario students.

 Why  did  Davis  want  a  commission  focusing  on  the  “Aims  and  Objectives  of 

Education in Ontario?”  What purpose would such an abstract exercise serve? It is worth 

pointing out that he was in good company in the 1960s. Throughout Canada, as in North 

America  more  generally,  there  was  a  broad-ranging  drive  toward  the  philosophical 

examination and renewal  of  education following the Second World War.  As educational 

historian Hugh Stephenson has pointed out, nearly all provinces in Canada sought to come 

 Stapleton, Ibid. 126

 Ibid. 127
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up with new sets of “aims and objectives” in education. There was widespread impatience 

with the hold of traditional models and an equally widespread enthusiasm for revisiting the 

basic issues raised by education. What is to be learned in schools? Why and how is it to be 

learned? How should that learning be evaluated? After 1945, such studies were launched in 

Newfoundland,  New  Brunswick,  Nova  Scotia,  Prince  Edward  Island,  Saskatchewan, 

Manitoba, British Columbia, Alberta, and Québec.  128

The first of these —  and most important for understanding the Hall-Dennis report’s 

raison d'être — was Ontario’s “Hope Commission,” named after the Ontario Supreme Court 

judge who chaired it, John A. Hope. The commission was in existence from 1945-1950, and 

was  charged  with  inquiring  into,  and  offering  concrete  suggestions  for  the  provincial 

educational system, 

including courses of study, text books, examinations, financing, and the general 
system  and  scheme  of  elementary  and  secondary  schools  involving  public 
schools,  separate  schools,  continuation  schools,  high  schools,  collegiate 
institutions, vocational schools, schools for the training of teachers and all other 
schools under the jurisdiction of the Department of Education, as well as the 
selection and training of teachers, inspectors, and other officials of such schools, 
and the system of provincial and local school administration.  129

After  five years  of  work,  the commission produced a  report  that  was  nearly  universally 

judged a failure. Many thought it too traditional. Others found certain of its suggestions, 

such as universal  access to kindergarten and the suspension of standardized testing,  too 

radical.     130
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But the Hope commissioners’ most grievous offense was to suggested re-aligning the 

province’s  school  system so  that  all  students  would  embark  on  six  years  of  elementary 

schooling, four years of high school, and then three years of community college. This would 

have automatically excluded Catholic school students, who were only guaranteed separate 

school funding until grade ten. Catholic education had long been the third rail in Ontario 

politics.  The proposal proved far too drastic for the new government of Leslie Frost, and 131

the report was quickly made a “political orphan.”  Thus, the Department did not have a 132

guiding set of ideas about the shape of postwar education in 1964 when Hall-Dennis was 

struck.  The Hall-Dennis  committee  would fill  this  gap.  It  made sure  not  to  repeat  the 

mistakes  of  Hope.  It  avoided any  detailed  analysis  of  the  politics  of  Catholic  education 

(though, as Living and Learning observed, the committee spent “considerable time” on the 

question,  and though Emmett Hall himself was Catholic).133

If  the  legacy  of  the  Hope  Commission  inspired  a  certain  caution  about  the 

flammability of educational issues in Ontario, the sheer magnitude of the system prompted 

some to believe it simply could not be tackled, at least not by someone of Davis’ managerial 

outlook. Even his most fervent admirers, such as the historian W.G. Fleming, point out that 

“Davis seems to have come to his position with no blueprint for a reformed educational 

structure. Some associates even claim that he has developed his program with little idea of 

what he is going to do next.” Davis, Fleming adds, stood “almost passive” as he waited for 
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the initiatives of his experts and advisors.    Walter Pitman of the NDP, writing three years 134

later,  was  less  kind.  He  described  Davis’  educational  planning  as  “ad  hockery.”  The 135

educational  researcher,  F.G. Robinson, addressing the Canadian Education Week Annual 

Meeting in 1965, argued that this lack of planning was evidence of a systemic problem. The 

entire edifice lacked “a scanning device, an early warning system if you like, to alert it to 

changes in its social environment.” Without such a device, he warned, “our school has been 

crisis-prone, and given to periodic but violent homeostatic convulsions.” Educational change 

“has  lacked  a  continuous  flow  ranging  from  invention  through  field  testing,  local 

demonstration and implementation.”  What  was  needed was  a  “systematic  apparatus  for 

planning,  development,  and  change”  in  education.  Hall-Dennis  can  thus  be  usefully 136

contextualized as an element of Davis’ strategy for turning potential chaos into manageable 

order.  137

*** 

 Davis seemed well aware, shortly after his ascending to ministerial office in 1962, that 

a higher and more comprehensive level of planning was required for the sound management 

of Ontario’s educational system. Under conditions of modernity, more and more authority 

inhered in bureaucrats who claimed expertise in specific areas and who were securely lodged 

in their positions of authority. For them, as for Davis, it was unthinkable by the 1960s to 
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return  the  province  to  a  more  conservative  educational  philosophy.  The  progressive 

technocrats had won the day and took charge of the process.  Had they not done so, 138

Ontario’s mid-1960s journey into the complexities of educational reform would have looked 

very different. 

According to the Department’s plan, the revision of K-6 education was to proceed in 

four  stages.  What  later  became  the  Hall-Dennis  process  was  but  one  of  them.  The 

Curriculum Division would first prepare the ground for reform by assembling research and 

curricula  from  other  educational  jurisdictions;  then  a  provincial  committee  would  be 

appointed to establish aims and objectives of education for the province (this would become 

the Hall-Dennis committee in late-1964); then those aims would be turned into curricular 

materials by professional educators; and finally, these would be assessed by teachers, along 

with the general aims and objectives suggested by the committee.  The proposed structure 139

suggested how ambitious and comprehensive the Department believed a plan for Ontario 

education needed to be.

While the committee on aims and objectives did its work, the Curriculum Division 

did not stand idle. Rather, it appointed and oversaw subject specific committees made up of 

teachers, inspectors, members of the Ontario Teachers’ Federation, the Ontario Teachers’ 

Institute, the Publishers’ Institute, and its own members in order to lay the groundwork for 

the modernization of primary and secondary education by producing various pedagogical 

pamphlets for teachers and administrators. These Curriculum Division pamphlets became 

known  as  the  “Interim  Revisions”  of  1966-1970.  They  constituted  the  first  genuine 
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curriculum  revisions  in  the  province  since  the  reforms  of  1937.  The  Division  led  by 

McCarthy sought to push the progressive aspect  of  those reforms “harder and further.” 

Child-centered  pedagogy  was  at  the  core  of  the  Interim Revisions,  as  were  such  other 

progressive initiatives as “ungrading,” i.e., departing from the standard lock-step progress of 

students through the system, ultimately and notoriously to be a major Hall-Dennis theme 

(as we shall explore in more detail in Chapter Seven).  These reforms were to be a place 

marker for the much more extensive work to be undertaken by the Hall-Dennis committee 

– considered to be a “top-level” project, as one communiqué written and circulated within 

the Curriculum Division put it.  140

At  the  very  outset,  within  the  Department’s  inner  circles,  the  entire  process  of 

review was to be suffused with a democratic spirit. Citizens were to participate in cultural 

policy-making. Yet there was much in this planning process that belied any impression of 

democracy.  Not  just  anyone would  be  entrusted by  the  country’s  largest  department  of 

education with  the  renovation of  Ontario’s  education system.  Rather,  in  a  pattern  that 

would be repeated again and again over the course of Hall-Dennis, the key players imposed 

carefully-circumscribed limits on those allowed to participate in the process. Even in the 

early  planning  stages,  of  the  22  members  of  the  Committee  to  be  selected  by  the 

Department, 15 were to be “laymen,” five were to be “classroom teachers,” and one would be 

the Superintendent of the Curriculum Division, Max Parnall.  The ostensible numerical 141

superiority of “laymen” in this emergent framework also requires qualification. It was not 
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suggested that anyone picked up randomly on the street could serve on the Committee; nor 

should the selection of members be determined by some prior public selection process. 

Rather, the Department itself would pick those it wanted to advise it. The architects of the 

process explicitly specified that such citizens must be both “enlightened” and “informed,” as 

well  as  being  drawn from demographically  and  regionally  significant  sub-regions  of  the 

province.  142

Just who constituted an “informed citizen” according to the Curriculum Division was 

elucidated in a lengthy confidential document written by Max Parnall in 1964. It tells us a 

great deal about the values – determined in advance – that would underlie the committee’s 

work over the following four years. The “primary criteria” for inclusion on the committee 

would include “outstanding individualism,” an understanding of both English and French, 

familiarity with media and mass communications, the possession of professional status, an 

understanding  of  psychology,  connections  with  such  important  constituencies  as  rural 

Ontario, organized labour and industry, and experience in schools, universities, or both. In 

his memorandum, Parnall described with disarming candour the qualities of members of the 

emergent Committee. Emmett Hall, who would become the chairman of the committee, is 

described in the following way: “over 60; British, Supreme Court Judge, Roman Catholic, 

urban  resident  of  Ottawa,  formerly  chief  justice  of  Saskatchewan,  head  of  Hall  Health 

Commission, former school board member and chairman of Board of Saskatoon, active in 

church organizations, e.g. – Knights of Columbus, a Knight of Malta, has acted as advisor to 
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Roman Catholic Bishops.” The educational historian C.E. Phillips is described as “over 60; 

British, retired former Director of Graduate Studies, Ontario College of Education, author, 

family man, influential in child-centered philosophy circles, urban resident of Metro.” D.W. 

Muir  is  described as  “over  40,  British,  United Church,  resident of  Hamilton,  Personnel 

Branch of Steel Co. of Canada, on advisory Vocational Committee of Board of Education, 

former  elected  board  member,  actively  engaged  in  Y.M.C.A.  work  and  member  of 

International Committee for selecting overseas staff, on Executive Board of Governors for 

Five Oaks of United Church leadership programme, not a university graduate, respected and 

effective member of the community.”     143

It is important to register the fact that the committee was not designed to be an 

inclusive body. Indigenous Ontarians, for example, were never considered for membership 

on it. They would later be given the chance to speak before the committee, but were never 

considered as a possible part of it.  They would remain objects of deliberation for the Hall-

Dennis committee, but never subjects of that deliberative process. Similarly, working-class 

Ontarians and critical voices within the labour movement were also excluded at the outset. 

Living and Learning would later cite John Porter’s The Vertical Mosaic,  whose “attempt” to 

“explode the myth of the Canadian idle-class egalitarian image” it ambiguously endorsed in 

its comment on the pattern of working-class students not proceeding on to university.  Yet 144
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the make-up of the Committee that constructed Living and Learning was itself shot through 

with a profoundly undemocratic elitism familiar to Porter and his readers.    145

*** 

The committee’s initial meeting began at 11:00 a.m. on 7 April 1965 in the Parliament 

Buildings  in  Toronto.  During  the  opening  ceremony,  Davis  formally  appointed  the 

committee, with Hall as its chair.  The press coverage of these initial meetings was modest 146

– The Globe and Mail running only a tiny notice on 8 April.  The following week-end, the 147

Toronto Star ran a piece on the committee, in which Davis was praised for responding to the 

economic and social challenges surrounding education in the 1960s: “The project is one that 

can and should be of immense value to the province, and to Canada as a whole. Education is 

the key to individual and national prosperity and well-being ... Our budgets at the municipal, 

provincial and federal levels have increasingly recognized the importance of education; but 

there is much doubt that the vast sums of money spent were buying the kind of education 

that  was  truly  needed.”  The  piece  ended  by  asserting  that  under  Davis’  careful  watch, 

education in the province would be made both cutting-edge and efficient, for he had “staffed 

his  committee  wisely  for  the  research  into  the  facts,  theories,  and  machinery  of 

education.”  Under conditions of modernity, one spoke without hesitation of education as 148

“machinery,”  i.e.  an  ensemble  of  devices  requiring  careful  superintendence  and  expert 

 John Porter, Vertical Mosaic: An Analysis of Social Class and Power in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto 145

Press, 1965).

 Ontario Department of Education, “Draft Agenda for Initial Meeting of Provincial Committee of Aims 146

and  Objectives,”  April  7th,  1965,  in  File:  “General,  Establishment  of  Provincial  Committee  on  Aims  & 
Objectives of Education,” in AO RG 2-168, Box no. 9, n.p. 

 “Hall to Head Ontario Study of Education,” Globe and Mail, 8 April 1965, p.9. 147

 “Committee Named for Ontario Education Study,” Toronto Star, 15 April 1965, p. 28.148



!  68

guidance: it was important for the province to ‘stand back’ from the vast and complicated 

system it had created and impose a rational pattern upon it.                 

As  we  have  seen,  the  Department  of  Education  and  the  Curriculum  Division 

certainly influenced the creation of the committee.  They did not control  it  outright,  as 

some historians have implied.  The committee’s relative autonomy can be discerned in the 149

minutes of its first meeting on 7 May 1965, when the Department (through the Curriculum 

Division)  presented  the  committee  with  its  interpretation  of  Hall-Dennis’  terms  of 

reference. These included “identify[ing] the needs of the child as a person and as a member 

of society”; “sett[ing] forth the aims of education for the education system of the Province”; 

outlining  the  “objectives  of  the  curriculum  for  children  in  the  age  groups  presently 

designated as Kindergarten, Primary, and Junior Divisions”; “propos[ing]  means by which 

these aims and objectives may be achieved”; and “submit[ing] a report for the consideration 

of the Minister of Education.”150

Far  from  accepting  these  terms  unquestioningly,  the  committee  immediately 

challenged them. One set of objections came from C.E. Phillips,  the retired director of 

Graduate  Studies  at  the  Ontario  College  of  Education  at  the  University  of  Toronto,  a 

President of  the Canadian Education Association,  and the author of  The  Development  of 

Education in Canada.  Phillips thought there had been little prior systematic reflection on 151

the categories that would prove essential to the committee, such as “need” and “child.” He 

 For instance, see Gidney, From Hope to Harris, p. 76. 149
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worried that, if adopted unreflexively, such categories might subsequently have to be altered 

over the course of the committee’s work. In short, the Curriculum Division had failed to 

take account of the “changing world in which we live and the possible new future one” just 

over the horizon.  In an Ontario undergoing a vast transition to modernity, it would be 152

wise to attend carefully to the categories of analysis one brought to bear upon any project of 

reforming education. For his part, Hall insisted that the committee should be able to alter 

these guidelines as new information and ideas became known throughout the course of their 

work. Parnall agreed to have the Division broaden the terms of reference, incorporating the 

committee’s insights in the process. He also agreed to the committee’s demand that the 

Curriculum Division provide them with more information about the past and present of 

education in Ontario, and about educational models from outside the province.  153

The Division then came up with an expanded set of terms of reference, along with 

other information that it saw as relevant to the committee after this initial encounter. It 

produced a document known as “The Working Papers.” Perhaps as a response to Phillips’ 

complaints,  the child was now to be viewed from a multiplicity  of  perspectives —  as  a 

unique and rounded “intellectual, social, physical, moral, and aesthetic being” and/or as a 

“bio-psycho-sociological” entity enmeshed in social relations. (Such relations encompassed 

the family,  the school,  the church, the political  party,  the province, and the nation —  a 

holistic vision whose Deweyan provenance was obvious). The “changing world” of the 1960s 

was  also  addressed  with  reference  to  the  growing  influence  of  urbanization  and 

 Provincial  Committee  on  Aims  & Objectives  of  Education,  “Meeting,”  7  May  1965,  in  File:  “General, 152

Establishment of Provincial Committee on Aims & Objectives of Education,” AO RG2 -168, Box no. 9, p. 28.  

 Ibid., pp. 23-4.153
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suburbanization,  the  “rise  of  large  economic  institutions,”  the  ubiquitous  influence  of 

science  and  technology  in  postwar  life,  and  the  increasing  influence  of  mass  media  on 

children and young people. Large questions about the nature of pedagogy were voiced for 

the committee’s consideration, including whether or not progressive forms of teaching and 

learning  --  “experience,  enterprise,  and  problem-centered  approaches”  –-  should  be 

introduced en masse  into the Ontario system or reserved for a sub-section of the student 

population. Finally, the committee was invited to consider whether or not the administrative 

organization of the school itself should be altered in the light of postwar social, economic, 

and educational developments.154

The working papers included readings on education for the committee to consider as 

well. These included excerpts from British Columbia’s 1960 Report of the Royal Commission on 

Education, which argued for a more traditional stance on schooling, namely that it should 

“help pupils become familiar with that which is great and valuable in history, science, and 

the arts.”  Ontario’s Programme of Studies for Grades 1-6 of the Public and Separate Schools, 1960 155

was to give the committee a more progressive sense of postwar education,  laced with a 

healthy dose of human capital theory. Therein it was argued that schools should place their 

emphasis  on “self-realization,  security,  happiness,  basic  freedoms,  legal  justice,  economic 

 Ontario  Department  of  Education,  “Working  Paper  Re  the  Terms  of  Reference  for  the  Provincial 154

Committee on Aims and Objectives,” 4 June 1965, in File: “General, Establishment of Provincial Committee on 
Aims & Objectives of Education,” in AO RG 2-168, No. 9, n.p. 

 “Excerpts  from The Report  of  the Royal  Commission on Education,  British Columbia,  1960,”  in File: 155
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justice, participation in decisions [and] adaptability.”  Also on the committee’s reading list 156

was “Why Teach?” A Philosophy of Education (1963) by the Ontario Teachers’ Federation. This 

Deweyan document zeroed in on child-centeredness, arguing that “every child has the right 

to the fullest possible education and harmonious development of all aspects of his nature, 

both from his family and the society of which he is  a part.”  Schools  for  the  60s,  a  1963 157

production of the American National Education Association,  tied together a number of 

long-1960s educational concerns, especially those bearing on the ways in which one might 

improve education in science and technology, stimulate economic growth through school 

reform, prepare children and young people for the greatly increased leisure time considered 

to  be  the  impending  fate  of  modern people,  counter  the  influence of  mass  media,  and 

address “international interdependence and conflict” in the name of global unity.  All these 158

themes would become important for the committee and would find their places in Living 

and Learning. The Curriculum Division also tucked a “Doctrines of Interest” outline into the 

package,  in  which  they  drew  upon  Jean-Jacques  Rousseau,  Johann  Pestalozzi,  Johann 

Friedrich Herbert, and John Dewey in order to assert that, in all cases, “the interests of the 

 “Summery of Programme of Studies for Grades 1 to 6 of the Public and Separate Schools – 1960,” in File: 156

“General, Establishment of Provincial Committee on Aims & Objectives of Education,” AO RG 2-168, Box no. 
9, p. 9. 
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learner”  should  be  “considered  and  utilized  in  determining  both  the  content  and  the 

methods of instruction.”  159

Then, as promised, this reformed set of terms and working papers was presented 

again to the members of the committee for approval, which it received on 5 July 1965. Hall 

did make one crucial modification, however. He insisted that the committee needed more 

flexibility  in  order  to do its  work correctly.  It  would need “authority  to go beyond the 

personnel of the Curriculum Division for research workers and aid,” a “budget which is not 

restrictive,”  “procedures  for  expediting  Committee  business  through  government 

machinery,”  and  “free  access  to  the  Minister  of  Education.”  These  demands  were 160

approved by Davis in short order. The committee had been granted a budget of $95,000 for 

1965/1966, and all members were to receive a living allowance of fifty dollars a day while they 

attending  meetings  and  other  committee  business.  The  committee  was  also  given 

permission to solicit opinion from outside the Curriculum Division. Davis allowed them to 

travel outside of the province and even the country for research purposes. The committee 

members were satisfied by this arrangement. They were quite willing to take full advantage 

of these generous provisions over the course of their work.  161

***
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The Curriculum Division not only imparted their preference for Rousseau, Dewey, 

and child-centered learning to the committee. They went further still at this initial stage, 

pressing  (this  time successfully)  upon the committee  the importance of  “ungrading”  (or 

“non-grading,” as it was also known at the time). According to the educational scholar V.K. 

Gilbert, the notion of ungrading was very much in the air in Canadian educational circles in 

the early 1960s – a sign of the generally progressive leanings of many educators and policy-

makers in the 1960s.  The notion was a simple one, and had roots at least as far back as the 162

fin-de-siècle  writings  of  John  Dewey.  All  children  are  unique  individuals  who  master 163

educational  content  at  individualized  rates  of  speed.  The  idea  that  all  children  should 

proceed through the curriculum in lock-step with one another is hence an absurdity.  That 164

some failed could be very damaging for them. As W.H. Swift, Deputy Minister of Education 

for Alberta, put it in 1958, such a system of age-specific grades was not in line with the 

natural development of the child. Further, its “artificiality [had] long been recognized,” for 

“[e]veryone knows that there is an optimal rate of learning for each person.” The result of 

the imposition of the grade system upon children was that “the really bright are doing that 

which is too easy for them, and the slow are doing things that are beyond their capacity to 

do properly.”  Beneath such opposition to conventional school grades lurked a romantic 165

 V.K. Gilbert, Let Each Become: An Account of the Implementation of the Credit Diploma in the Secondary Schools of 162
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inclination to resist  the dehumanizing,  systematizing imposition of cold categories upon 

living and feeling human beings.

Ungrading  also  addressed  non-pedagogical  concerns  for  Davis,  his  department,  the 

Curriculum Division. They were greatly preoccupied, on economic and social grounds, with 

the  menace  of  school  drop-out  rates.  By  dropping  out,  students  increased their  risk  of 

becoming alienated young adults; they also drove down the value of their human capital. In a 

postwar liberal democracy idealized as a society composed of flourishing individuals, able to 

arrive at a functioning consensus that worked to the greater good, a sizable population of 

drop-outs meant the growth of a population of potential misfits, simultaneously economic 

unproductive and potentially disruptive. To an extent that even Living and Learning would 

later find a trifle excessive, ungrading — as a way of discouraging students from dropping 

out — had plainly emerged as an important theme among thinkers at the very heart of the 

educational apparatus.  It is reasonable to see a passive revolutionary concern here as well: 166

that is, ungrading was a means of heading off more radical educational developments, by 

offering a measure of ‘individualism’ in a system which was ultimately guided and controlled 

by the state.167

The importance placed upon ungrading by the Curriculum Division is indicated by 

the fact that J.R. McCarthy himself briefed the committee members on the concept at a 

meeting on 15 September 1965. McCarthy insisted that while some teachers and parents saw 

 “Isolated organizational gimmicks should not be embraced for the sake of novelty. Too often such words as 166

‘ungrading’ have been treated as magic formulae to solve all the problems of education. As point out previously, 
the total underlying philosophy of a child-centred emphasis in education must be appreciated before disparate, 
fragmented changes are implemented” (Living and Learning, 62).

 Frank R. Dufay, Ungrading the Elementary School (West Nyack, N.Y.: Parker, 1967), p. 24.167
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ungrading as  a  disconcerting shift  away from the way that  schools  had operated in  the 

province since the mid-nineteenth century, he insisted that better teacher-preparation and 

public outreach would actually work to allay that worry.  Though modern ideas -- or what 168

he interestingly called “difficult concept[s] in social engineering” – often take time to gain 

public  acceptance,  McCarthy  insisted  that  they  could  become  normalized  through 

persistent  and effective  information dissemination.  His  tone  was  that  of  a  man who, 169

having grasped the logic of modernity, now pondered the ways it might be explained to a 

recalcitrant population.

In this early phase of its life, the Hall-Dennis committee had (and would continue to 

have) reservations about the idea. Hall worried that ungrading could discourage students – 

strong and not-so-strong – from excelling in classrooms and later in the wider world. How, 

he  wondered,  would  this  square  with  postwar  Ontario’s  “highly  competitive”  society? 

McCarthy responded with a dual argument for equality on the one hand and human capital 

on the other. He asserted that the “fellow who finishes last” is lost, for if he should drop out, 

“how many races is he [to run] in the future? … What happens is that people who stay in the 

racing game succeed.”  And what would become of the drop-out, once he or she entered 170

the highly competitive and technologically sophisticated work world? Would this drop-out 

not  now require  expensive  and time-consuming retraining?  Moreover,  if  children and 171

 “Provincial  Committee on Aims and Objectives  of  Education in the Schools  of  Ontario,  Meeting,”  15 168
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young people were allowed to drop out because of the frustration and shame of failure, 

those students – bereft of the “sound attitudes” inculcated in the classroom – could become 

“antagonistic” to the school and to society as well. At the very least, their withdrawal from 

school  would  lead  to  lower  economic  productivity  among  the  drop-outs  and,  more 

worryingly  still,  to  potentially  anti-social  attitudes  that  could  have  public  safety 

repercussions.  Thus, ungrading in his eyes made economic sense as a deft government 172

response  to  the  transformed  socio-economic  realities  of  corporate  capitalism,  with  its 

insatiable demand for a highly-trained and amenable work force. 

Ungrading could also be used to tackle the persistent problem of cultural deprivation 

in 1960s Ontario. (According to the cultural deprivation approach, working-class and poor 

children were, unlike their middle-class counterparts, unable to acquire the cultural capital 

from their families that would enable them to succeed in school; it was a theory that has 

been articulated in both conservative and Marxist language.)  McCarthy stressed that any 173

meaningful educational reform had to consider the findings of contemporary sociologists 

that  showed that  some culturally  deprived  children  would  not  respond to  conventional 

child-centered  progressive  prescriptions.   He  had  the  committee  members  read  such 174

materials  as  Blanche  E.  Coll’s  “Deprivation  in  Childhood:  Its  Relation  to  the  Cycle  of 

Poverty,”  which argued that  poverty  and other  socially  vexatious  issues  could  be  solved 

through education reform. The school, in this interpretation, would serve as an environment 

 Ibid., pp. 60-1.172
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in which the psychic and social damage caused by the unfortunate child’s home situation 

would be ameliorated within the school’s walls.  Conversely, in the case of the deprived left 175

to fester unattended by the postwar educational state within the disadvantaged home, the 

cycle  of  poverty  and  ignorance  would  surely  continue  with  deleterious  socio-economic 

implications for the province as a whole.176

The committee was also asked to peruse and discuss Frank Riessman’s The Cultura"y 

Deprived  Child  (1962).  As  Riessman  argued,  cultural  deprivation  discouraged  “vigor  and 

independence” in young men and thus their zeal vis-à-vis education, citizenship, and the 

economy. (Cultural  deprivation was gendered as male,  with women, whether mothers or 

teachers,  playing  the  role  of  despoilers  of  innate,  male  “nature.”)  The  solution  was  a 

primitive form of progressive schooling based upon activity learning, and little more. Thus, 

the physical was to be prized above the intellectual; the concrete over the abstract; and the 

vocational over the academic learning experience. This solution to poverty and other social 

afflictions  met  with  approval  among  the  committee  members  and  would  become  an 

important lodestone during their subsequent work.   177

Such investigations never extended to any significant analysis  of  the suppositions 

underlying the idea of cultural  deprivation, nor did committee members dwell  upon the 

quite inegalitarian implications of giving some children forms of education biased towards 
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physical exertion rather than mental development. Instead, the committee was much more 

comfortable in the role of liberal saviours for the province’s most vulnerable children and 

young people. 

Also significant among the theorists of cultural deprivation was British sociologist 

Basil Bernstein, who focussed particularly on language and the ways in which how class was 

produced and reproduced through it. As he argued, working-class children were born into a 

“restricted” language environment that limited their understanding, imagination, and logical 

facilities, and thus their educational and economic prospects. Meanwhile, children born into 

wealthy families inherited “elaborated speech codes,” which gave them the conceptual tools 

to ascertain their circumstances, reimagine them, and thus transform them – the kind of 

cultural  mastery suited to a postwar capitalist  society built  upon human capital  and the 

“knowledge explosion.”178

In these early days of the Hall-Dennis committee, one can discern key themes that 

would  persist  throughout  its  career  and  into  the  text  of  Living  and  Learning.  First,  as 

McCarthy’s  interventions  revealed  so  clearly,  there  was  a  keen  interest  in  the  socio-

economic transformations demanded by advanced capitalism. Committee members were 

urged to ponder quite substantial modifications in the spatial-temporal regimes governing 

children, including ungrading, on the grounds that they might prove beneficial to a more 

efficiently  functioning economy.  Throughout these early  days,  committee members  were 

already  becoming  habituated  to  thinking  in  the  conditional  and  future  tenses,  as  they 

engaged in  so  many informal  exercises  in  applied  futurology  and contemplated  without 

 Basil  Bernstein,  Class,  Codes  and  Control:  Theoretical  Studies  Towards  a  Sociology  of  Language  (New York: 178
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sentimentality an educational system functionally adapted to the needs of the present day. 

At the same time, there was on the part of some committee members an emergent worry 

about  what  such  technocratic  reasoning  might  portend  for  individual  students,  whose 

academic failure and alienation from the system was feared on both economic and social 

grounds. The social sciences were plainly to be preferred over other means of investigation, 

such as historical inquiry, which was given relatively short shrift. And finally, there was in the 

notion of education as a panacea for poverty and alienation a quite utopian idea of the 

power  of  reason  as  a  force  of  enlightenment,  quite  apart  from the  material  and  social 

circumstances of the people to whom it was applied. In all these respects, even in its earliest 

moments,  Hall-Dennis  was  about  crafting  a  response  to  the  multiple  challenges  of 

modernity,  interpreted  as  both  a  potential  menace  (in  its  unregulated  forms)  and  as  a 

potential saviour (if guided appropriately by a state enlightened by expert opinion) for the 

children of Ontario. 
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Chapter Three 

The “Learning Circus”: Public Consultation and Hall-Dennis 

Beginning in late 1965, the Hall-Dennis committee embarked on an extended period 

of direct contact with Ontarians concerned about the future shape of education in their 

province.  This  engagement  with them occurred first  through the submission of  written 

briefs and later through the public hearings based upon those briefs. Through this process, 

so the logic ran, Ontarians would gain direct access to Hall-Dennis, while the committee 

members would gather grassroots information which they could then turn towards their 

ultimate  goals:  making  education  modern,  egalitarian,  democratic,  productive,  and 

progressive.  I  will  first  examine  what  happened  behind  the  scenes,  as  the  briefs  were 

explored, and then move on to the hearings themselves, paying particular attention to the 

subtle (and at times not-so-subtle) resistance to democratic engagement exhibited by Hall-

Dennis.  Then,  I  will  move  to  the  content  of  the  briefs  and  hearings  themselves,  first 

discussing  four  themes  which  cut  across  nearly  all  of  them:  individuality,  equality, 

nationalism and internationalism, and the notion of change itself. Finally, I shall examine 

presentations that cut against this consensus, including ones focusing on parental rights, 

Aboriginal education, and the desire for global peace. 

***

The thousands of pages of transcribed public hearings,  and of course the written 

briefs themselves, constitute a major (and hitherto remarkably under-exploited) archive of 

Canadian educational history. These texts and events offered the committee members vital 

information, while giving them an arena in which to sharpen their own sense of what a late-
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twentieth and early-twenty-first century educational system for Ontario should look like. At 

times, the introduction of new themes, ideas, and critiques took Hall-Dennis in entirely 

unanticipated directions.

Here was democracy in action, Hall-Dennis’ proponents would say – an exercise in 

what  would  soon  come  to  be  known  as  ‘participatory  democracy,’  with  rank-and-file 

Ontarians freely expressing themselves about the education of their children. Hall himself 

was brought in as chairman after gaining a reputation for being “open-minded, inquisitive,” 

and “able to create consensus from different points of view” during his time as leader of the 

Royal Commission on Health Services, the backbone of Canada’s public health system.  179

Such an idealization of Hall-Dennis was also expressed in a particularly revealing article 

written in 1965 by Max Parnall  himself (by then a full-time member of the Hall-Dennis 

committee, as well as a member of the Department of Education) for a United Steelworkers 

of America newsletter. It was called “What are the Aims of Education in Ontario?” In it, 

writing both of the “laymen” making up the committee and the “representations from the 

public which would inform it,” Parnall asserted that “[a]lmost inevitably, it was concluded 

that if the new curriculum were to reflect the aspirations of the citizens, it should be the 

citizens themselves who should establish the rationale on which it would be built.” He then 

added: “There is, of course, nothing new in this, it being a basic tenet of our democratic 

society.”  180
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Notwithstanding Parnall’s genuine hopes for a democratic transformation of Ontario 

education and despite the reputation of Hall-Dennis as the acme of Sixties idealism, there is 

much that can be said against such glowing interpretations. In fact, as we attend to the 

committee  as  it  solicited  and  attended  to  the  briefs  from  the  public,  we  frequently 

encounter  evidence  of  its  unbridled  elitism.  This  chapter  claims  that  Hall-Dennis  was 

ultimately less about listening to ‘the people’ and more about manipulating their expressions 

and demands so that they did not interfere with the response to modernity it was already in 

the process of crafting. 

We might gain some insight into this state of affairs through the Italian theorist 

Antonio Gramsci’s notion of notion of ‘passive revolution,’ and through Canadian historian 

Ryan  Edwardson’s  idea  of  ‘Masseyism.’  Gramsci’s  passive  revolution  can  be  usefully 

contrasted with his notion of ‘hegemony.’ For Gramsci, a genuine hegemony is a form of rule 

in which a particular social group is able successfully to appeal to the broad masses of a 

given  population,  addressing  their  concrete  needs  at  a  particular  time  and  place.  (For 

instance, the burdens of Italian Fascism might appear bearable if they are combined with 

the achievement of ample and stable employment). This is why hegemony is often described 

as a form of power resting more upon consent rather than coercion, because it entails rulers 

willing to acknowledge, and to a point accommodate, the interests of the ruled. 

In a sense, passive revolution, although it might on occasion be accessed as one tool 

of hegemony, operates according to a quite different logic. Whereas hegemony suggests a 

dialectical relationship, in which rulers and ruled interact, passive revolution, in which a 

“compromise” is imposed from above, proceeds from the logic of putting an end to such a 
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dialectical process. It does not have a latent ‘bent’ towards democracy, because it does not 

register the needs of the populace in any genuine sense. In contrast to hegemony, passive 

revolution suggests a distinctly limited form of elitist leadership. It is characterized not by 

genuine interest in organic, democratic rule, but rather in rule ‘from above,’ in which the 

governing elite deals with real and perceived social crisis by forestalling democratic change 

— often  by adopting the most achievable demands of the populace in the interest of their 

pacification. Longer-term transformative strategies thus play a small role in the process of 

passive revolution, which aims not to further the conflictual dynamics of history but, rather, 

to shut them down.  181

  Passive  revolutionary  rule,  as  Ian  McKay has  recently  argued,  has  long  been  a 

comfortable route for Canadian governments. For provincial and federal governments alike,  

such a style of rule answers to a Canadian predilection for limited democracy, for “obscuring 

the (contradictory)  possibilities presented by an (actual)  situation, and blunting the hard 

edges  and  difficult  questions  posed  by  any  historical  conjuncture.”  This  pattern,  in  the 

Canadian context, is often achieved cooptation — the “selective acknowledgement” of some 

demands,  and “careful  inclusion of some pivotal  leaders” into the ruling elite.  On one 182

reading, Hall-Dennis, for all its ‘Sixties’ reputation, was often an exercise in elite damage 

control: noticing the convulsive spatio-temporal consequences of a fast-changing capitalism 

and  a  social  order  that  sometimes  seemed  on  the  brink  of  radical  transformation,  the 

committee  members  selected  those  discursive  and  practical  strategies  that  offered  the 

 On this reading, then, there is a sharp distinction between “passive revolution” and “war of position,” in 181

that the reforms attained by a subaltern group in the latter process are so constructed that they create a 
dynamic leading to more and more changes in the system.

 Ian McKay, “The Canadian Passive Revolution, 1840-1950,” Capital & Class 34, 3 (October 2010), pp. 369; 182

368. 
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prospect of incorporating certain radical  democratic demands at the price of containing 

their system-changing potential.

One Canadian way of interpreting this development is as a species of “Masseyism,” 

which  takes  its  name  from  Vincent  Massey  and  his  renowned  Royal  Commission  on 

National Development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences, issued in June 1951. As interpreted 

by historian Ryan Edwardson, a “Masseyist” operation entails a top-down imposition of a 

project  of  cultural  improvement.  “Upon  the  shoulders  of  the  learned  and  enlightened 

citizens  fell  the  responsibility  for  ensuring  that  the  masses  were  elevated  above  their 

instincts,”  is  the  way  Edwardson  has  described  this  tendency.  A British-Canadian  elite, 

increasingly  conscious  of  itself  after  1945  as  the  embodiment  of  the  true  values  of  a 

vanishing Empire, hoped to persuade their fellow Canadians of their quasi-natural right to 

regulate the future evolution of Canadian culture. They were “elite citizens,” whose superior 

intelligence  and  taste  entitled  them to  prevail  in  such  new institutions  as  the  Canada 

Council as well as within older ones such as the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation.   In 183

the Masseyites’ version of cultural democracy, they figured as a sort of cultural vanguard, 

who brought a version of enlightenment to masses of Canadians still too immature to take 

on the hefty  responsibilities  of  political  life.  For  all  its  patently  backward-looking aura, 

Masseyism  was  emphatically  also  a  forward-looking  strategy,  shot  through  with  an 

institution-building  agenda and with utopian aspirations  for  the  Canadian masses  in  the 

future. 

***

 Edwardson, Canadian Content, p. 10. 183
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The committee’s first ‘democratic’ dilemma was that of determining how to deal with 

the mountain of  information the public  brought to its  door through the written briefs. 

Questions  were  immediately  raised.  Would  all  the  briefs  be  carefully  pondered  by  the 

entirety of the committee? Would they all be given equal weight in the committee’s eyes? 

The initial answers to these questions, were, in both cases, “no.” From the committee’s first 

meetings, it was asserted that they would not be able to deal with the expected volume of 

briefs  in  any  substantial  sense.  Thus,  it  was  decided  that  while  all  members  of  the 

committee would familiarize themselves with the contents of all of the briefs, a special sub-

committee would be set up to deal with them in greater detail. Then, the committee as a 

whole would selectively use that information to then decide “what type of questioning, what 

further information” would be worthy of further investigation.  184

This “Brief Sub-Committee” was put together “arbitrarily” by Hall. It consisted of 

Rainsberry and Parnall  as  co-chairmen, rounded out by E.J.  Checkeris,  J.E.  Duffin, R.E. 

Ingall, and Leopold Seguin.  Tellingly, even before the briefs had been fully examined, and 185

despite the fact that only some had begun to slowly trickle in by this point, their ultimate 

value was being questioned by the sub-committee. As Hall put it (perhaps reflecting his own 

experience on the Hall Commission on public health), the sub-committee members were 

bound to be disappointed if they hoped the briefs would greatly clarify the questions before 

 Ibid., p. 75. 184
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them. He went so far as to suggest that the briefs might even lead the committee astray. As 

he put it: “a good part of those areas that we want to hear about may not be [covered in] the 

briefs at all.” He added that “the Toronto Board of Education might [deal]  with certain 

phases of the education of the retarded, the deaf, the blind et cetera [but] I myself want to 

hear  a  hell  of  a  lot  about  them.”  These sentiments  were echoed by others,  including 186

Checkeris and Phillips, who argued that groups of obvious interest to the committee were 

under-represented,  including  ones  representing  business  and  labour.  Such  omissions 187

indicated  a  lack  of  interest  on  the  part  of  the  public  when  it  came  to  education  and 

educational reform. Thus, committee members needed to fill in such gaps.

When  the  sub-committee  members  had  finished  examining  the  briefs  in  early 

December, they did indeed find considerable deficiencies in the briefs’ collective insights 

into culture and education. As the sub-committee’s report detailed, what Hall-Dennis had 

received was useful but partial. For instance, the briefs were fewer in number than they had 

been anticipated, and did not display the topical range the committee desired — offering, 

for example, “a limited scope of curriculum.” Briefs about education “through art, music, 

and drama” were absent. Very little was said about media as a novel social and educational 

force. There was a general lack of philosophical reflection upon education and its role in 

Ontarian society.  The briefs also evinced indifference to the expanding bureaucracy that 

some committee members felt was hampering education in the 1960s — an apathy the sub-

committee found to be ironic in light of the “child-centered” views and ungrading proposals 

 “Brief Sub-Committee,” in File: “General, Establishment of Provincial Committee on Aims & Objectives of 186

Education”, AO, RG2 -168, Box no. 9, p. 10. 
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coursing through many of the briefs. And the role of the teacher in the briefs went largely 

unexplored — was she “a mechanic or an architect?” the committee asked. 188

If  anything,  there was more  resistance chez  Hall-Dennis  to the idea of  the public 

hearings  than  there  been  to  that  of  receiving  written  briefs.  Even  before  the  sub-

committee’s brief report was given to the committee, Hall-Dennis was clearly not convinced 

of the value of holding public hearings. The idea of potentially messy public events simply 

did not appeal to some on the committee. They suggested that the briefs alone would be 

enough to satisfy the democratic component of the committee’s work.  As G.A. Nash put 189

it at the committee’s first meeting, perhaps drawing upon his past experience as a lawyer, 

sitting through well over fifty public hearings might not be the best use of the time of Hall-

Dennis.  Given  the  work-load  they  entailed,  such  public  exertions  might  not  even  be 

possible.  Hall himself agreed. As he put it: the “submissions we will get will be of very 190

minor, of very minor assistance to us…. the great help we will get and what we are going to 

find is the basic research we commission and get from knowledgeable people. Much of this 

matter of public submission is, in my judgement, window dressing, has always been.”  191

Despite  these  undemocratic  sentiments,  the  decision  to  hold  public  hearings  in 

support  of  the  briefs  was  taken  at  the  15  September  1965  meeting.  This  outcome was 

partially due to pressure applied by Minister of Education Bill Davis himself, fearful perhaps 

 “Report of the Briefs Committee, December 4th, 1965,” in File: “Report of the Briefs Committee,” in AO 188

RG2-168, Box no. 1, n.p. 

 Meeting Minutes, 7 May 1965, in “File: Report of the Briefs Committee,” in AO RG2 168, Box no.10, pp. 8; 189
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of potential political fall-out if the hearings were sidelined. A refusal to take proper account 

of differing opinions was, after all, a major reason for the political failure of 1950’s Hope 

Commission.  At any rate,  Davis told Hall  that the committee should indeed hold the 192

hearings despite any misgivings about their value.  As Hall explained to the committee: 193

“[I]t is obvious that there is a very, very pronounced desire on the part of many and diverse 

organizations to make submissions,  and that would lend strength to the idea that there 

should be some public hearings lest the view might go abroad that the committee was not 

giving due attention to the representations of all groups.”  194

***

Reading  Hall-Dennis  committee’s  1968  final  report,  Living  and  Learning,  can  be, 

depending  upon  one’s  perspective,  a  deeply  rewarding  or  a  profoundly  frustrating 

experience. As a text, it is undoubtedly rich: on page after page, chapter after chapter, ideas 

and points of view bubble up to the surface,  jostle for the reader’s  attention, and often 

contradict each other. For some who encountered it in 1968 and subsequently, the result 

could be electrifying and “singularly imaginative.”  For others, it was —  to use a musical 195

metaphor —  more cacophony than counterpoint. 

I would suggest that at least part of this pattern in Living and Learning arises in part 

from the fact that Hall-Dennis — despite the plainly expressed Masseyism outlined above 

 Stamp, Schools of Ontario, pp. 187-8.  192

 Meeting Minutes, 15 September 1965, in “File: Report of the Briefs Committee,” in RG2 168, Box no. 10, p. 193
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— did, in the end, seriously attempt to incorporate some of the contents of the briefs and 

presentations presented to them into their  evolving view of postwar Ontario education. 

Living and Learning can be read as a cacophony because it attempts to contain many voices, 

many  of  which  originated  in  the  briefs  and  presentations.  Although  this  mountain  of 

documents resists easy generalizations, it is possible to discern four key themes that occur 

again  and  again  in  the  briefs  and  presentations:  individualism  and  the  whole  child, 

educational  equality,  a  national/international  dialectic,  and change  and dynamism in  the 

postwar world.                

Individuality as a potential victim of modernity was a pervasive theme in the 1960s. 

New  Leftists,  influenced  by  Herbert  Marcuse,  were  enraged  by  the  spectre  of  One 

Dimensional Man, whose life was reduced to the joyless acquisition of more and more things, 

paid for by dismally alienating work.  Jean-Paul Sartre and other  existentialists articulated 196

a vivid sense of modernity as posing a drastic challenge to ‘man,’ no longer able to look to 

God or  to  tradition  for  answers,  and  increasingly  forced  back  onto  his  own devices  in 

seeking meaning in life.  Although such philosophical theorizing might seem very distant 197

from the concerns of a committee working on education in Ontario, and hardly common in 

government commissions of any sort in Canada, it is noteworthy that Living and Learning 

 See Herbert Marcuse,  One-Dimensional  Man:  Studies  in  the  Ideology of  Advanced Industrial  Society  (Boston: 196
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McLaren  (Lanham,  Boulder,  New York,  Toronto  and  Plymouth:  Lexington  Books,  2013),  pp.287-309.  The 
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their own tradition.
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did  feel  obliged  to  respond  to  this  current:  “Even  if  one  cannot  understand  the 

Existentialists,”  Hall-Dennis  confessed,  “one can see  why they  rebel  against  thinking in 

which society and its institutions are a determining factor in the background. They believe 

that  the  individual  must  face  the  anguish  of  making  his  own  decisions  and  taking 

responsibility  for  himself—apparently  alone  and  without  hope.”  The  existentialists  had 

performed  a  noble  service  for  education  by  pointing  out  “our  subjection  of  the 

individual.”  The report drew as well upon less unfamiliar philosophical materials, notably 198

the Bible,  in its  depictions of the spiritually free individual,  pursuing liberation through 

truth; ‘The Truth Shall Set You Free’ was the motto inscribed at the top of Hall’s opening 

essay, and throughout Dewey’s developmentalist liberalism influenced all its core arguments. 

It  would hardly be an exaggeration to say that,  throughout the moment of Hall-

Dennis, the empowerment of the individual under conditions of modernity was very much 

the point of the entire exercise. (That this had beneficial economic consequences was, of 

course, an added plus). Individuality and a progressive education fit together, hand in glove. 

As Phillips mused aloud in the presence of the representatives of the City of Toronto Board 

of  Education,  progressive  education  was  an  idea  whose  time  had  at  long  last  come  in 

Ontario:  “Now, during the war and after  the war,  we had a period of  reaction that was 

strong,” he exclaimed. It now fell to the committee “to enunciate a philosophy of education 

and the question is, are the public now ready for this type of thing – that is, progressive 

experimentalism  centered  around  experienced  learning  in  instruction.  Do  you  know 

 Living and Learning, 72-73. That this reading of left existentialists meant a wholesale ‘liberalization’ of their 198

outlook, one that divested it of its system-challenging implications, is obvious.
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otherwise?”  As the Board’s presenter tellingly answered: “I think perhaps the fear is in 199

ourselves. I think the public is often more ready for these things than we think they are.”200

The idea that the child should be educated as an individual, in order to enhance that 

child’s  individuality,  was a  theme very nearly  universally  shared among those who wrote 

briefs and made presentations to the committee. For instance, representatives of the Art 

Gallery of Ontario argued that any viable curriculum for the Ontario of the mid-1960s must 

take the reality of the individual child as its starting point. This was part and parcel of the 

general  drift  of  postwar politics,  economics,  and culture in the postwar period.  As they 

wrote: “It is generally accepted today that the ultimate destiny of each individual is the total 

fulfilment of his potential. It is also accepted that in a democratic society such as ours that 

the contribution of each individual is made through that portion of his potential which is 

unique  to  him.”  Similarly,  for  the  Ontario  Teachers’  Federation,  the  primacy  of 201

individuality in education was a given, for “our society believes implicitly in the dignity and 

worth of individual human beings.” The school was the primary base for future “personal 

fulfilment” and the “full development of each person’s potential.”  Even the Association 202

for Better Basic Education [ABBE] — a conservative organization that went out of its way 

to  discredit  progressive  education  was  a  “fraud”  —  subscribed  to  some  of  its  tenets, 

particularly that of the sanctity of the individual child and the importance of education as a 

process  for  nurturing  his  or  her  individuality:  “Public  education  is  an  expression  of  a 
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 Ibid.  200

 Public Hearings, 17 January 1966, Toronto, p. 117. 201

 Public Hearings, 12 January 1966, Toronto, pp. 6; 3. 202



!  92

responsible society’s conscience. It was conceived for the purpose of giving all children … 

the opportunity to develop their individual intellectual potential through the provision of 

the essential tools for formal learning.”  203

 Though ABBE considered the child’s individuality to be a purely “intellectual” matter 

—  hence  its  resistance  to  the  more  activity-  and  experience-based  learning  methods 

favoured by most committee members — others did not. Instead, they held that the child 

could be an individual only inasmuch as she was developed in a" aspects of her personality 

—  as  a  “whole  child,”  educated  intellectually,  emotionally,  socially,  and  morally.  As  the 

Canadian  Mental  Health  Association  had  it,  education  entailed,  by  definition,  the 

nurturance of “personal growth,” based upon “the capacity of the child” to feel in different 

ways, “to strive for what is good” in society, and to understand and develop “trusting and 

positive  relationships  with  others.”  This  growth was,  for  the  Association,  stymied by 204

traditional forms of education, which focussed on the intellect in isolation from all other 

aspect of the child’s complex and individual composition:

Growth is an organic not a mechanical process. Therefore those features in any 
educational system which are the product of a mechanical concept are likely to 
impede growth and should be re-examined. The character of the machine age 
which is reflected by mass teaching rather than by personalized attention, by the 
cramming of facts into the memory for the purpose of passing an examination 
(after which they are forgotten), the rigid timetables, the grading of children like 
eggs into various streams, should be examined closely and should be recognized 
for  what  they are  –  devices  and means  which make teaching easier  and true 
education more difficult.205

 Ibid., p. 72. 203
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The  nurturance  of  the  “whole”  individual  child  meant  moving  education  beyond  the 

blackboard, the textbook, and even the classroom. The representatives of the Art Gallery of 

Ontario argued for importance of art education as part of a larger, progressive pedagogy. As 

the Gallery argued, just as “the potential of each individual is different, varying stimulants, 

varying experiences are required to reveal the individual.”  Such an education would teach 206

the individual to see critically as well as to think critically – an indispensable talent in the age 

of mass media. Such visual competency would have to be experienced outside of the school’s 

walls,  and  in  art  galleries  and  museums,  for  “art  appreciation  should  involve  direct 

experience  with  original  works  of  art  of  the  highest  quality.”  Such  spokespeople, 207

knowingly or not, were merely echoing John Dewey’s argument in School and Society that a 

progressive art education would serve as a “refinement and full manifestation” of the child’s 

“communicating and constructive instincts.”  208

Similarly, for groups such as the Ontario Geography Teachers’ Association [OGTA], 

immersion in such a multidisciplinary subject as geography should also be a key part of the 

“complete education of the whole child.” It would introduce that child to traditional text-

based classroom-learning and to more progressive approaches as well. The OGTA argued 

that  geography  could  be  made  more  “real”  through  non-textual  teaching  experiences, 

facilitated by such strategies as “graphic lesson development on the blackboard, visual aids 

(photographs,  slides,  filmstrips)  audio-visual  aids (movies)  audio aids (tapes and records), 

field  trips  (in  the  field,  to  a  museum,  to  an  industry,  etc.),  simplified maps  (wall  maps, 

 Public Hearings, 12 January 1966, Toronto, p. 128. 206
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topographic maps, globes), prose readings [and] special talks by experts.”  In these ways, 209

the child  would be given skills  such as  map-making,  as  well  as  “the ability  to  ‘see’  and 

interpret the geographical landscape … leading the student to discover things for himself, to 

develop an awareness of and an appreciation for the beauty of the natural landscape.”   210

Nearly all of the groups that wrote briefs and made presentations to Hall-Dennis 

insisted that the individuality of the “whole child” could only be realized by giving that child 

personal  agency  in  finding,  sorting,  and  digesting  knowledge  herself.  This  was,  in  part, 

because of the widespread emphasis throughout much of the Long Sixties on the centrality 

of individuality and democracy in any healthy society. But it also stemmed from what was 

considered a particularly acute postwar problem and possibility: the “knowledge explosion.” 

Due to the sheer volume of developments in postwar science, social science, humanities, 

and technology, only the individual him- or herself  could possibly make something useful 

out of this new universe of knowledge. As the Ontario Voice of Women [VoW] put it in its 

brief: “Because of the massive accumulation of knowledge, it is no longer possible to teach 

all  the facts about any subject.  Therefore it  is  important that children be taught to use 

reference materials. The ability to find out what one desires to know will be more useful 

than knowing facts which will soon be outdated.” For the VoW, “equipping” a child to do 

research was a cornerstone of a modern education, in line with the general thrust of postwar 

society.    211

***
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The writers  of  briefs  and  presenters  at  the  public  hearings  were  also  universally 

concerned with equality in education, which, of course, was part and parcel of liberalism as 

expressed through neo-progressive education reform. Many of them were highly optimistic, 

confident – in words American historian Cheryl Greenburg uses in describing the postwar 

U.S. – that “society’s existing structures could be reformed” in the direction of equality and 

tolerance.  Indeed, one can hear many American echoes in the Canadian presentations, 212

which were made at a time when the Civil Rights movement was reaching new levels of 

strength  and  Ontario  audiences,  especially  in  Toronto,  watched  with  baited  breath  the 

struggles south of the border. Canadians also were influenced by such U.S. ventures as the 

War on Poverty, the Peace Corps and the Head-Start program, all of which had Canadian 

analogues. At the same time, as the situation in the United States became steadily more 

polarized, many of them were also acutely conscious of the high price a liberal order might 

have to pay if it refused to attend to the urgent demands put forward by people who felt 

they  were  being  excluded or  diminished by  the  existing  system.  Hall-Dennis  was  being 

formulated precisely at the time when ‘revolution was in the air’ throughout much of the 

West. It came out in the very year that student and working-class revolutionaries in France 

created one of the most epochal explosions of the Global Sixties.

Although “Head Start” in particular seemed well-suited to address the pervasive fear 

aroused by a subaltern population suffering cultural deprivation, it quickly became apparent 

that this and other state programs in education suffered from distinct limitations. These 

reforms stopped conspicuously short of improving the lives of the marginalized because 
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they did not attack the economic roots of their problems. A comprehensive state-directed 

redistribution  of  wealth  was  off  the  table  in  the  United  States  as  in  Canada.  Instead, 

governments  in  both countries  sought  to  act  at  arm’s  length,  using  education as  a  tool 

through which to give children and young people the chance to improve their own  lives, 

through a  system in which all  would be given equal  opportunity  to compete on a  level 

playing field, but no more than that.  As Michael Katz acerbically puts it, education in the 

postwar period “became a painless panacea, a way, in time, to solve every social problem 

without recourse to conflict or redistribution. The good society became, in short, a horse 

race without handicaps.”  His words apply directly to the moment of Hall-Dennis.                213

 The importance of equality as a social and educational value cut across the briefs and 

presentations put before Hall-Dennis. In their argument for the importance of equality for 

the future of Ontario education, the Ontario Association for the Mentally Retarded drew 

ammunition from the United Nations – which, along with the Civil Rights Movement, was 

another great template during the 1960s for “the universal association of mankind.”  The 214

Association insisted that all children are a priori entitled to equality, something imparted to 

them  first  and  foremost  through  a  “free  and  compulsory”  education  geared  to  the 

promotion of a generally-shared culture. The individual would find through such education 

an “equal opportunity to develop his abilities, his intellectual judgement, and his sense of 

moral  and social  responsibilities.”  The Ontario  Catholic  Education Council  agreed.  It 215
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pressed Hall-Dennis to make equality uppermost in educational reform. As the Council saw 

things,  democracy,  educational equality,  and individual  and social  progress were mutually 

reinforcing: “[d]emocratic education means, if anything, an opportunity for each child to 

develop his talents, attain a position where he will be able to live in decent comfort, found a 

home, have reasonable access to the refinements of life, enjoy real freedom as a citizen.”  216

Similarly, the Citizens’ Committee on Alienated Youth — whose very name distilled 

the significant worry that modernity had sparked in some middle-class minds — used the 

notion of equality as  an instrument for stressing the importance of integrating the vast 

numbers  of  new Canadian  children  and  young  people  into  the  national  fold.  As  these 

activists argued, the price of denying such equality to Ontario youth was a serious one, 

socially and economically: investment in education in advance was more cost-effective than 

remedial social investment later on. “[T]he immigrants need help at the time when they 

arrive  and  until  they  adjust.  If  the  community  [does  not]  pay  …  then  we  will  have  a 

maladjusted individuals in our society, so I strongly urge you to ask that consideration be 

given to provide an equal opportunity for the non-English parents and their children.”  The 217

Ontario VoW concurred: “[i]f we are to have equality of educational opportunity, we must 

start at the beginning of the school training to help deprived children avoid the sense of 

failure and defeatism which come from the realization that they don’t fit into the school 

system.”  Dealing with cultural deprivation through education was infinitely preferable to 218

 Public Hearings, 11 January 1966, Toronto, p. 62. 216
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allowing children and young people become a “liability to our society and to our government 

and to our system by filling our jails and many of our institutions.”219

But how could one ensure that all  children and young people did not fail  first in 

school  and  then  in  society?  In  other  words,  how concretely  was  one  to  tackle  cultural 

deprivation and its  consequences?  While  many solutions were put forward  --  including 

increasing the number of psychologists in schools in order to detect early warning signs of 

deprivation and enhanced connections between parents and schools in order to ensure that 

they mutually understood their respective “environmental” roles in education — one of the 

most discussed attempts was ungrading. The Central  Curriculum Council  of the Kenora 

Public School Board argued that ungrading would be a valuable step to amend deprivation 

and thus  enhance liberal  equality.  As  its  brief  explained,  “no one would  argue  with  the 

concept that no two individuals are alike,” yet education as traditionally conceived made no 

allowance for that truth. It treated all children and young people as if they were identical 

with each other. Further, “[i]f we are truly sincere [in our belief] in the individual we will 

have to somehow ‘unhinge’ our schools into institutions where people may develop at their 

own speed and attain competence at  their  own level.”  From this  step,  equality would 220

organically follow. The Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA) affirmed similar ideas. 

It asserted that grades, grading and the competition they engendered were harmful to the 

child – particularly those already deprived due to their home environments.  (Here was an 221
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argument  that  would  directly  resound  in  Living  and  Learning).  As  the  CMHA put  it, 222

ungrading was a necessary step in the evolution of Ontario’s public education system, for the 

existing apparatus of grades and excessive testing increased “the anxieties and tensions of 

the child – particularly the less gifted [and so was] detrimental to both mental health and to 

social unity.”  Ungrading, as the Kenora Council proposed, could also be a useful way of 223

moving  the  rural  students  of  Northern  Ontario  into  the  educational  mainstream,  thus 

ensuring equal opportunity for them in school and later society.  As its brief argued, the 

culturally deprived child should not be failed, and instead a “flexible curriculum” should be 

enacted in the schools – one that recognized not only “the amount of content any one child 

absorbs  but  [also]  the  kind  of  person  we  develop. ”  The  City  of  Toronto  Board  of 224

Education concurred, pointing out that it was, in fact, experimenting with ungrading on a 

small scale. More government money would allow it to go even further.  225

Most  surprisingly,  some  briefs  and  presentations  suggested  that  even  certain 

intractable psychological  problems might be amended or even eliminated through a more 

flexible,  progressive,  equality-oriented  system.  The  Ontario  Association  for  Emotionally 

Disturbed Children suggested that the individuals for whom it spoke were more “normal” 

than  both  society  and  its  school  system assumed,  and  that  their  difference  from other 

children would largely vanish once the stigma attached to their conditions was removed.  226
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Representatives  of  ABBE more  bluntly  argued  that  “‘learning  disabilities’  or  perceptual 

handicaps” were labels that masked a lack of educational standards, and that once those 

standards were removed, “the great and costly boom of remedial and diagnostic clinics in 

our province will end because the need for them will disappear.”  Thus, progressives and 227

traditionalists ironically came together on the issue of special education. These arguments, 

coming from multiple points of view, clearly had an effect on Living and Learning, where one 

reads that 

the  Committee  suggests  that  if  primary  emphasis  is  placed  on  the  learning  and 
progressive development of each child as an individual, it becomes easier – as well as 
imperative – to take in a far greater number of children with a variety of personal 
strengths and weaknesses under the umbrella of the regular school program. Except 
for  the  very  severely  impaired,  such  a  rationale  would  make  what  was  formerly 
considered ‘special education’ an integral part of general education.  228

***

A third predominant theme within the presentations was a consciousness of living in 

an age of  radical  spatio-temporal  change.  The world was coming together in one global 

network. At the same time, the continental reach of U.S. power posed a serious risk to the 

Canadian nation. The former was generally seen as a source of utopian hope; the latter was a 

source of trepidation.  

What we would now refer to as ‘globalization’ was beginning to emerge as a structure 

of feeling in the mid-1960s. The concrete roots of this shift were political and economic. 

This period saw the increased movement of both capital and information around the world 

at ever-increasing speeds, accompanied by a vast increase in global migration, which added a 
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concrete  dimension  to  these  developments.  The  result  was  the  appearance  of  a 

cosmopolitan sensibility vastly different than anything seen before. As historian and social 

theorist  William Sewell  argues,  “the  boundaries  of  states  and  national  communities  no 

longer coincide[d].”  Or, in geographer David Harvey’s judgment, which draws directly 229

upon  a  phrase  from  Karl  Marx,  the  postwar  period  experienced  an  unprecedented 

“annihilation of space through time.”  It is thus no surprise that Marshall McLuhan came 230

to be seen as the ‘oracle of the age’ for many intellectuals, and a significant influence upon 

Hall-Dennis — for it was he who put his finger on the pulse of this emergent emphasis on 

globalization with his famous idea of the “global village.” As he remarked, by the 1960s, in 

Canada, as everywhere else, there “is no time or space separating events. Information and 

images bump up against each other every day in massive quantities, and the resonance of 

this interfacing is like the babble of a village or tavern gossip session … The acoustic or 

simultaneous space in which we now live is like a sphere whose center is everywhere and 

whose  margins  are  nowhere.”  The  spatio-temporal  aspects  of  modernity  —both 231

exhilarating and disturbing — had become an inescapable part of everyday reality, to which 

the educational system needs must respond.

McLuhan may have been the cleverest and most high-profile Canadian articulating 

this particular structure of feeling, but he was certainly not the only one. The idea that the 

world was radically changing was widely held among those arguing for educational reform 
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before the committee,  as  was the idea that  the school  must reckon with that  fact.  For 

instance, activists in the Ontario VoW insisted that encouraging a global awareness was one 

of  the  most  important  —  if  not  the  single  most  important  —  tasks  with  which 1960s 

educators had to deal. As they put it in their brief, in a statement worth quoting at length:

Every development in improved communications and transport has made the world 
smaller and accelerated the rate of change, in international politics and economics and 
in every area of intellectual activity. It must be one of the primary aims of education to 
understand the source, and if possible the direction of that change. The children who 
are in our public schools today will have to function in a world community. A port-hole 
view of the surrounding nations will not suffice. Children will need to have a cockpit 
view of the entire world. They will need a planetary perspective.  232

School reform could play a major role in accelerating such needed changes in perceptions of 

time and space.

Most writers and presenters argued that school reform in Ontario should be used to 

accelerate  these  changes.  As  the  Ontario  Teachers’  Federation [OTF]  had  it,  a  postwar 

“world  community”  created  through  “increased  mobility  of  population  and  improved 

communication”  posed  both  a  pedagogical  and  moral  challenge  to  children  and  young 

people:  “as  nations  live  and  work  more  closely  together,  the  need  for  harmonious  and 

peaceful  relationships  emerges  more  and  more  clearly.”  Schools,  in  their  view,  “have  an 

obligation”  to  provide  a  pedagogical  entry-way  into  those  relationships.  The  OGTA 233

summed up this attitude succinctly: education should prepare the child “to fit in successfully 

as a member of a family, as a responsible citizen of national community and perhaps a world 

community.”234
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While  a  plurality  of  brief  writers  and  presenters  recognized  the  postwar  “global 

village,”  not  all  of  them  considered  it  a  positive  development.  The  Ontario  Catholic 

Education Council  was  particularly  wary  of  the  vaunted “interdependence of  mankind.” 

Such  interdependence  came  at  a  high  price,  it  warned.  The  “wisdom  of  experience” 

associated with face-to-face communication could hardly be traded in for the less authentic 

links associated with its televisual successors. Furthermore — and McLuhan himself could 

have been cited in support of this argument — such new modes of communication risked 

engendering  a  generalized  loss  of  individual  identity  and  critical  faculties  among  those 

children and young people immersed in them. This,  in turn,  would leave them open to 

Fascist “demagoguery.”  There was a dark side to the spatio-temporal revolution inherent 235

in the new systems of communications —  one that aroused in this Council  a ‘romantic’ 

concern for the fate of the individual beset by such anonymous and potentially manipulative 

media.

Many brief-writers were worried about the fate of Canada as a free-standing country, 

a theme which, somewhat incongruously, then wove its way into Living and Learning.  For 236

some, Canada was moving towards a novel form of global understanding and tolerance —

becoming  (in  Ryan  Edwardson’s  words)  a  “non-violent,  multicultural  mosaic  of 

understanding and social cohesiveness.”  But it was also being drawn closer to the United 237

States,  the  new  global  hegemon.  That  is,  for  many  intellectuals,  postwar  Canada  was 

becoming increasingly “continentalized,” incorporated into what some referred to as the 
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‘American  Empire.’  As  massive  bilateral  trade  agreements  like  the  Auto-Pact  came into 

being, and as American cultural content increasingly filled the Canadian media landscape – 

via television shows, music, magazines, books, and films — many began to wonder just what 

it meant to be Canadian under such circumstances.  The philosopher George Grant’s acid 238

sarcasm in his 1965 best-selling book Lament for a Nation perfectly captures these concerns: 

Perhaps  we  should  rejoice  in  the  disappearance  of  Canada.  We leave  the  narrow 
provincialism and  our  backwoods  culture;  we  enter  the  excitement  of  the  United 
States where all the great things are being done. Who would compare the science, the 
art, the politics, the entertainment of our petty world to the overflowing achievements 
of New York, Washington, Chicago and San Francisco?   239

This nationalist unease was enhanced by the perceived moral and political decline of the 

U.S.  by the mid-1960s. From enjoying nearly universal  support in the West following its 

victory in the Second World War and its assumption of a leading role in the creation of 

liberal democratic institutions such as the United Nations, the U.S. now appeared to many 

Canadians to be foundering under the weight of the War in Vietnam, resistance to reform 

on Civil Rights issues, and a sharp increase in “race riots, protests, and militarism.”  How 240

could such a society serve as a ‘city upon a hill’ for Canadians and others? This led many to 

posit a new form of Canadian nationalism.  They imagined a community different than and 

even superior to the United States.  For these new nationalists,  observes historian Karen 
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Dubinsky,  it  was  the  Canadians  who  were  the  real  “‘liberal  thinkers,  ‘freethinkers,’ 

‘internationalists,’ [and] ‘rebels at heart’” in North America.  241

This  nationalist  perception  of  the  United  States  was  palpable  in  the  briefs  and 

hearings  put  before  Hall-Dennis.  ABBE,  perhaps  channelling  the  conservative  Canadian 

educational critic and arch-Masseyite Hilda Neatby, argued that postwar Canadian children 

and youth were being ruined by the progressive education emanating from that “Mecca” of 

progressivism,  Columbia  University’s  Teachers’  College  in  New  York  City.  For  them, 

progressivism  was  often  a  form  of  imperialism  in  disguise,  a  smuggled-in  version  of 

American ideology. Only a distinctly Canadian form of teaching and learning could counter 

it: “[i]t is ABBE’s hope …that the necessary leadership and ingenuity will be forthcoming in 

this educational field from knowledgeable Canadians, so that Canada will stand firmly on 

her  own feet  using  her  own talents  and ingenuity  –  [and]  no longer  [be],  educationally 

speaking, a 51st state or an American satellite.”    242

Others brief writers and presenters were more concerned with a lack of Canadian 

content  in  Ontario’s  schools  than  they  were  agitated  about  the  supposed  opposition 

between progressive and traditionalist pedagogy. For members of the History Department 

of Trinity College School, Port Hope, the lack of Canadian historical content in American-

produced textbooks was of particular concern. Without a solid grounding in the Canadian 

historical narrative, pupils could not possibly become knowledgeable, critical citizens — and 

thus they could not become full-fledged builders of the peaceable kingdom. “If there is a 
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desire for the continued existence of Canada as a separate political  entity,” they argued, 

“then the people of this country have the right to expect that the teaching of Canadian 

history in our schools  should serve some nationally  meaningful  purposes.”  In particular, 

Canadian history in the schools should elucidate “the many sources of our diversities and [it 

should] develop a deep tolerance of those diversities and thus should increase the degree of 

understanding between people living in different parts of the country.”  Others sought to 243

stress the importance of public commemoration as a nationalist pedagogical project. As the 

Ontario Catholic  Education Council  argued,  the upcoming Canadian centennial  of  1967 

should be used by the province as a nation-building device. The country it imagined was a 

fully modernized nation-state, devoted to national and global civil justice, “tolerant within 

its frontiers and in the forefront of peace and world movements favourable to the dignity of 

man.”244

Bilingualism was intertwined with both nationalism and internationalism for many 

brief-writers and presenters. It was seen as both a means of cementing a modern Canadian 

identity  and  of  introducing  unilingual  students  to  cross-border  cultural  exchanges  in  a 

globalizing world. The only brief presented to the community by actual students argued that 

second language learning —  particularly French-language learning —  was something that 

Hall-Dennis should take very seriously. As the “Students of Deer Park School” in Toronto 

explained: “In Ontario all are aware of the problem of biculturalism and bilingualism, and 

for the most part the English take the English view [but are] we aware of the French culture 
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and  French  language?  [Should]  we  learn  more  of  their  language?  The  answer  is  yes.”  245

Representatives of business and industry agreed. The Canadian Manufacturers’ Association 

[CMA] argued that the “value and importance of a knowledge of more than one language is 

fully recognized by those in business and manufacture.” Bilingualism should be initiated at 

an early age in Ontario schools.  Such a move would be “in the interests of national unity 246

and business interests, because it is definitely a handicap not to be bilingual if you are doing 

business in Quebec … as far as we are concerned, we like to have more students be bilingual 

[and] we would like to see [this] accelerated [and] we don’t understand the difficulties in 

that acceleration.”   247

Some went further,  arguing that second-language learning was a  crucial  means of 

easing children and young people into the global  village.  The City of  Toronto Board of 

Education asserted that the international ramifications of bilingualism were clear: “in order 

to get an understanding of other peoples which we will  have to have as communication 

becomes even faster and more direct, I think it necessary that we communicate in more 

than one language.”  The Ontario VoW was stronger still on this point: “For the child who 248

lives in an age of rapid communications the study of a foreign language will  be of great 

benefit in understanding a cultural heritage other than his own. For increased travel to and 

commerce with other countries as well as for international relations, a second language will 
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be very useful to our children.”  Such global sentiments would be carried forward into 249

Living  and  Learning:  “[t]he  modern  world  is  multi-lingual.  The  revolution  in  travel  and 

communications  has  made us  neighbours  of  many peoples  whose  mother  tongue is  not 

English. To understand and communicate with these neighbours, we must master additional 

languages. The day of unilingualism and splendid isolation is over.”       250

***

The notion that the Ontario of the 1960s was a very different place than that of pre-

war Ontario, or even the Ontario of a decade earlier, was a ubiquitous theme among the 

brief-writers  and  presenters.  That  modernity  was  an  omnipresent  reality  and  a  cultural 

challenge was simply everywhere in the briefs; Hall-Dennis was hardly imposing this theme 

upon an unwitting Ontario public. The briefs and presentations only buttressed the idea 

among the committee that perpetual, forward-moving change was the order of the day, and 

(to cite Zygmunt Bauman)  that all  things in postwar Ontario were subject to “a state of 

constant transgression.”   251

As the OTF wrote in its  brief,  any viable set of aims and objectives for postwar 

Ontario education would have to equip children and young people to ride successive waves 

of  social,  cultural,  and  economic  change.  Children  should  be  schooled  for  “greater 

adaptability” so that they could readily “cope with an inevitably changing world.”  The 252
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ossifying influence of traditional education —  in large measure, an elaborate straw-man — 

was  the  foil  for  these  arguments.  The  Federation  of  Women Teachers’  Associations  of 

Ontario [FWTAO] stressed that the committee’s work would be especially difficult because 

while  postwar  Ontario’s  social  and  economic  underpinnings  were  quickly  changing,  the 

educational superstructure was deeply and harmfully entrenched. Indeed, it would have to 

be overthrown by the committee: “[H]ad society remained comparatively static after the 

present curriculum had been adopted, it is possible that minor modifications from time to 

time would have been sufficient.  The almost  cataclysmic  changes  experienced in  recent 

years,  however,  demand  a  much  more  radical  approach  …  to  adapt  the  educational 

experiences provided for the children of Ontario not only to a rapidly changing way of life, 

but to the concept of change itself.”   253

Even  those  inclined  to  defend  traditional  education  called  upon  Hall-Dennis  to 

fundamentally redefine it in order to encompass the notion of unceasing change. Members 

of the History Department of Port Hope’s Trinity College School argued, on the one hand, 

that  there  was  an “over-emphasis  in  education today on the rapidly  changing nature  of 

modern  society.”  Yet  on  the  other,  they  insisted  that  modernity  could  not  be  ignored. 

Postwar education necessary focused on “[p]reparing children to lead happy and useful lives 

in a world of change, to adjust to and understand the world as it is, [and] to cope with the 

startling advances in science and technology” surrounding them on all sides.  To this end, 254

they insisted that the committee should retain history in the curriculum, as a means of 
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balancing change and dynamism. History, for them, would play a crucial role in this new 

environment, by giving students “depth and perspective” on the modern world.255

There was a darker side to this notion of change for the brief writers and presenters, 

encompassed in the idea of “automation,” or the subordination of “the worker’s sense of 

pace to the timing of the machine.” (Some even foresaw the total replacement of the worker 

by  the  machine.)  There  were  misgivings  about  these  developments  —  ones  tied  to 256

longstanding  dystopian  notions  of  humanity  being  superseded  by  machines.  Yet  a 

remarkable  number  of  presenters  saw  the  brighter  side  of  automation.  The  Ontario 

Chamber of Commerce hailed it as a “second industrial revolution,” and the Ontario VoW 

proclaimed it a boon for human liberty:

Automation has reduced the amount and changed the character of the work that 
people do and will continue to do, until, as some predictors have stated, by the 
year 2000 the working day will be reduced to 4 hours and the machines will take 
over the rudimentary tasks leaving men free for  the highly complex tasks of 
directing machines and ordering and giving meaning to our society. Also man will 
be freer to tend to the needs of his fellow man at home and all around the world. 
‘Education must equip people to live in a society where conservation replaces 
exploitation, [and] a redirected energy finds new outlets in culture and the arts.’ 
No longer will the major portion of a person’s life be dictated by the demands of 
a job; there will be greater responsibility on each person to form a life pattern for 
himself which has some meaning.    257

But how to realize this utopia through educational reform? According to some of the 

brief-writers  and  presenters,  such  an  accommodation  to  the  new realities  of  capitalism 

would involve a  two-pronged approach:  emphasizing science and technology on the one 
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hand, and, on the other, critical thinking and communication skills. For the FWTAO, school 

instruction  in  science  and  technology  was  key  to  preparing  students  for  the  modern 

workforce. It was just as crucially a means of opening their minds to the idea of technology 

as a means of general progress.  The CMA adopted a similar line. The arrival of automation 258

had made the “thorough and deep reaching investigation of science increasingly important.” 

It urged Hall-Dennis to re-imagine an education system that would acclimatize students to 

this technological society —  to a world in which “answers to questions and solutions to 

problems do not remain static.” It was also, in the CMA’s view, important to give students a 

proper  grasp  of  mathematics,  science,  engineering,  and  cognate  subjects,  since  these 

disciplines would assist in the discovery of technocratic solutions to novel and perennial 

social problems.  259

Critical thinking and communication skills were also foregrounded in the briefs and 

presentations given to the committee. As the Ontario Teachers’ Federation put it, “[w]ith 

scientific and technological developments constantly changing the pattern of occupations 

and our whole mode of living,” in both “work and life,” people must be transformed into far 

more adaptable, far more modern versions of themselves. The boon of automation would 

reduce  the  number  of  jobs  requiring  manual  labour,  while  increasing  the  number  of 

professions in which creativity and critical thinking skills would be foregrounded. There was 

going to be an ever “greater need” for “citizens capable of independent thought.” Thus, a 

more progressive, flexible, and experimental education was needed in postwar Ontario.  260
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Closely tied to this optimistic appraisal of automation was the idea of communication, a 

traditional  notion  given  a  modern  twist.  Communication,  for  many  brief  writers  and 

presenters,  was  as  important  as  critical  thought,  because  in  the  flux  of  the  modern 

workplace,  constant  learning  on  the  job  would  be  necessary.  This  would  be  impossible 

without enhanced communication skills among all Ontario children and youth. As the CMA 

asserted, notions of vocationalism from an earlier era were now passé.  The all-around learner 

–  the  ultra-communicative  team-player  –  was  now desirable.  Educational  reform should 

capitalize on this reality, providing students with “basic knowledge” and “communication 

skills embracing reading comprehension and organized written and oral expression, basic 

numbers skills,  basic geography, history and science, with the utmost importance placed 

upon communication skills as these are vital to the further learning which will be required 

of the student.”  261

***

These  four  themes  --  individualism and  the  whole  child,  equality  of  choice  and 

chance for all, the nationalism/internationalism dialectic, and change and dynamism in the 

postwar world – dominated the briefs and presentations on education reform given to Hall-

Dennis.  That  said,  there  were  three  powerful  counter-themes  also  at  work  in  these 

submissions: parental rights within the educational state, Aboriginal education in postwar 

Ontario, and internationalism and global peace. While these themes were not developed by 

the  majority  of  the  brief  writers  and  presenters,  they  found  their  way  into  Living  and 

Learning all the same, sometimes in unexpected ways. 
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One of the most important developments in Ontarian and Canadian education in the 

postwar  period  was  an  unprecedented  growth  in  the  educational  state  –  i.e.,   the 

“institutions,  devices,  practices,  and  techniques  of  power”  mediating  education  and 

educational  change  and  reform,  particularly  after  1960.  As  Gidney  puts  it,  “What  is 262

remarkable about the 1960s [is that] in the name of providing a better and more extended 

education for all Ontario’s young people, public policy became aggressively interventionist 

on a wide variety of fronts.”  While this development was, on the one hand, just a practical 263

response to demographic pressures, increased immigration, and the baby boom, it also went 

much further in terms of bureaucratic expansion and administrative innovation.  After the 

Second World War, command and control of the rapidly evolving system moved deeper into 

Queen’s Park. As was made clear in many brief and presentations given to Hall-Dennis, this 

central  planning  was  exactly  what  many  postwar  Ontarians  concerned  with  education 

wanted. As a brief from one impoverished northern public school board observed, “in an 

area like Kenora where you have a population of fifty-five thousand, excluding the Lakehead, 

you do have to set up a terrific resource area in there, and no local board could do it … I 

think the day of the local curriculum committee deciding what they should teach is quite 

suspect.”  If centralization were combined with the equalization of opportunities, it would 264

find many supporters in Ontario.

Yet  such centralization of  the  educational  state  also  had its  critics.  As  might  be 

expected,  many  of  these  groups  were  associated  with  the  Catholic  system;  others  were 
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affiliated with other religious bodies. These brief-writers and presenters collectively focused 

their  attack  on  the  educational  rights  of  parents.  As  the  Ontario  Catholic  Education 

Council  baldy stated it,  Hall-Dennis  should very carefully  consider the cultural  costs  of 

expanding the educational state’s influence. The committee should listen, not only to the 

calls for more government involvement, but also to those for more parental and local power. 

Hall-Dennis should honour the “flexibility demanded by respect for parents and for local 

preferences.”  The London Separate School Board agreed. Hall-Dennis should think twice 265

before infringing upon the prerogatives of the family. After all, it was within the family that 

one found “the primary and principal educators who … provide the first school of social 

virtues, and who … form their children’s basic attitudes and relationships to God and their 

fellow-men.”  The Catholic Education Council also urged the committee to consider the 266

child’s  relation  to  the  family,  which  constituted  a  bulwark  again  a  destructive  form of 

individualism. From its perspective, 

the child cannot be studied as some kind of isolated, developing organism, apart from 
his normal milieu of the family circle … society does not bring the child into the world, 
that is the function of the father and mother. He is very much the fruit of their loving 
union,  determined  in  many  characteristics  by  this  immediate  ancestry,  particularly 
attuned to their close and sympathetic attention … this basic reality must be kept in 
mind in studying the role of the school.  267

For the Council, this delicate relationship would be fundamentally violated if strangers and 

“experts” were allowed to trespass upon the family’s traditional domain. And an important 

safeguard against any such transgression was the local school trustee, whose powers should 

 Public Hearings, 11 January 1966, Toronto, pp. 52.265

 Public Hearings, 7 January 1966, London, in File: “London,” in AO RG2 168, Box no. 10, pp. 162-3.266
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be enhanced.  The Ontario Separate School Trustees’ Association argued that trustees did 268

not have enough power to defend children against powerful interests. They were typified in 

the Association’s mind by the designers of the psychological tests that the larger school 

boards were imposing on children without the consent of their parents. Thus, the trustees’ 

role as “representatives of the parents” should be enhanced by Hall-Dennis. As servants of 

parental interests, board members should also be recognized through remuneration for their 

work.  As these brief-writers asserted, the encroachment of the liberal state upon private 269

familial interests was not an enhancement of postwar democracy, but rather a despoliation 

of basic rights and freedoms. All that was solid – loving families, parental authority, healthy 

communities, well-raised and psychologically-integrated children –  might melt into air,  if 

Hall-Dennis failed to grasp the darker side of modernity. 

The  question  of  Aboriginal  education  prompted  a  somewhat  similar  critique  of 

modernity.  Whether  it  wanted  to  or  not,  a  commission  disinclined  to  take  historical 

knowledge seriously was confronted, especially in the north, with the centuries-old legacies 

of the past.  At a time of the Civil Rights movement in the United States, liberals such as 270

those in Hall-Dennis could scarcely help seeing certain parallels between the treatment of 

Blacks in the South and that accorded the First Nations of Ontario. From the Victorian era 

to the 1960s, Aboriginal education had grown into a vast colonial venture in imposing a 

racialized form of modernity upon Indigenous communities conceptualized as modernity’s 

 Since Davis had engineered a major consolidation of boards in 1962 that eliminated many trustees, the 268

Council might have more realistically called for the local trustees’ reinstatement.

 Public Hearings, 14 January 1966, Toronto, pp. 55-56; 91. 269
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other.  By  design,  and  often  through  collaborations  between  church  and  state,  many  in 

Aboriginal communities were severed from traditional forms of teaching and learning. This 

strategy was,  of course,  most blatantly realized in residential  schools --  the most glaring 

means of grafting First Nations groups into the modern Canadian state. As historian John 

Milloy  explains,  residential  schools  were  designed  as  a  means  of  elevating  Aboriginal 

children to the level of white, “civilized” Canadians, taking them “into the bosom of the 

Canadian nation to dwell in equality with other subjects of Her Majesty.”  Through this 271

process, they would be moulded into useful economic and political subjects, and neutralized 

as a possible threat to the formation of the Canadian liberal order. In this model of imposed 

modernity, the child’s contact with her parents and her community had to end — forever if 

possible — in order to prevent a possible backslide into traditional Aboriginal lifeways. As 

Milloy explains, the traditional Aboriginal child’s “ontology,” i.e. his or her view of the world 

as passed down to her through her parents and community, had to be short-circuited, and 

replaced by one “filled with European ‘meaning.’”  The process was to be a totalizing one, 272

with no life outside of the school.  As Milloy puts it:  “The school was a circle –  an all-

encompassing environment of re-socialization … One culture was to be replaced by another 

through  the  work  of  the  surrogate  parent,  the  teacher.”  The  echoes  of  this  vast 273

experiment in cultural reprogramming —  a most forceful imposed change of the spatio-

temporal order governing the lives of aboriginal children — were to be heard in the briefs 

presented to the committee; in much more subdued form, they can still be heard in Living 

 John S.  Milloy,  A National  Crime:  The  Canadian Government  and the  Residential  School  System,  1879 to  1986  271

(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 1999), 31.

 Ibid., 37.272

 Ibid., 33. 273
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and Learning. Hall-Dennis was clearly concerned with the illiberal dimensions of Aboriginal 

education. Through the briefs and presentations, they came face-to-face with what historian 

Bryan Palmer has described as the “‘discovery of the ‘Indian’ in the 1960s.” This moment 

entailed  a  new  intensity  among  Aboriginal  Canadians  as  they  protested  against  the 

conditions of their lives and, simultaneously, an attempt by liberal Anglo-Canadians to make 

Canada a truly equalitarian state by erasing differences between Aboriginal Canadians and 

other citizens.   274

Aboriginal educational issues were brought to the committee in early 1966 through 

two forceful briefs and presentations: one by A. Solomon, Co-ordinator for Canada’s Indian 

Hall  of  Fame,  and  the  other  by  the  Indian-Eskimo  Association  of  Canada  (of  which 

Solomon was also a member). What Solomon was presented to Hall-Dennis was not quite 

the  radicalism that  lay  just  around  the  corner  in  the  form of  the  growing  Red  Power 

movement.  His critiques of Aboriginal schooling proceeded along liberal lines — although 275

it would be a mistake to miss their incipiently sharper, post-colonial edge, especially when 

they are contrasted with other submissions to the committee touching on this issue. Merely 

to have this voice present, and speaking on its own behalf, was significant. 

In  both  briefs,  it  was  argued  that  Aboriginal  Canadians  were  barred  entry  to  a 

modern world made for Europeans alone. These critics wished their communities to enter 

modernity, but on their own terms. As the Association had it, 

 Bryan Palmer, Canada's 1960s: The Ironies of Identity in a Rebe"ious Era (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 274

2009), 378. 

 On Red Power, see Scott T. Rutherford, Canada's Other Red Scare: Rights, Decolonization, and Indigenous Political 275

Protest in the Global Sixties, Ph.D. Thesis, Queen’s University, 2011.  
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Our goal is to ensure that Indians, Metis, and Eskimos have opportunities for progress 
and fulfillment equal to those of other Canadians … One of the specific objects of the 
Association is  to help Indians and Eskimos receive the education they require for 
today’s dynamic and ever-changing industrial society.  276

As these critics went on to point out, such a transition would not be possible within the 

structures set up by the “dominant society.” These structures constituted  powerful barriers 

that had “separated the Indian from the mainstream of social and economic progress.”  277

According to the Association, rectifying this situation would involve building an educational 

system that would not assimilate Aboriginal Canadians but rather recognize the legitimacy 

of their claim to have their distinctive ways — including their belief in a life in harmony 

with nature and their communitarian lifestyles privileging equality over the acquisition of 

wealth — recognized and honoured.  278

The existing textbooks, with their disparaging portrayals of Aboriginal Canadians, 

were  especially  targeted  by  these  critics.  As  Solomon argued,  such textbooks  portrayed 

Aboriginal Canadians in deeply negative terms. In fact, history was being used as a weapon 

against Aboriginal peoples: 

I had very little formal education and the constant reference to the savage Indians of 
Canada  has  always  been  a  curse  to  us  in  school  and  out.  There  has  always  been 
reference made to the treachery of Indian people during the settlement of Canada, 
and the U.S.A., when the reverse was in fact the truth … in fact, [the Europeans] were 
involved in the greatest land swindle in the history of man. This sort of conditioned 
thinking had been the root of much of our troubles now and in the past, and is a 
hindrance to true progress.  279
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Solomon recommended that  an “Advisory  Council  of  Indians”  be  set  up to  counsel  the 

government on history as taught in Ontario schools.  In Living and Learning, one finds an 280

almost visceral rejection of compulsory history textbooks and a sharp denunciation of the 

ways in which history had been taught in the schools – but very little indication that the 

commission attributed much weight to this subaltern voice, since it remained content to 

comprehend First  Nations  issues  within  “cultural  deprivation”  frameworks  that  had  the 

effect  of  blaming Aboriginal  Canadians  themselves  for  their  supposed inability  to  enjoy 

modernity’s benefits.

It was important that Solomon and the Association had not wanted to sever ties with 

the federal government outright.  As Solomon pointed out, such a move would amount to a 

further injustice. Rather, they wanted more provincial investment in education added on to 

federal spending, in order to tackle socio-economic problems and promote early learning on 

the part of Aboriginal children. In their vision, a new form of Aboriginal education would be 

geared not to the assimilation of indigenous children but rather designed to produce cultural 

and political leaders for their communities. “A new concept of life must be taught, skills 

developed, while retaining respect for the Indian cultures and traditions,” the Association 

argued, thus “enabling the Indian to find his way into the national community [yet standing 

on his] own legs economically and politically.”  As will be examined in the next chapter, 281

Hall-Dennis  took this  particular  theme quite  seriously,  going so far  as  to  commission a 

research report  and an expert  presentation on Aboriginal  education,  the latter  given by 

Father André Renaud of the University of Saskatchewan, a figure recommended to them in 

 Ibid., p. 31, emphasis in original.280
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both of these briefs and presentations. In essence, like the Catholic briefs, those coming 

from Aboriginal communities critiqued an emergent form of modernity in which cherished 

cultural  distinctions  and affiliations  were  melted  away,  leaving  children  at  the  mercy  of 

powerful  socio-economic  forces  over  which  neither  they  nor  their  parents  could  exert 

meaningful control.  

Finally, internationalism and global peace constituted a third counter-theme in the 

briefs submitted to Hall-Dennis. Especially in the 1930s, when many progressives yearned to 

see a school system purged of its cadets and converted to the cause of a more peaceful and 

rational  world,  there  had  been  a  significant  overlap  between  global  awareness  of  a 

civilization in danger and local activism with respect to educational issues.  A burgeoning 282

peace movement in Canada, associated with such organizations as the VoW, was inspiring 

many Canadians with visions of the horrors of a nuclear war.  It wanted the schools to 283

reflect its values.

Although,  as  we  have  seen,  many  Ontarians  in  the  1960s  linked  the  reform of 

education to the advent of new notions of human rights as manifest in the United Nations, 

peace activists offered an incipiently critical counter-globalism, in which they highlighted 

not the utopian prospects of the ‘global village’ but the dystopian prospects of nuclear war. 
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For the VoW, issues of global war and peace could not be ignored in favour of globalist 

utopianism.  In  this,  they  were  in  line  with  an  anti-war,  countercultural  radicalism then 

coming into being on campuses across North America and in Europe in the 1960s. 

For  VoW, World  War  III  was  a  possibility  that  Hall-Dennis  would  be  remiss  to 

ignore in its re-shaping of postwar Ontario education. As they wrote: “Voice of Women is a 

democratic, non-partisan organization which seeks to unite women throughout the world in 

an all-out campaign to reject war and to work for peace.” They then added that education in 

Ontario too often served as a barrier to such peace. Education should play a key role in 

creating an alternative to the state-perpetuated violence seen both in the Cold War arms 

race between the United States and the Soviet Union, and in the “hot wars” being waged 

within the newly developing ‘Third World.’ 

According to VoW, education in mid-century Ontario and Canada had often served 

as a propaganda tool, fostering unnecessary hatred between the East and the West. To a 

large extent, history textbooks were responsible for this state of affairs. They presented “all 

Russians”  as  “bad  people”  and  “all  Americans”  as  good  people”;  some  also  contained 

unsettling examples of anti-Semitism.  Such flawed, if not outright hateful, texts needed 284

to be replaced immediately by more humane ones, in order to beat back the madness of 

Cold War. VoW linked its political critique of militarism to a methodological critique of 

history-teaching in the schools: 

History is taught as a set of facts. However, it is important that pupils learn to apply 
the past to present events and in this way add depth and perspective to their outlook. 
It is not enough to tell students that certain things happened in the past. They must 

 Public Hearings, 10 January 1966, Toronto, p. 144.284
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learn to understand why they happened. In looking at the world today they must learn 
to make judgements about whether certain aspects of society work for the benefit of 
its members or whether they do not … it is worth asking why nations go to war with 
each other when the results of this war (killing, desecration of the countryside, etc.) 
are things which no one desires.  285

Hall-Dennis largely agreed with VofW, and some of its peace agenda, shorn of its 

radical implications, survived in the text of Living and Learning. As committee member R.E. 

Ingall (master at Peterborough Teachers’ College and Chairman of the Ontario Teachers’ 

Federation  Curriculum Revision Co-ordinating Committee) put it, the prospect of nuclear 

war and its anxiety-inducing effect on children and young people should indeed be an issue 

of concern for educators: “I know for a fact that children aged 8, 9, and 10, for example, ask 

in a skilful way about this; they are scared about this nuclear bomb and they don’t like it, 

they are afraid of it.” He then added, “We have this tremendous rise in student movements 

of various kinds in this last year or two, and I think they are trying to play some part [in 

global peace, and] I think this is all to the good, it is a good thing.”  On the topic of the 286

developing war in Vietnam, Phillips agreed that education should play a role in instructing 

Canadians against all such deadly ventures.  Concerns such as these would only grow in the 287

minds of Hall-Dennis as its work continued (and as the New Left and the counterculture 

gathered force and cultural  influence,  in  Canada and in the United States  and Europe). 

Living and Learning would pronounce the children and young people of Ontario quite right 

to “express a growing concern about worldly problems [including]  the looming threat of 

annihilation.”  Yet  likely  of  more  long -term  significance  than  this  congenial 288
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acknowledgement of such youthful concern was the way in which these arguments about 

peace supplied more grist for the Hall-Dennis general hostility to the textbook, especially 

the history textbook, which it had come to consider an eminently dispensable item in the 

modern educator’s arsenal.

Through the submission of written briefs, and later through public hearings based 

upon  those  briefs,  Hall-Dennis  came  to  round-out  its  views  on  key  issues,  including 

individuality and equality in education, nationalism and internationalism as they impinged 

upon education in the late-twentieth century, and the notion of change and dynamism in 

contemporary Canada. Its members also heard about important critical views on education 

and education reform, including those regarding parental rights, Aboriginal education, and 

the desire for global peace. This important phase of Hall-Dennis’ work constituted the first 

and last  time the committee would have direct  contact  with the Ontario public  before 

drafting Living and Learning.

Hall-Dennis made a sincere effort to consult with Ontarians; many Ontarians made 

equally sincere efforts to persuade Hall-Dennis to consider their viewpoints, some of which, 

in somewhat disorderly form, would be echoed in muffled form in the final report. Thus 

those who had sought to bring radical or discordant voices to the committee were certainly 

not  silenced.  Yet,  as  Chapters  Seven  and  Eight  will  reveal  in  detail,  such  ‘oppositional’ 

voices, ones advancing critiques of modernity, some with communitarian and others with 

anti-racial connotations, were only preserved in altered form. They were absorbed by Hall-

Dennis,  and  then  re-presented  to  the  world  divested  of  their  system-challenging 

implications and devoid of their radical politics. In such absorption we can see the logic of 
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passive  revolution  operating  in  Ontario’s  educational  politics  in  the  1960s.  Democracy, 

justice, and peace were all praised — as long as they could be managed in such a way as not 

to disrupt the liberal order to which the committee owed its deepest loyalty. 
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Chapter Four 

 ‘A Theory of Pegs and Gaps’: Expert Presentations and Research Reports 

The achievement of educational modernity, this thesis argues, was the key objective 

of Hall-Dennis. By this I mean that Hall-Dennis believed the schools of Ontario must be 

reshaped in order to accommodate a vast pattern of change reshaping the province, the 

country, and the world – a change made up of drastic changes in capitalist societies, a future-

oriented perspective on time, a communications revolution, new sciences of the social, and 

all the unbounded dreams and nightmares inspired by this vortex of dramatic developments. 

At  a  time  when  the  centre  was  not  holding,  it  was  incumbent  on  those  charged  with 

planning an “industry” like that of Ontario education to be fully cognizant of these five faces 

of modernity – which were, of course, always implied by one another. And although, as we 

have just seen, Hall-Dennis did consult Ontarians, especially those with an organizational 

interest in education, for their insights into education, it accorded much more status to the 

experts whose scientific evaluations were considered especially significant. 

A key element of  modernity is  a  new insistence that  worldly  knowledge requires 

reflexivity — the capacity to disembed oneself from the immediacy of one’s socio-economic 

life and attain a level of abstract understanding of the system within which one functions 

and which one aspires to change. And so, Hall-Dennis paid full homage to the experts. At 

the same time, it subtly discriminated among them. It had a marked preference for those 

who offered a utopian vision of modernity in which human warmth and spontaneity were to 

be preserved, and a marked disinclination to showcase the more ‘realistic’ views of experts 

who confronted the committee with less tractable visions of the new order. One might say 
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of Hall-Dennis that it was invested in a moderate  modernity —  a modernity without the 

conflicts and difficult choices that some Ontarians thought lay in the province’s near future.

***

That  modernity  had  an  economic  logic  –  that  corporate  capitalism meant  new 

spatio-temporal patterns as people struggled to understand and flourish within the ever-

changing material world it entailed – was never in doubt in Hall-Dennis. The committee was 

by no means skittish about acknowledging that education must accommodate industry – 

that,  in  fact,  it  itself  was  one  of  Canada’s  largest  industries.  “Human capital”  must  be 

developed in order to accommodate the needs of business. Yet, at the same time, human 

individuality must be revered. In the world of Hall-Dennis, these two propositions were not 

in contradiction with each other.

Lacking an economist among its members, the committee turned to O.J. Firestone, a 

professor of economics at the University of Ottawa. Firestone had just contributed to Hall’s 

Royal  Commission  on  Health  Services  and  he  arrived  at  Hall-Dennis  on  Hall’s 

recommendation.  No  doubt,  he  was  also  chosen  because  of  his  ongoing  work  on 289

education, human capital, and economic growth in Canada. This research would eventuate 

in Industry and Education, published in 1968, in which Firestone drew upon the work of the 

American economist W.W. Rostow to argue that all economies proceeded through discreet, 

progressive “stages,” beginning with the “traditional” and culminating, after “take-off,” with 

fully  modernized  consumer  societies  that  resembled  Rostow’s  own  United  States.  This 

“modernization theory” undergirded Firestone’s work for Hall-Dennis. These ideas underlay 

 Dennis, Learning Circus, p.166. 289
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his work for Hall-Dennis –  particularly the idea Canada by the 1960s had achieved this 

“take-off.”  Education  should  be  used  to  consolidate  and  further  that  achievement.   290

Economists must pay close attention to the education system because it was of fundamental 

importance,  Firestone argued –  a  stance that no doubt endeared him to the committee 

members.   291

Hall  himself  wrote  Firestone’s  “Research  Assignment”  in  August,  1966,  which 

revealed the centrality of Firestone’s project – revealing entitled “Investment in Education” 

– whose terms of reference were finalized in August, 1966. This project was to be “a study to 

indicate the degree of expected return on expenditure for education in Ontario, to describe 

the economic relationship of educational expenditure to G.N.P., and to outline the factors 

that determine the form and the efficiency and the investment at a given point in time.”  292

Hall  then  pointed  toward  a  number  of  research  issues  of  the  committee’s  work  that 

“immediately pose questions that have an economic base” on which he wanted Firestone 

specifically to focus: 

To what  extent  should  the  aims  of  education be  based upon economic 
factors determined by the culture?

Is a productive skill one of the prime needs of the child?

Does the current curriculum pattern meet the technological needs of the 
future working force?

How is the country’s human resource factor affected by the retention of 
students in school for a longer period of time?

 O.J. Firestone, Industry and Education: A Century of Canadian Development (Ottawa: University of Ottawa 290
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Would  the  achievement  of  bilingualism  in  Ontario  be  economically 
advantageous to the majority? The Minority? The nation as a whole?

Assuming the desirability of equal educational opportunity, (a) does it exist? 
(b) if not, what are the economic conditions required to bring it about?

(a) What are the economic considerations of adequate teacher training and 
supply for the whole province? (b) What was the ratio of the teacher force 
to the total labour force in Ontario during successive periods beginning in 
1946  and  extended  to  1966?  And  what  would  be  a  sound  economic 
projection?

In terms of the economics of education, how efficient is the present system 
of technical and vocational education? How efficient is the present system 
of technical  and vocational education? What are the direct and indirect 
economic gains to be derived by improving the quality of the labour force? 
What are the economic implications of the present system of university 
admission?

He then instructed Firestone to analyze existing information and to generate new data on 

the educational needs of industry. He was also to solicit graduating high school students’ 

opinions with regard to education and economics.  Firestone was to be paid $75 dollars per 293

day for 100 days. The committee was so eager to establish itself as one fully engaged with 

Ontario’s demand for human capital that it planned to publish Firestone’s findings in the 

final report’s supplementary volume, even before seeing the study in its final form.  294

Firestone drew a stark lessons from his data, generated from a questionnaire sent to 

certain  firms  enquiring  about  their  employees:  more  education  equalled  more  human 

capital.  Salaries  went  up  as  educational  levels  increased.  Drawing  directly  upon  the 295

opinions  of  businessmen,  Firestone  argued  that  more  could  be  done  to  mesh  Ontario 
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schools  with  Ontario  industries.  As  the  president  of  Great  Lakes  Forgings  Limited  of 

Windsor  advised  him,  “Our  major  needs  are  for  skilled  employees  in  the  categories  of 

hammermen,  heaters,  millwrights,  electricians,  stationary  engineers,  maintenance  men, 

(heavy machinery repair), die sinkers, machinists, foremen, etc. I do not know of any local 

school courses that train people specifically for the above jobs.” The editor of the Sarnia 

Gazette heretically observed that “[v]ocational students tend to be introverts, as if they are 

selected almost totally because they are ‘misfits.’ Many drop-outs are really better adjusted 

to earning a living (sociologically)  than most students.” The Assistant Superintendent for 

Employee Relations for the Algoma Steel Corporation Limited remarked, 

There is a tendency among educators to shift the blame for curricula which do not 
meet the needs of industry to the industries for having standards which are too high. 
This is based on the erroneous assumption that industry does not know what it wants 
and only the educators can make such a decision. This philosophy may be comforting 
to the educators but it is not helpful to industry. The job of schools is to educate. We 
prefer employees with broad educations. Industry’s job is to train.  296

There was more work to be done to improve Ontario’s human capital so that it might play 

its proper role in Ontario’s business. 

Firestone’s  student  survey  aimed to  establish  some basic  facts  about  high school 

students – how long they went to school, what jobs they attained after graduation, and the 

students’  own evaluation of the usefulness of  their  high school education vis-à-vis  after-

school  employment.  Some students  poured  scorn  on  Ontario’s  ‘traditional’  education 297

system. One student alumnus of  Port  Arthur Colligate in Toronto wrote that  “[f]oreign 

languages should be started early in primary school. More emphasis should be placed on 
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teaching students to reason instead [of] the emphasis [being] placed on memorization of 

data.”  Another from Winston Churchill High School in St. Catharines believed that “(a) 

Teachers  should  teach  the  students  in  high  school  and  not  subject  matter.  This  would 

prepare you better for your future occupation. (b) History is the events of the past and the 

far-reaching effect it  has on us today –  therefore:  history and economics should include 

culture – student exchange with ALL PROVINCES.” One former student from H.B. Beal 

Secondary School in London, later an apprentice mechanic, wrote that schools should offer 

more student choice in terms of subject matter and a better guidance system. They should 

treat students like autonomous adults, not children. “Why,” he asked pointedly, “do high 

schools make students sick of school with subjects they aren’t interested in and will not use 

in the trade and with so much homework in these subjects?”298

In  his  report  to  the  committee,  entitled  “Economics  and  Education,”  Firestone 

provided a “wide range of observations, opinions, hypotheses and recommendations” on the 

“relationship between education and economics.”  For Firestone, expressing convictions 299

that would later be seen as archetypically Fordist,  the connection between the two was 

strong, and should get stronger. Civil society should be adapted to the needs of industry. 

Specifically, a child should early learn how to perform as homo economicus. From the very first, 

the child was both “a consumer and a potential producer,” according to Firestone.  What 300

she learned first within the family and then in the school would have a direct effect on her 
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potential  “consumer  expenditure  pattern”  and “productive  capabilities.”  For  Firestone, 301

exposure to television from an early age would such a child an avid reader in later life. This 

training  would  generate  a  kind  of  critical  consciousness  about  advertising  that  would 

paradoxically facilitate the emergence of a consumer mentality as well – inspiring the child 

to be an ‘educated’ consumer who would buy products more ‘discerningly.’  For Firestone, 302

the  creation  of  such  “rational”  consumers  would  both  be  good  for  the  economy  and 

beneficially influence family life. In his estimation, “family and household responsibilities” 

could  be  meshed  with  increased  leisure  time.  The  child  would  grow up  to  be  Homo 303

Reciprocans (‘a reciprocating human’) as well as Homo Economicus.  304

Regarding the labour market shaping up in the later  twentieth-century,  Firestone 

argued  that,  depending  on  their  backgrounds  and  circumstances,  workers  would  find 

themselves following two broadly-defined itineraries. The first entailed rising to “positions 

of  responsibility.”  Such  an  itinerary  would  be  that  followed  by  those  with  “advanced 

education  and  training,”  including  teachers,  doctors,  engineers,  and  “senior  and  middle 

management  and  supervisory  personnel.”  The  second  entailed  settling  into  different 305

occupations involving “lesser skills.” Here, for instance, one might think of a “clerk in a 

supermarket or in a 5 and 10 cent store.”  Firestone was preoccupied with the first of these 306

paths. He wanted to understand the connection between educational policy and economic 

 Ibid.301
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growth.  Firestone stressed that  the rapidity  of  economic growth and the pace of  social 

change were such that any policy of creating human capital policy posed intricate issues. In 

what Hall-Dennis would later call the “technatomic era,” direct, utilitarian approaches to 

human  capital  risked  being  “soon  out  of  date  because  the  main  characteristics  of 

technological progress are continuously changing.”  307

Firestone’s solution to this dilemma was to equip all students with a general liberal 

education, with specialized skills added on top of it. If substantial educational achievements 

(literacy, communications skill, mathematical fluency) were crucial to the first component, 

flexibility and rapid transformation were to be central to the second.  He recommended 308

periodic reviews of the curriculum, to ensure that strategies for teaching skills were up-to-

date.  Educators  should  be  aware  of  “manpower  requirements  by  skill  and  experience 

categories”  and  of  the  “changing  output  of  the  educational  and  training  institutions  in 

Ontario.”  A better  return  on  educational  investment  would  be  achieved  through  the 309

creation of an active, creative, flexible workforce which could quickly transform itself as 

new forms of work developed and changed. Firestone insisted on the social and political 

benefits  of  such an education for  human capital.   A growing and competitive  economy 

would  translate  into  greater  incomes  and  job  security  for  all  workers  –  managers  and 

shopkeepers alike.  Clashes between capital and labour could be lessened if not eliminated 310

outright.  A well-educated  population,  “including  the  rank  and  file  of  organized  labour,” 
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would surely understand, as a part of its training in the arts of social “responsibility,” the 

benefits  of  maintaining  labour  peace.  Overall,  intelligently  integrating  education  and 311

economics would contribute to “the national objective of achieving continuing economic 

growth of an adequate rate, yielding growing satisfaction in both material and non-material 

terms.”  From  this  central  postulate,  everything  else  flowed:  equal  educational 312

opportunities  had  to  be  institutionalized,  premature  school-leaving  minimized,  and 

bilingualism promoted (because a facility in two languages contributed to labour’s mobility 

in Ontario and Canada and thus contributed to the “better utilization of the labour force 

and increasing productivity.”)  313

Obscured by Living and Learning’s  many romantic photographs and exalted prose, 

Firestone’s  candidly  utilitarian  Fordism became  an  important  component  of  the  Hall-

Dennis vision. The report treats as straightforward facts the economist’s propositions that 

“money and effort spent on education is money and effort well spent” and that “handsome 

dividends” can be generated from “an investment in human resources.”  Hall-Dennis never 314

clearly  theorizes  the  socio-economic  order  prevalent  in  modern  Ontario,  but  in  its 

underlying  assumptions  and  in  its  objectifying  language,  it  plainly  embraced  Firestone’s 

Rostowian educational vision. 

Challenges  to  Firestone’s  modernizing  assumptions,  both from left  and from the 

right, were also entertained by the committee. They were not allowed to inform its central 

 Ibid., p. 11.311

 Ibid, p. 11. 312

 Ibid., p. 5.313

 Living and Learning, 9.314



!  134

socio-economic vision. B.D. Bixley was a lecturer in economics at York University whom the 

committee  hired  in  1966  to  write  a  report  on  Ontario’s  future  costs  of  education.  A 

confidential  memo  written  on  2  June  1966  reports  on  a  meeting  between  Bixley  and 

members of the committee. The committee proposed one of three possibilities. The first 

was  “An estimate  of  costs  for  an optimum educational  model.”  The second would be a 

“Projection of educational costs in Ontario for an arbitrary period of time (e.g. 1945-1975).” 

The third would entail  “[a]  comparison of  educational  costs  in  Ontario  with costs  in  a 

similar educational jurisdiction (e.g. California).” Option number one was the committee’s 

clear preference. Bixley would be provided with very specific considerations or “premises” 

for his model, including “equal opportunity in curriculum,” “local control,” “planning,” and 

“administration.”  315

This model was fleshed out in Bixley’s terms of reference, recorded in a memo by 

M.E. McIver, dated 12 September 1966. It would form the basis for a cost estimate study 

devoted to ascertaining what was “best” as opposed to what was “ideal” with respect to the 

province’s education system. What was “best” involved providing low and high estimates of 

school costs to 1975 and a median set of figures that would be used to generate a comparison 

of present and future costs.  Bixley would be provided with research assistance and facilities 

to help him conduct his work. He was to be paid $75 a day for a maximum of 100 days, plus 

expenses.

Bixley’s report arrived in late 1967. It was entitled “Cost Models for Education.” By 

this time, the premises of Bixley’s study had changed considerably. His purpose now was to 

 “Confidential,” 13 May 1966, in File: “Bixley, B.D.,” in AO, RG 2-168, Box no. 15, n.p.  315
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examine the costs of urban versus rural school boards. Bixley bucked against the committee, 

deciding, for example, not to consult education officials, whom he felt were sources of bad 

data.  He also seemingly spurned the committee’s project of predicting the future costs of 316

Ontario education. He stressed to the committee that his forecasts were reliable only in a 

“very limited sense.”  He was building upon what was the case, rather than what should be 317

the case. One might say that in all these refusals and qualifications, he staunchly resisted the 

futurist, utopian dimensions of Hall-Dennis.  

According to Bixley, the biggest expenses confronting the Ontario education system 

lay in hiring and maintaining an adequate supply of teachers. He argued that the frantic 

hiring of teachers to deal with the baby boom and postwar immigration would lead to fiscal 

ruin by 1971, after which it would prove unsustainable.  He also asserted that differences in 318

salary  between the  better  paid  ‘progressive’  urban teachers  and their  rural  counterparts 

needed to be ironed out or labour unrest would surely follow.  Bixley argued that the Hall-319

Dennis committee should “choke off” the oversupply of under-qualified teachers, thereby 

raising standards so that those who remained could be paid better.  Bixley’s dour realism 320

did not sit well with the committee — his efforts merited “no recommendations” in the final 

report.  He gestured to actual (and potentially conflictual) economic relationships, such as 321

those of teachers struggling to defend their bargaining power in a potentially overstocked 
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labour market. He thus darkened Firestone’s sunnier Keynesian vision of a province in take-

off  capable of making huge investments in its educational industry. In Bixley, we can see 

intimations of the coming ‘Age of Fracture’ in which the structures so admired by Firestone 

were to judged far more questionable and even replaceable.

The  committee  seemed  much  more  favourably  impressed  by  “How  Publicly 

Supported  Elementary  and  Secondary  Education  Should  be  Financed,”  a  special 

presentation  of  W.G.  McCordic,  director  and  secretary-treasurer  for  the  Metropolitan 

Toronto School Board. Not only did McCordic’s research merit several recommendations in 

the same memo that rejected Bixley’s arguments, but as another measure of the committee’s 

approval, was also reprinted in the committee’s official documents.  322

Perhaps this reception was influenced was by McCordic’s decidedly sunnier take on 

Golden Age educational economics.  He began his report with a ringing endorsement of 

what he took to be obvious “space age” advances in economics, education, and society. Here 

was a time of “remarkable progress.” McCordic tied this happy development to a substantial 

increase in educational investment and to a related enhancement of human capital since 

1945.  As he wrote: “It is heartening that today, our concept of a great society is one which 323

seeks  as  quickly  as  possible  to  redress  the  balance  in  favour  of  the  disadvantaged  and 

exploited,  to provide equal  opportunity  to all.”  He added that  the locus  of  this  push 324

toward  equality  was  the  “principle  of  equality  of  opportunity.  Educational  reform must 
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embrace this objective.”  He recommended the close monitoring of the expenses involved 325

–  ones that included more and more school “plant,” expensive new learning technologies 

(such  as  educational  television),  and  more  adequate  compensation  for  teachers,  whose 

numbers were rising exponentially in the 1960s.326

According to McCordic, the system of financing public schools established in the 

nineteenth century clashed with late-twentieth-century needs. He insisted that Ontario’s 

administrative  model  needed  to  be  consolidated  and  thus  made  more  efficient  and 

effective.  Ontario lagged behind the progressive Western provinces, where, he pointed 327

out, one found “elementary and secondary schools under a single authority” and provinces 

divided up “into a manageable number of districts.”  He also argued that property taxation 328

as the basis of educational funding had to be re-thought. It did not supply the Ontario 

education system with sufficient revenues. New sources of revenue would be needed before 

long. McCordic suggested income tax and sales taxes as revenue-raising possibilities: 

[I]f one accepts the fact that education is a public service from which benefits accrue 
not only to the individual but to the community and to the nation as a whole, then its 
cost should be shared by all. The property tax, by itself, falls too heavily on the home 
owner.  A sales tax will  spread cost more evenly but unless essentials  like food and 
clothes are exempt it burdens those who have the least. The income tax related as it is 
to a person’s earning capacity is perhaps the best source of revenue for education but is 
already heavily committed for other purposes. For education, then, a broad tax base is 
needed.329
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Words such as these were music to the ears of the committee members, for whom equality 

of opportunity through educational reform was a prime concern. In contrast with Bixby, 

McCordic argued that the province’s massive investment in ‘human resources’ could lead to 

a ‘great society.’ Educational improvements could be paid for by more rationally-designed 

taxes, although the specifics were left vague (as indeed they would be in Living and Learning). 

A more critical appraisal of the socio-economic world Hall-Dennis aspired to change 

came  from  OISE  scholar  Brian  Crittenden,  who  was  commissioned  to  write  on  the 

“Characteristics  and  Aims  of  Ontario  Schools  and  Characteristics  of  Ontario  Society.” 

Crittenden was the one expert in the Hall-Dennis universe who dwelt explicitly upon class 

relations in Ontario society. A sociological understanding of education was necessary before 

any steps were taken to change the system, Crittenden argued. Education, at root, was the 

deliberate selection 

from among the worthwhile goals of human life those whose achievement depends on, 
or can be facilitated by, the deliberate processes of teaching and learning; to make as 
explicit as possible the content of the selected goals and, what is crucial, to translate 
these goals into general principles of procedure for the activity of schooling; and to 
prescribe some clear order of priority among the selected goals.  330

Yet, standing in the way of realizing this democratic goal was the reality of class differences 

in Ontario. 

Crittenden understood that  most  Canadians  believed  they  lived  in  an  egalitarian 

society, with “negligible extremes of wealth and poverty.” Many believed that Canada was a 

“virtually classless” society. In this unrealistic perspective, wealth was both increasing and, 

through a quasi-natural train of events, becoming more evenly distributed. Reality was quite 
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different,  Crittenden argued.  Drawing on John Porter’s  just-published book,  The  Vertical 

Mosaic (1966), Crittenden tried to persuade the committee more people in fact lived outside 

of  the “middle  class”  than within it.  Extreme poverty  and extreme wealth were more 331

widespread than most Canadians imagined. If they were being awakened by Porter to the 

class-based nature of their society, it was but a short step towards their recognizing the role 

that education played in producing and reproducing that pattern.  Inspired by the work of 332

the British sociologist Basil Bernstein, Crittenden insisted that class was about more than 

more than “money and material possessions.”  Rather, it was also about culture and the 333

social  reproduction  of  class  difference,  particularly  through language,  the  acquisition  of 

which was “the child’s most crucial learning experience.”  Through the development of 334

proficiency in language, the child “gradually becomes aware of himself as a distinctive centre 

or subject of deliberate, intentional actions, as being involved in a complex set of social 

relationships with other selves.”  335

This  dawning awareness  was  not,  in  itself  an  unalloyed boon.  The consciousness 

bestowed  upon  children  in  Ontario  schools  was  one  designed  for,  and  thus 

disproportionately  benefited,  the  children  of  the  wealthy.  Such  children  had  a  class 

advantage  going  into  school.  They  were  acclimatized  through  their  family  life  to 

grammatical  rules,  complex sentence construction,  and carefully  modulated relationships 

within and between sentences. This “elaborated speech’” (as Bernstein called it) gave these 
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privileged children a control over their environment. Such children were directed towards 

socially  esteemed  qualities  such  as  creativity,  rationalism,  and  individualism  —  all 

characteristics rewarded by the formal school system.   If this elaborated language led to 336

school success, the “public language” spoken by poor children led conversely to academic 

failure.  This form of language was,  according to Crittenden,  grammatically  simplistic.  It 

featured faulty syntax and a minimal use of subordinate clauses, adjectives and adverbs. In 

sum, it was a restricted form of communication —  a “language of limited meaning.”  A 337

quite  sophisticated  theory  of  the  class  specificities  of  language  acquisition  and  cultural 

deprivation was thus brought into the conceptual universe of the committee.

For Crittenden, making sure children had ways of developing elaborated forms of 

speech was crucial both as a means of levelling the social and economic differences among 

children and as a means of giving them the critical faculties crucial for democratic life in an 

age of restlessness.  As he pointed out, although ideas had to be transmitted to students as 338

content, the means of interrogating those ideas had to be transmitted as well. The well-

functioning classroom involved teachers and students subjecting all concepts to “evaluation 

and justification.” It entailed critical reflection on the gaps between ideals and the actions 

that were said to reflect them.   Such a diffusion of a critical frame of reference would have 339

social benefits. Older, often discriminatory and narrow-minded perspectives would give way 

to a “broadly human outlook which cuts through the superficial differences of nationality, 
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race, language, religion and cultural tradition.” Once freed from restricted speech codes (and 

thus restricted ways of thinking), students could more readily appreciate the “essential value 

of human beings and moral agents.”  Such a humanist and universalist orientation was 340

more important under conditions of modernity, in which students experienced “constantly 

growing fragmentation … which is the effect of [society’s] technological advance.”  341

Crittenden’s  realistic  appraisal  of  Golden  Age  capitalism  was  more  favourably 

received than that of Bixley.  Living and Learning would even refer – although with obvious 342

discomfort, as though handling a hot item with pincers – to John Porter’s critique of the 

myth  of  Canadian  social  egalitarianism.  Cultural  deprivation  was  also  retained  as  an 343

implicit  theorization  of  why  some  students  failed  to  flourish  in  school.  Yet,  as  was 

characteristic  of  Hall-Dennis,  the  radical  implications  of  Crittenden’s  analysis  –  that 

Ontario was a class society, that students should subject their teachers and their society to 

sustained  ideological  critique,  that  there  was  an  underlying  social  logic  rather  than 

individual  deficiency  at  the  heart  of  the  language  of  education  –  were  pruned  away. 

Homeopathic  doses  of  realism  were  acceptable,  but  full-bore  socio-economic  realism, 

whether applied to the tax structure or to the class barriers constituted by schooling, was 

not to be sustained in the liberal universe of Hall-Dennis.

***
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Modernity as an orientation towards the future was implied in all of the foregoing 

economic analyses — with their attempts to predict and to shape the interface of education 

and industry — but, paradoxically, perhaps the most future-oriented brief was that which 

purported  to  give  the  committee  a  sense  of  the  province’s  educational  history.  The 

committee called upon F.J. Clute, a member of the Department of Education, and an expert 

on guidance services, to interpret for it the history of education in Ontario. 

Clute  delivered  less  an  exposé  of  the  underlying  features  of  this  history  than  a 

whiggish  historiosophical  reflection  on  the  onwards-and-upwards  path  climbed  by  the 

province’s schools. What one needed to know about them was that, starting out from small 

and  primitive  beginnings,  and  through  the  exertions  of  heroic  builders  and  innovators, 

Ontario’s schools had developed into some of the world’s finest educational institutions. 

Now they were the province’s most important fount of liberal-democratic values.  As Clute 344

put it: “[f]rom the log school with no equipment except few benches, a few ‘birches’, and 

perhaps  a  blackboard,  we  have  moved  into  the  modern  school  with  its  versatile  and 

comfortable  accommodation,  its  fine library,  its  audio-visual  aids,  its  electronic teaching 

media, its modern shop and laboratory equipment.  The curriculum had also ‘evolved’ for 345

the better, from a smattering of “limited, rigid course offerings” toward an “impressive list of 

required  and  optional  subjects,”  including  “Data  processing,  Business  Organization  and 

Management [and] Business Finance”, “Vocational Art, Agriculture, Architectural Drafting, 

Electricity  [and]  Electronics.”  By  the  1960s,  as  Clute  told  the  tale,  all  areas  of  the 346
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educational system had been “designed… to meet the needs of all Ontario children whatever 

their intellectual endowment, their economic or social condition, their physiological state, 

their aptitudes and ambitions.”  Likewise, teachers had gradually been transformed, from 347

“relatively-uneducated misfit[s]” to properly-accredited professionals, versed in audio-visual 

pedagogy, guidance counselling, and special education.  348

Here was a system that made room “for each child to develop [his or her] capacities, 

talents and interests … to grow intellectually, morally and socially as well as physically.”  349

Equality  of  opportunity  had arrived.  A progressive  democracy was  on the march:  “[t]he 

widely-held eighteenth-century concept that schooling should be reserved for a favoured 

few has been replaced by a firm belief that education in Ontario must be provided fully and 

freely to enable every child to achieve the best of which he is capable.”  Clute’s simple 350

message -- that “education is a democratic right, and indeed, a necessity for all children” -- 

resonated strongly with Hall-Dennis. E.J. Quick wrote to him afterward to shower him with 

praise.  In  particular,  the  committee  endorsed  his  emphases  upon  the  child  and  upon 

democracy. Thanks to his “excellent philosophy and understanding of the Ontario school 

system,”  Clute  had  made  a  “significant  contribution  to  the  future  of  education  in  this 

province”  351
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As an historical sketch of the past of Ontario education, Clute’s inspirational précis of 

a record largely free of conflict and confusion need hardly detain us. As a statement of the 

present situation in the mid-1960s, it was refuted by copious evidence aggregated by Hall-

Dennis itself. But as a vision of the future, Clute’s sketch suggested a sharp impatience with 

mere tradition and merely parochial specifics characteristic of apostles of modernity. It told 

the story of a long cultural revolution, unfolding organically and relatively painlessly towards 

its  culmination  in  a  radiant  future.  It  told  of  a  time  in  which  trained  experts  assisted 

students acquire the data-processing and management skills many of them would require in 

the brave new world of modernity. History as a disciplined form of inquiry cut no mustard 

with Hall-Dennis, which did what it could to undermine it as a stable  subject in the school 

curriculum; but heritage  as  a  celebration of  the past  leading to the achievements of  the 

present was quite another story. 

***

That modernity entailed cultural revolution – that it held out the possibility of new 

expressions of freedom, combined with new dangers for personal alienation – was a theme 

developed by some of the most important of the experts consulted by Hall-Dennis. The star 

among them was Marshall McLuhan, who had become in the 1960s a world-famous guru on 

the communications revolution sweeping the planet. McLuhan presented “Education in the 

Electronic Age” to Hall-Dennis at Toronto’s Four Seasons Hotel on 19 January 1967.  352

At the peak of his global fame as an oracle of the new age, McLuhan headed his own 

media research centre —  the Centre for Culture and Technology —  at the University of 
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Toronto.  He  was  about  to  assume  the  Albert  Schweitzer  Chair  in  the  Humanities  at 

Fordham University in New York City, for which he would be paid $100,000 per year.  His 353

book, The Guttenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man (1962) had won the Governor-

General’s Award for critical prose in 1963, and his Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man 

(1964)  was  recognized  as  a  pioneering  text  in  the  burgeoning  field  of  media  studies. 

McLuhan slid easily between the world of academia and the world of commerce. In a classic 

analysis, the American journalist Tom Wolfe wrote of the demand for all things McLuhan in 

the late 1960s: 

IBM, General  Electric,  Bell  Telephone, and others had been flying McLuhan from 
Toronto to New York,  Pittsburgh,  all  over the place,  to give private talks to their 
hierarchs about … this unseen world of electronic environment that only he sees fu"y.  
One corporation offered him $5,000 to present a  closed-circuit  –  ours  –  television 
lecture on the ways the products in its industry would be used in the future. Another 
contributed a heavy subsidy to McLuhan’s Centre for Culture and Technology at the 
University  of  Toronto,  which,  despite  the  massive  name,  was  at  that  time  largely 
McLuhan’s genius and some letterhead stationery. One day in New York, McLuhan 
was  staying  at  Howard  Gossage’s  suite  at  the  Lombardy  Hotel.  Gossage  is  a  San 
Francisco  advertising  man.  McLuhan was  staying  there  and representatives  of  two 
national  weekly  magazines  called up.  Both offered him permanent offices  in  these 
buildings, plus fees, to do occasional consulting work….

“What should I do Howard?” says McLuhan.

“Take ‘em both!” says Gossage. “You need offices on both sides of town. Suppose you 
get caught in traffic?”354

McLuhan  argued  that  changes  in  media  and  communications  not  only  ushered  in 

modernity  but  shaped  what  some  had  already  started  to  call  post-modernity  as  well. 

Although his early work was profoundly “structuralist” in orientation, involving examining 

texts in the abstract and paying close attention to formal elements such as word-order and 
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poetic form,  by 1967 McLuhan had absorbed the influence of Harold Innis, who in his 355

iconoclastic, late-period media histories, had argued that social and historical change was 

the  result  of  structural  changes  in  communication  technology.  Building  on  Innis, 356

McLuhan examined how different media affect the human senses, the human psyche, and 

ultimately, human society. The simple electric light provided an example. The electric light 

was all form and no content. Its ‘content’ consisted in allowing other things to happen – for 

instance,  in  illuminating  a  building  at  night,  so  the  work  “day”  could  be  extended 

indefinitely.  Thus, it “structured” different aspects of culture and society. 357

Yet,  in  addition  to  elucidating  the  communications  revolution,  McLuhan  was 

simultaneously  critical  of  social  structures.  In  his  first  piece  of  cultural  criticism,   The 

Mechanical  Bride:  The  Folklore  of  Industrial  Man  in  1951,  he  used  contemporary  American 

advertisements as a means of exposing, in historian Bryan Palmer’s words, the “machine age 

and its defilements.”  As he wrote in one of the book’s short essays, “Freedom – American 358

Style”: 

[c]onsider whether a uniform educational system can be said to make for freedom. 
Does ‘freedom’ mean the right to be and do exactly as everybody else? How much does 
this kind of uniformity depend on obeying the ‘orders’ of commercial suggestion? If it 
takes a lot of money to conform in this way, does conformity become an ideal to strive 
for?”  359
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By the time of Understanding Media, McLuhan had created an extreme form of technological 

determinism that he boiled down to the aphorism “the medium is the message.”  What he 360

meant was that the content carried by a particular medium was unimportant compared to the 

effects its form had on personal and social life.  The transformations thus effected were 361

both physiological and psychic — they “extended” some aspects of human perception and 

behaviour while sidelining others. They could be ‘hot’ (“extending a single sense in ‘high 

definition’”)  or  ‘cool’  (offering  little  information,  and  thus  encouraging  a  high  level  of 

participation).  362

McLuhan argued that the key to a comprehensive understanding the development of 

modernity  was the historical ascension of the hot media of the phonetic alphabet. With the 

introduction of the alphabet, the existing ‘cool’ world — based as it was on total sensory 

involvement, collectivism, and tradition — was replaced by one that was vastly different. 

The ‘hot’ technology of the phonetic alphabet allowed western cultures for the first time to 

conceive  of  the  natural  and  social  world  as  a  series  of  “uniform units”  that  could  be 

combined, recombined, and manipulated at will.  This, in turn, led to modern notions of 

control over nature and culture.  After this alphabetic revolution, it was but a short step to 363

“nationalism, industrialism, mass markets, and universal literacy and education.”  All these, 364

in turn, furthered the hegemony of alphabetic culture.
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But now, in the 1960s, said McLuhan, there were further,  even more momentous 

changes  afoot.  With  the  widespread  adoption  of  new  electronic  media,  the  modern, 

alphabetic world collapsed in upon itself.  If  the alphabet extended the eye,  a  cool mass 

medium like television extended of all of the senses at once.  Whereas the modern, visual 365

world  was  one  of  detachment,  individualism,  and  nationalism,  its  successor  offered 

involvement, collectivity, and global consciousness. As McLuhan put it:

After three thousand years of specialist  explosion and of increasing specialism and 
alienation  in  the  technological  extensions  of  our  bodies,  our  world  has  become 
compressional by dramatic reversal. As electrically connected, the globe is no more 
than a village. Electric speed in bringing all social and political functions together in a 
sudden implosion has  heightened human awareness  of  responsibility  to  an  intense 
degree. It is this implosive factor that alters the position of the Negro, the teen-ager, 
and some other  groups.  They can no longer  be  contained,  in  the  political  sense  of 
limited association. They are now involved in our lives, as we in theirs, thanks to the 
electric media.  366

It  was  noteworthy  that  the  “our  lives”  in  this  passage  foreshadowing  a  “postmodern” 

appreciation of the fluidity of identities were not ones lived by “the Negro, the teen-ager 

and some other groups.” McLuhan always assumed the subject-position of the white male 

expert. And “our” involvement in their lives did not presuppose any understanding of the 

pre-existing relations of power — for power was always an undertheorized phenomenon in 

McLuhan’s paradigm. 

Hall-Dennis  was  certainly  ready to  clamber  on to the great  man’s  bandwagon.  A 

letter sent by Dennis to McLuhan on 5 October 1966 reveals that the committee was willing 

to adjust  its  own agenda if  it  conflicted with his  schedule.  Furthermore —  and more 367
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extraordinarily — the committee was ready to allow McLuhan to name his own price for 

speaking  to  them.  Finally,  after  securing  McLuhan’s  involvement,  Dennis  wrote  to 368

McLuhan on 27 October. He told McLuhan that the committee would “prefer” to give him 

“free rein” to speak about whatever issues he chose. His “experience, especially in the area of 

communications, can provide an important contribution to our consideration of factors that 

determine  an  effective  system of  education  for  modern  Ontario.”  None of  the  other 369

experts was given such licence.

McLuhan, ever the iconoclast, urged the committee to go beyond ungrading to “de-

schooling.”  McLuhan  began  “Education  in  the  Electronic  Age”  by  imploring  the 370

committee to come to grips with the vastly changed electronic environment that children 

and young people in Ontario (and Canada, North America, and the world as a whole) were 

living through in 1967.  Any technology “creates its  own environment,” McLuhan argued. 

“The  children  of  the  T.V.  generation  are  completely  newly  fashioned.  They  have  a 

completely different sensory life.”  371

This new form of life had not emerged because of a change in ideas. Rather, it had 

grown up because of a change of the medium — now television, rather than the alphabet — 

through which those ideas entered youthful minds. To assume that postwar children raised 

on the “cool” medium of television would share the same relation to learning experienced by 
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a previous generation would be to commit an egregious error, according to McLuhan. This 

new generation of students were no longer visual and linear in their thinking. The world 

they  encountered  through  television  was  not  “continuous  and  connected.”  Rather,  they 

experienced the world as immediate and simultaneous – as data pressing in upon all of their 

senses at once. This made them “inner-directed” and tied to people and events from all over 

the televisual global village. McLuhan used a contemporary example to impress this change 

upon the committee: “[I]t is as simple as this: TV has invented the inner trip, L.S.D. style, 

for the ordinary child. The T.V. watcher goes on an inner trip… [television] goes inside you. 

You are the screen; you go inside yourself, in depth.”372

The conclusion, however unwelcome, that educators had to draw from McLuhan’s 

analysis was that the new electronic environment — and not the traditional school — was 

the  new locus  of  learning.  Thus,  mere  curriculum changes  or  the  better  preparation of 

teachers were more or less irrelevant. As he asserted: “what is going on in the school is puny 

and under-nourished compared to what goes on the moment the child steps outside.”  He 373

offered an example of what he meant by this iconoclastic claim: “In Watts there was a report 

of kids saying quite freely, ‘We are drop-outs because we do not want to go to school and 

disrupt our education.’”374

In a world in which the medium was the message,  students were apt to become 

alienated if they were forced to go to schools formed on the basis of the declining media. 

The focus and drive that the modern,  alphabetic culture had given western culture was 
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weakening. And so, postwar children were no longer modern “hunters.” Instead, they were 

“planters.” The modern student conditioned by cool technology “has his own little strip 

culture, his own little pattern, his own little specialty, his own little skill.” Instead of taking 

on “outer goals,” young people would increasingly focus on their inner proclivities.  And 375

this turn inwards, McLuhan suggested, was to their credit. It was they who instinctively 

understood the changes going on around them in a way that their parents, grandparents, and 

teachers did not. “Dropping-out” was rampant in the later 1960s because young people with 

“no goals” understood “the world they are living in.” It was a radically fluid world: “you can’t 

have goals in an electronic total-field world. You cannot have fixed objectives.”376

Rather than trying to punish these students, the schools should follow their example. 

Instead of adhering to traditional educational objectives come hell-or-high water, education 

reform should focus on the creation of “absolute participation processes.”  McLuhan was 377

far from clear about what he meant by this phrase,  but he seemed to be asserting that 

instead  of  countering  the  omnipresent  influence  of  television  with  rational  education, 

schooling itself should become a deep, immersive experience. Rote instruction should yield 

to genuine discovery learning for all children and young people.  No complex remedy was 378

needed. One simply had to follow the lead of the dominant media:  

[W]hat we now call instruction in school or college is already yielding to discovery. We 
call it research. Research and Development are a little advance warning telling you that 
the instructional process had had it. Instruction is just blueprinting and stencilling on 
brain pans of things already known, but the future is not for what we know now, It is 
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for discovery. There will be no instruction in our schools in a very few years. I mean 
within say five years,  if  you want to figure it.  No instruction at  all.  There will  be 
discovery.  Teams  of  students  will  be  prowling  the  environment  on  research 
programmes, and that applies to elementary school children. Discovery takes the place 
of instruction in any environment in which the information levels are very high. When 
the information levels drop below a certain level you have to go back to instruction.379

At  a  mere  twelve  pages,  McLuhan’s  presentation  was  shorter  than  all  other  expert 

presentations,  though  it  was  accompanied  by  a  question-and-answer  session  that  was 

deemed important enough to be included in Hall-Dennis’ published documents No other 

such back-and-forth  was  published by  the  committee.  Once more,  McLuhan received a 

treatment appropriate to his status as the star of the Hall-Dennis show.

In this session, McLuhan expanded on the themes of his presentation.  When asked 

about the efficiency of “traditional” instruction, he again insisted that it could no longer 

possibly be effective. He was especially critical of the competitive nature of conventional 

schooling with its hierarchical grading practices. Perhaps such procedures had made sense in 

the era of print, in which individual students were scrambling to reach the top of a school 

hierarchy.  But now,  in 1967,  when all  students  had become televisual  “planters,”  such 380

antique practices seemed entirely beside the point. Now students were all “totally different” 

from one another.  They preferred to  work in  tandem,  rather  than in  competition with 

fellow students. As he put it,  “[c]ompetition belongs to the old visual world of matching … 

one  artist  and  another  artist,  they  are  never  competitive,  because  they  are  totally 

different.”381
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Asked whether  he  thought  teachers  were  “19th  century,”  McLuhan replied in  the 

affirmative. They were “still civilized people who belong to the old visual culture.”  The 382

pupils they tended to, on the other hand, had left civilized life behind in favour of “total 

involvement” in the new media environment. Teachers would not be able to reach them 

through traditional pedagogy because such students had “no [sense of] detachment and no 

point of view.”  They were instead involved in themselves and each other, and should be 383

left  to  their  own  devices,  after  which  they  would  make  unheard-of  connections  and 

discoveries in the brand new field of postwar culture. Such students did not want to re-

experience the past in the form of liberal education. They wanted to remake the future in 

accordance with their new perceptual apparatus: 

The continuum, in the older sense of the connected organization of experience, no 
yields to mosaic patterns. At I.B.M. their watchword is ‘pattern recognition’. When 
information moves at instant speeds, you cannot classify it, so you look for patterns. 
The training of perception in our time means the training in pattern recognition, and 
youngsters are very good at it. There was a project assigned to one of our students 
whose job it was to devise a new educational system, that would retain many of the old 
features and incorporate all the new needs. They had also to devise a new architecture. 
Well this took them weeks and they worked in small teams and they dialogued back 
and forth and they went across to Rochester and met teams over there that were on 
the  same  pitch.  This  was  the  greatest  experience  of  their  whole  high  school  life, 
because they knew they were working with things for which the answers were not 
known. You can put kids on town planning problems in the same way and they are 
tremendous at it.384

Finally, the committee members asked McLuhan about nationalism. He advised them that, 

like traditional education, national identity was a relic, because nationalism was yet another 

product of a world dominated first by the spoken word, then the alphabet, and ultimately by 
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print  media  —  but  with little  future in  a  televisual  age.  With the more recent  shift  to 

television, the west had now entered into a period of post-nationalism. Emerging all around 

them was a much broader political outlook based upon simultaneity and interactivity — in 

short,  the global  village.  He advised the committee that they should give up on their 385

efforts to unite postwar Canada. Instead, they should move towards new relationships with 

the disparate countries and cultures that would inevitably become more and more a part of 

their everyday sensory and conceptual life.  386

Beginning in the later 1960s, and continuing until his death in 1980, the once proudly 

dispassionate McLuhan “could not help but be affected by the apocalyptic mood, and he 

began to fear that his  cool  medium, television,  was turning all  too hot,”  writes Bryan 387

Palmer. He began talking in terms of “specialism and fragmentation.” He opined that the 

global village he once celebrated was leading to new forms of violence. As he saw it, new 

media such as  television deepened individual  subjectivities,  while  breeding longings that 

those media could never fulfill.  He anticipated the utter disintegration of individual and 388

social  life.  As he put it  in Canadian Forum  in 1976:  “The loss of individual  and personal 

meaning via  the  electronic  media  ensures  a  corresponding and reciprocal  violence from 

those so deprived of their identities; for violence, whether spiritual or physical, is a quest for 

identity and the meaningful. The less identity, the more violence.”389
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The ever-interpretable McLuhan undoubtedly had insights to share with Hall-Dennis 

about the cultural revolution entailed in an increasingly interconnected world. In many ways 

he was announcing the coming of Rodgers’s “Age of Fracture.” Yet, characteristically, Living 

and  Learning  was  very  selective  about  what  it  borrowed  from McLuhan.  It  considered 

“startling” and “difficult to appraise educationally … the effects of instant communication 

from every part of the world,” which it linked with McLuhan’s analysis of the diminishing 

plausibility of “conventional fiction and drama.” The report urged educators to be “cautious 

about  accepting  McLuhan’s  contention  that  the  medium is  the  message  … In  the  new 

schools pupil will learn, it is hoped, how to transmit any information, ideas, impressions, 

arguments, or stimuli to thought or feeling either by a variety of media or by some one 

appropriate medium.” This qualification had the effect of sanitizing McLuhan’s core ideas, 

with their portentous implications for the collective life of the human species. It reduced 

them to the mere observation that there were new modes of  communication educators 

might consider.390

Other lesser lights also sought to shed light on the educational implications of the 

new technology.  Grace Lacy, the Director of the Culture, Understanding, and Enrichment 

(CUE) project of the New York State Education Department, was brought to Toronto to 

make a presentation to the committee on 1 April 1966. The CUE approach she outlined to 

them involved the use of new communications technologies to enhance the traditional study 

of the humanities — that is, to update liberal arts education in the age of mass media. In a 

letter of 9 February 1966, written by Hill, Lacy was asked to relate CUE to the Hall-Dennis 

terms of reference and to differentiate the CUE’s take on media and pedagogy from that of 
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the now famous work of Marshall  McLuhan, from whom the committee would later be 

hearing from. She was to be paid $81.22 for her presentation.  391

This did not stop Lacy from trying to meet Canada’s reigning king of media theory, 

however. She wrote to McLuhan on 8 March 1966 to tell him that his ideas had had a major 

impact upon her own work.  She asked to meet McLuhan in order to explain CUE to him 

and get his reaction to it.  As she wrote: “Being an extremely important person, you are no 392

doubt besieged with requests which make demands on your time. Nevertheless, I do hope 

you will have an hour which might be devoted to seeing the multi-media demonstration on 

CUE. Should this be too much to ask, I am still hoping I shall have the pleasure of meeting 

the most exiting figure in the communications world.” (Dennis was ‘cc’d’ in the letter, and 

she added a handwritten note to him reiterating her desire to meet McLuhan.)  There is no 393

evidence that any such meeting took place, and Lacy had to be content with a tour of the 

educational facilities in Toronto’s Board of Education and a general tour of Toronto itself, 

which she praised for its for its “beauty and progressiveness.”  394

Lacy’s  presentation  was  entitled  “The  CUE  Report:  An  Experiment  in  the 

Humanities  Using  Newer  Media.”  In  it  she  pointed  toward  a  resurgence  in  humanities 

teaching in the United States. Such a revival could be explained by noting how many people 

were reacting to a postwar world that was utterly dedicated to the proposition that “science 
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is  the  answer  to  all  of  our  problems.”  As  she  put  it,  the  humanities  were  treated with 

contempt by many making educational policy: “the thought seemed to prevail: Rembrandt 

or Shakespeare — What good are they? They can’t put a man on the moon or money in the 

bank.”  She  argued  that,  although  that  this  technocratic  emphasis  on  science  and 395

technology was certainly key to the successes of postwar science,  it  came up short as a 

means of addressing more nuanced social  challenges.  Though wonderful “on paper,” it 396

“too often lacks realism.”  It could not account for “human passions, prejudices, greed, 397

fears [and]  traditional and political realities.”  The humanities alone could give postwar 398

students the tools to address such complexities. Science tells people what they can do and 

how they can do it, humanities tell them what they ought to do.  As she told Hall-Dennis, 399

history, the arts,  music, philosophy, and literature all  helped people “mature,” gave them 

“values,” and added “new dimensions” to their “being.”  400

The prevailing technocratic mindset was not the only problem facing the humanities 

in the age of mass media, according to Lacy. The postwar “knowledge explosion” — in part a 

result  of  new forms of  media,  and increased access  to traditional  media as  well  —  also 

challenged humanities educators and policy makers.  This overload of information could 

actually  work  against  pedagogical  goals:  “[t]he  realization  is  now dawning  that  today’s 
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knowledge is too much for today’s students…. It is impossible to teach the student all the 

facts he will need to know and even if we could many of them would rapidly outdate.”  All 401

was not lost, however. The humanities could serve a mean of training children and young 

people critically to sift through the postwar ocean of information. As Lacy put it, “the more 

complicated the truth, the more likely it can be grasped by one of the poems or paintings or 

compositions  of  music  or  literature  which  speak  to  us  through  the  eye,  ear,  mind  and 

heart.”  As she proclaimed, “[t]he great ideas of man” were more important than ever in 402

the age of the knowledge explosion.403

CUE’s project arose out of the problem of how to deliver the humanities, through 

technology, to teachers and students in New York State.  The CUE philosophy viewed 404

mass  media  as  “delivery  system”  for  the  pedagogy  of  the  “good life.”  The  CUE media/

humanities system supplied slides, tapes, and films on the humanities, evaluated by experts 

in  particular  subject  areas,  as  well  as  so-called  “CUE  guides”  that  would  “show  the 

relationship of  the arts  and humanities  to the subject  matter”  under consideration in a 

particular  pedagogical  situation,  and  then  “assist  the  teacher  to  utilize  the  media  with 

optimum effectiveness.”  405

 “Cultures  and  Continents”  was  a  CUE television  programed  designed  to  foster 

“understanding of non-western cultures” among students using the arts and humanities as a 
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jumping-off point. As Lacy described it, the program “brings mountain-top experiences to 

the classroom such as a visit to Angkor Wat with Boyd Compton [the] foremost American 

authority  on  South  East  Asia.”  Through  audio-visual  recordings  of  operas,  theatre, 406

modern dance, and jazz performances, “all students regardless of socio-economic status or 

physical  condition had enriching  group experiences,  important  to  learning  and vital  for 

broadening horizons and opening new vistas for the stimulation of talent and worthy use of 

leisure.”  As was typical for this period, the intelligent use of Golden Age leisure-time was 407

always top of mind, even for modernist educators like Lacy. 

Teacher feedback was central to the CUE system –  a means of ensuring that the 

materials provided to schools were effective.  By 1966, CUE had only been involved with a 408

few experimental schools in New York State. Feedback from teachers and administrators, 

Lacy asserted, had been overwhelmingly positive.  Emmett Hall  responded particularly 409

favourably to Lacy’s  presentation,  and the committee as a whole later wrote to her and 

insisted that CUE’s ideas contributed to the committee’s evolving outlook on late-1960s 

education reform.  410

Mark Slade, the Education Officer of the National Film Board of Canada, also wished 

to  reconcile  progressive  education  with  the  new  communications  technologies.  In  his 

presentation to Hall-Dennis, entitled “Learning to See in New Ways,” Slade pointed towards 
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the  radically  changed  media  environment  of  the  later-twentieth  century.  As  he  argued, 

although the essence of communication is to “reduce the noise level” surrounding people so 

that they could function rationally in social life, the new media environment leaves them 

“more battered than ever.” It makes life ever more perplexing and difficult to navigate.  411

The resulting dislocation affected individuals and institutions alike. The line between order 

and disorder dissolved under the pressure of new technologies and the “new ways of seeing” 

they brought in their wake.  There was no turning back the clock on these new forms of 412

experience and representation. The disorder could be mitigated, however, if educators were 

to adopt better “strategies with which to unravel the complexity.”  413

Two such strategies  existed,  according to Slade,  and both were lacking.  One was 

anarchistic: giving in to the cultural disorder wrought by new media. Here was the response 

of student radicals, hippies, and other counter-culturists (and it could plausibly have been 

read  into  McLuhan’s  enigmatic  prescriptions).  They  wished  to  return  people  to  a  state 

before the advent of civilization,  stripping away “layer after layer of rational  expression, 

acquired  in  years  of  schooling”  in  favour  of  the  “baby’s  cry”  or  “freaking  out.”  This 414

approach was the educational equivalent of “[s]mashing up a new car, dancing to electronic 

rhythms in a slippery pool of spaghetti, [or] eating whipped cream from the naked body of a 

girl.”  Instead of reaching its goal of returning children and young people to a utopian 415
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“primitive environment” of televisual immediacy, such an anarchistic approach would lead to 

a dystopia of more confusion and informational chaos.416

On  the  other  hand,  the  “impeccably  groomed  and  well-mannered”  rationalist 

response  to  the  challenge  of  new media  was  also  deeply  flawed.  Proponents  of  this 417

strategy wished to return to a traditional pedagogy that no longer resonated in the 1960s. 

For Slade, these traditionalists were no more than bureaucratic functionaries, who could not 

see  the  potential  of  new  media  technologies,  even  though  they  found  themselves 

increasingly  surrounded  by  them in  the  modern  white-collar  office  environment.  They 

suffered from mindsets “caged in plastic.”  New media moved too fast for reason, and as 418

Slade put it, under the sway of new media, even the traditionalist was “closer to the baby’s 

cry than he knows.”   419

Slade favoured a third option: paying close attention to the intellectual strategies of 

twentieth-century  artists  and  scientists.  Slade  argued  that  they  had  long  been  used  to 

dealing with real and imagined liminal worlds lying between order and disorder, certitude 

and uncertainty. He pointed out that by the 1960s, scientists were well versed in Einsteinian 

relativity,  just  as  cubist  painters  had  long  been  folding  and  cutting  avant-garde  spatial 

configurations. These intellectuals needed to be studies by educators because they routinely 

operated in an “environment without fixed reference points, a situation where perspectives 

are constantly shifting.” They had learned to adapt and to flourish while managing to avoid 
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anarchy  or  the  “generalized  patterns  of  response”  that  afflicted  so  many  “custodians  of 

knowledge” after 1945.  As Slade insisted, “we have all become makers of our environments 420

rather than bystanders.”  This new creativity would fundamentally alter the art of teaching. 421

It would no longer entail a pontificating lecturer filling pupils with knowledge as a finished 

“product.” In the age of mass media, all children and young people were producers and not 

mere consumers of information. Teaching and pedagogy must follow suit: “Classrooms,” he 

proclaimed, “can no longer exist as containers where some oracle auctions off knowledge to 

the highest bidder. With electricity, communication of learning passes through the walls of 

all containers, transforming their contents from the static stuff of facts to the lively events 

of moving images and automation.”  422

Slade’s views on media and education were extremely well-received by Hall-Dennis, 

particularly his insistence that scientists and artists could provide ready models for late-

twentieth-century education. The committee also favoured his idea that “[p]robing, rather 

than pontificating” was “a necessary tactic” for postwar educators, one realizable through 

new modes of electronic communication.  His presentation was reprinted in full within 423

the committee’s book of research documents accompanying the final report. And echoes of 

Slade’s  dystopian  perception  of  the  abyss  of  confusion  and  chaos  upon  which  western 

civilization  was  seemingly  perched  could  be  heard  loudly  in  Living  and  Learning:   “The 

adolescents of  today range all  the way from the confused withdrawal-from-life types to 
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summer volunteers, dedicated young men and women giving of themselves selflessly to help 

others.”  424

In soliciting these expert opinions, and then in selecting which ones to highlight and 

which to  downplay,  Hall-Dennis  revealed  a  consistent  pattern  of  seeking  a  compromise 

position  about  the  contemporary  cultural  revolution.  On  the  one  hand,  it  wanted  to 

demonstrate that it was au courant with the most fashionable and influential theorists of the 

day and fully abreast of the cultural changes they analyzed. On the other hand, it wanted to 

safeguard the dignity and independence of the individual. Hence the balance of celebration 

and panic in its descriptions of youthful responses to the new media and its relentless search 

for compromise positions that would allow educators to believe they were contributing to 

the individuality of each individual student through their increasingly centralized planning 

bureaucracy  and  their  recourse  to  ETV.  As  always,  they  sought  to  tame  the  cultural 

revolution of which they spoke.

***

Modernity meant placing trust in abstractions – especially, in this case, the expertise 

of social scientists thought to afford authoritative interpretations of that about which they 

spoke. They allowed one to “step back” from the press of events and formulate analytical 

frameworks within which they might be grasped. (McLuhan, for instance, enjoyed enormous 

authority  by  virtue  of  being  a  communications  specialist,  even  though  the  commission 

obviously  was  hard-pressed  to  explain  whatever  it  was  he  had  told  them.)  Even  more 
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compelling  evidence  of  this  aspect  of  modernity  chez  Hall-Dennis  emerges  in  their 

treatment of Aboriginal issues. 

Hall-Dennis’ experts on Indigenous culture and education need to be viewed in their 

historical context. Historian Thomas C. Patterson observes that anthropology has always 

been closely tied to issues of power and knowledge. This alliance of knowledge with power 

became particularly obvious after 1945, when anthropological research became articulated 

with the Cold War imperialism and also with global movements for decolonization.  As 425

Patterson points out, the west was eager to ‘modernize’ swiftly decolonizing countries in 

Asia,  Africa,  and  Latin  America  after  1945,  with  the  ambition  of  ensuring  that  liberal 

democracy,  not  an  unruly  nationalism or  a  subversive  communism,  took  root  in  these 

areas.  Managing these changes required social and cultural understanding of these ‘alien’ 426

cultures –  their ethnicities, languages, social and political structures, their mentalités  --  in 

order  to  shepherd  them into  “progress,  rising  standards  of  living,  and  a  more  effective 

political order.”  Such colonial dynamics clearly undergirded the analyses of Hall-Dennis’ 427

experts on Indigenous culture, history, and education.        

As early as October 1966, the committee was set on seeking expert advice in this 

area. The committee’s original intention was to have the work done by the Indian-Eskimo 

Association of Canada [IEA], which shared the committee’s concern with the issue.  By 428

November,  however,  Hall-Dennis  had  decided  to  solicit  the  services  of  an  expert  on 
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Indigenous education who would have the approval of both Hall-Dennis and the IEA.  429

The researcher would abide by, and modify, a proposed study program provided by Hall-

Dennis.  430

It  seems  fair  to  observe  that  the  committee,  primed  with  literature  on  cultural 

deprivation, was fairly certain what it wanted this researcher to discover before he or she 

ever set to work. The study program proposed that the “present relative low attainment” of 

Indigenous  students  was  attributable  to  a  cluster  of  factors,  including  “environment, 

program deficiencies, facilities, historical background [and] cultural conflict.”  Accordingly, 431

the first phase of the program would deal with the “historical and analytical” factors that 

would lead to “insight and fuller understanding of strengths and weaknesses of past and 

present  programs.”  More specifically,  the “philosophy and intent”  of  past  and present 432

educational  policies  with  respect  to  Indigenous  children  and  young  people  would  be 

analyzed, as well as the “varying jurisdictions in the education field.”   The contribution of 433

“culture and value systems” to educational success or failure would also be studied.  The 434

prospective  researcher  was  enjoined  to  pay  special  attention  to  the  impact  of  “the 

unemployed  father  with  [a]  family  dependent  on  welfare”  as  well  as  to  that  of  “poor 

housing” and an “unviable community.”  435
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Finally,  the  researcher  would  be  charged  with  indicating  what  role  Indigenous    

communities themselves could and should play in organizing and administering educational 

reform.  The second phase of  the project  would thus feature regional  workshops with 436

communities  in  the  Atlantic  Provinces,  Western  Canada,  British  Columbia,  and 

Yellowknife.  In these workshops, “Indian people would be able to come into dialogue with 437

the researchers  and the current educators.”  The final  phase would involve a  “national 438

dialogue” on the research acquired, which would enable Hall-Dennis to amend the findings 

still further.  This phase of the project was also to be administered by the IEA.439

A number of possible candidates were put forward to guide ‘Phase 1.” These included 

Father  André  Renaud  of  the  University  of  Saskatchewan,  Dr.  B.R.  Blishen  of  Trent 

University, and Mr. Alex Sim, a sociologist and independent researcher based in Ottawa.  440

In the end, it was decided that Sim would handle this research project, whereas Renaud 

would give an expert presentation on “Needs in Indian Education.”  Sim was to be paid 

$5000 for the work and, six months after the release of Living and Learning, he would be free 

to publish his findings as a journal article or a monograph.  441

In a 20 December 1966 letter to the committee, Sim responded to the committee’s 

research proposal. He discouraged the committee from pursuing a number of their more 
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ambitious  objectives.  The  topic  of  indigenous  education  was  too  vast  for  what  would 

inevitably  have to be a  compact report.   He pointed out that  an historical  appraisal  of 

indigenous  education  alone  would  be  so  extensive  as  to  fill  up  an  entire  “Royal 

Commission.”  He thought the committee could pursue two more reasonable options. 442

One was to look at the historical and ethical aspects of indigenous education in Canada; the 

other would focus on the “feasibility of proposed changes to the existing system, taking for 

granted certain assumptions of an ethical and operational nature.”  Sim favoured the latter. 443

He also suggested a focus on certain “pilot projects, experimental settings, adjustments of 

various kinds in the present system such as teacher-training, text-books, the question of 

segregation,  residential  school  settings.”  After  assimilating  all  this  information,  the 

committee could establish “working principles” on which its recommendations regarding 

Indigenous schooling could be based.  444

With respect to the logistics of his study, Sim proposed focussing on four stages. 

First, he would review the existing literature and after interviewing other experts on the 

subject,  and  through  this,  develop  basic  assumptions  regarding  “underlying  policy  and 

criticisms of policy.” Then he would conduct what he called a “reconnaissance.” This would 

involve comparing the existing literature and expert opinion against what he saw “on the 

ground,”  developed  via  “field  observations,”  interviews  with  indigenous  students, 

educational workers, and “those who have experienced the present or past systems either as 
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students or teachers.”  Then he proposed testing some of his hypotheses in small group 445

settings.  Finally, he would write his report, with an eye to dealing “pragmatically with the 446

current issues confronting those charged with Indian education.”  It was upon these terms 447

that Sim proceeded in his research for Hall-Dennis.  448

In “The Education of Indians in Ontario” – delivered to Hall-Dennis in April, 1967 – 

Sim  offered  a  cultural  and  political  analysis  of  the  “Indian  Problem”  in  Ontario.  His 

overarching idea was that Indigenous peoples in Ontario and Canada were a “Minority not 

like the Rest.”  They lived in extremely poor communities afflicted by cultural deprivation. 449

This situation left them unable to develop a “coherent” point of view and hence they were 

unable to produce the kind of leaders who might provide such coherence — “no Ghandi or 

Nehru” was available to them.  Such a failing left them open to panaceas that only made 450

the problem worse: “the enveloping and stultifying effects of governmental support” on the 

one hand, and an endless series of “local messiahs, and little sects and cults” on the other.  451

A deep  alienation  was  the  result.  As  Sim argued,  this  could  have  very  serious  political 

implications for postwar Ontario:

The Indians of Ontario, representing less than 1% of the population, do not loom so 
large demographically (as do the Negroes of Alabama, or Mississippi) that a threat of 
“Indian power” hangs over the future political life of the province. Yet the manner of 
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this grouping in certain areas of the province gives them a good deal of leverage at 
election time, if they chose to vote en bloc. The franchise exercised this way is not 
condoned in a democracy, for it opens the door to many forms of exploitation. Yet it is 
a minority’s middle weapon. There are [also] many weapons of attack and withdrawal – 
the stoop, the hooded glance, the abject agreement to official proposals, alcoholism, 
the  maintenance  of  traditional  languages,  the  persistence  of  nativistic  religious 
practices  … these  are  the  latent  weapons  of  withdrawal  … Hunger  strikes,  … and 
incendiarism are  all  self-inflicted  wounds  which  the  powerful  state  cannot  easily 
combat unless it uses completely totalitarian methods.        452

As so often in the Hall-Dennis world, the expert reconstructed the world of subalterns — in 

this case incoherent and by implication credulous subalterns —  with an assured sense not 

only  of  being  able  to  provide  the  committee  with  insight  into  their  externally-visible 

problems  but  also  with  advanced  and  ‘sympathetic’  insights  into  their  inner  lives.  The 

conservative apprehension that “Indian Power” represented a threat to order rather than an 

opportunity to redress historic wrongs was unmistakable. 

Sim understood that“[c]onflict can be a unifier,”  and he suspected that a move 453

towards  radicalism was  a  real  risk.    Far  preferable  to  such  conflict  were  stances  of 454

“accommodation”  (a  term that  Sim adapted from the  burgeoning  study  of  ecology)  and 

“individual  autonomy.”  Accommodation  “expresses  the  thought  that  forces  that  are  in 

conflict  can  make adaptations  in  a  satisfactory  way,”  resulting  in  a  new “equilibrium of 

forces” in which attitudes are “rationalized, redefined or transferred following a period of 

conflict.”  When the conflict  is  brought out into the open and dealt  with,  “an honest 455
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understanding of the immovable objects may reduce their emotional content.”  Individual 456

autonomy was the more germane option. The autonomous person —  and here, Sim borrows 

from David Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd (1950) —  is outer-, rather than inner-directed. They 

are oriented toward the future and not the past.  They are capable of selecting “what they 457

prefer from their environment, remaining impervious to mass pressures, yet [are also] well 

socialized persons who can exercise a full measure of community and world citizenship.”  458

Indigenous  peoples  were  kept  from achieving  autonomy  by  the  reserve  system –  that 

“confined  space,”  in  which  they  “cannot  move  or  speak  with  freedom.”  Indigenous 459

Canadians must be strongly encouraged to choose autonomy, authenticity, and freedom. The 

reserves  could  then  be  transformed  from  a  “hiding  place  and  a  refuge”  into  a  proud 

homelands, a “Zion” within a larger, “multi-value, poly-ethnic” Canadian society.460

Sim called for “new types of action” to make this dream a reality. More generous 

investment  in  Indigenous  communities  was  needed,  as  government  dependency  was  an 

important part of their problems: “increased expenditures will do little else than result in 

the  establishment  of  new,  costly  and  futile  agencies.”  Indigenous  involvement  in  the 461

renovation of their communities was both a substantial and symbolic measure: “[n]ot only 

must Indians actually move into positions of real power and authority but they must also 
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appear to be doing so.”  For Sim, a total shift in perception and policy was required in 462

Ontario -- “niggling, piecemeal concessions and assignments of inconsequential busy work” 

would not do. Instead, “a great humane act of trust and vision” was called for.463

More  concretely,  Sim  argued  for  the  creation  of  a  number  of  new  autonomy-

encouraging  social  institutions  for  Ontario’s  Indigenous  peoples.  He  suggested  the 

establishment of an Indian Council of Ontario, which would “set up institutions, sponsor 

objective  research,  and foster  leadership.”  It  would be led by Indigenous people,  and 464

would allow them to take on controversial social projects without fear of undue government 

oversight.  He proposed the creation of an ‘Indian College,’ which would give “form and 465

meaning to the aspirations of the Indian people,” not least because they would make up the 

bulk  of  the  student  body.  Further,  these  students  would  play  a  critical  role  in  the 466

educational planning within the college.  This, for Sim, would be a positive step towards 467

ending  paternalism  in  Indigenous  culture  and  education.  An  ‘Indian  Cultural  and 468

Research Institute,’  modelled on the University  of  Toronto’s  Massey  College,  should  be 

established. Led by an Indigenous person, it would serve as a scholarly centre for research 

on Indigenous issues — “a repository of rare documents, records and artifacts” serving as a 
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“clearing house of information related to contemporary times.”  It would also dispense 469

generous grants and bursaries for scholarly work in archaeology, linguistics, ethnology, and 

“culturology.” Sim’s  report  was  well  received  by  Hall-Dennis,  with  nearly  all  of  his 470

recommendations being incorporated into Living and Learning.  Moreover, “The Education 471

of Indians in Ontario” was also distributed outside of the committee’s immediate circle, to 

the B.C. Indian Arts and Welfare Society and Canada’s Department of Indian Affairs and 

Northern Development.  It was also reprinted in the committee’s collected accompanying 472

documents.

Renaud, spurned by Hall-Dennis for the major research project taken on by Sim, was 

nevertheless enlisted to offer advice on “Indian Education” to the committee. Renauld had 

long worked with Indigenous people in Saskatchewan. He was better-versed than Sim in the 

relevant anthropology, and was far more politically savvy — although it must be said that he 

also fell into many of the essentialist patterns of reasoning evident in the work of his fellow 

expert.  Renaud begins “Needs in Indian Education” with a basic definition of education. As 

he had it, education – the same in all times and places -- was a process through which one 

generation equipped the next with the “ideas,  beliefs,  images,  feelings,  attitudes,  values, 

skills,  and behaviour patterns which will  make the children competent members of that 

society, economically, socially, emotionally, and spiritually.”  He then added that the means 473
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to this end would vary according to the society under consideration: “[i]n many societies, 

including our own, the educational process includes a schooling or formal instruction period 

which inevitably takes a different form according to each society.”474

Renaud then stressed that Indigenous peoples in North America had their own, long-

standing methods  of  educating  their  children and young people.  This  was  the  result  of 

“thousands  of  years  of  human  community  living  in  their  respective  environments.”  475

European  colonization  had  meant  a  complete  change  in  this  “original  environment.”  476

“Indian  children  for  the  last  twenty-five  years  have  been  offered  an  identical  schooling 

process to that offered to other children in the country,” Renaud complained. “A cursory 

look at the results described in the statistics, not only of school promotion but of human 

experience  on  the  reserves,  is  enough  to  conclude  that  this  approach  produced  poor 

results.”  To  begin  to  rectify  the  problem,  one  would  have  to  examine  the  cultural 477

differences  between  the  Indigenous  populations  of  Ontario  and  Canada,  and  those 

westerners who presume to set the agenda for Indigenous education in northern North 

America.

Renaud asserted that western societies like Canada were “talking societies.” In such 

societies, verbal communication was used as a means of coming up with efficient solutions 

to  various  problems.   Modern  mass  communications  allowed Canadians  to  “extend and 

expand our talking through time and space” through media such as telephones, radios, and 
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tape  recordings.  Canada  was  a  “literate  society,”  in  which  “oral  communication  is 478

transferred to relative permanency for extended use in time and space.”  Such a pattern of 479

communications had led Canada (alongside other western nations)  toward the “scientific 

and  technological  advancement  of  which  we  are  so  proud.”  And  Canada  was  also  a 480

“scientific  society,”  in  which knowledge  was  functional:  “measured,  recorded,  compared, 

analyzed  and  deduced.”  Cultural  phenomena  that  did  not  meet  these  criteria  were 481

“shrinking constantly,” according to Renaud.  Canadian society was increasingly urban and 482

socially  more  “horizontal,”  while  being  physically  more  “vertical.”  As  Renaud explained: 

“[y]oung people learn how to become husbands and wives and parents, not from their own 

parents or grandparents or uncles or older brothers and sisters, but from each other and 

from institutions such as the hospitals, the libraries, organizations, Doctor Kinsey, Doctor 

Spock,  etc.”   Canada  was  also  multi-ethnic  and  “multi-cultural,”  “tolerating  a  much 483

broader range of cultural perseverance and expression than more homogenous societies.”  484

That said, Renaud added that a society like Canada’s “minimizes cultural differences to the 

point of alienating the individual not only from his own group but even from himself.”  485

Yet,  this  “composite  identity”  was  both  “confused  and  diffused.”  Canada,  as  Renaud 486
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argued, was an industrialized (and industrializing) country, which constantly “manipulates, 

destroys,  and  reconstructs”  the  physical  environment.  The  result  was  the  alienation  of 

Indigenous peoples from the lands upon which they had lived for some 10,000 years. In this 

situation, private property and “the accumulation of capital” determined the shape of both 

civil law, “social traits,” and “innumerable behaviour patterns.”  487

In contrast  to  Euro-Canadians,  Indigenous  people,  still  organized as  hunters  and 

gatherers, made up a “silent” society, for “talking [was] not necessary to be successful at the 

hunt  or  to  nurture  social  awareness.”  In  Indigenous  societies,  individuals  “read”  and 488

“guess[ed]”  what  others  were  doing at  any particular  time.  Consequently,  literacy  was 489

foreign  to  these  societies.  They  would  only  take  up  reading  and  writing  if  educational 

materials were tailored to their non-literary interests.  490

Since  Indigenous  peoples  were  “pre-scientific”  and  “empirical,”  amassing  huge 

amounts of information not to achieve scientific understanding but only in relation to “basic 

human needs,” they were not –  at least not essentially –  members of “the industrialized 

society.”  Instead,  they  strongly  identified  with  their  own  peoples,  because  “[c]ross 491

fertilization of ideas,  skills,  and attitudes was kept to a minimum and in-breeding [was] 

constant.”  This  accounted  for  the  “two  solitudes”  that  existed  between  Indigenous 492
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cultures  and  the  “large,  complex,  multi-lateral  and  alienating”  societies  of  Ontario  and 

Canada.  The  situation  was  unlikely  to  improve.  Because  of  “constant  administrative, 493

socio-psychological, and often geographic separation,” such communities were isolated with 

respect to the rest of Canada. As Renauld remarked, Indigenous people saw themselves as a 

“WE,” looking out at a “THEY,” whom they resembled not at all.  494

For Renaud, it is only with these factors in mind that educational reformers could 

formulate a  reasonable policy with respect to Indigenous education reform. Refusing to 

countenance any notion that Indigenous children were less capable of learning than other 

students, he reasoned that given their pre-existing cultural traits, they might be even more 

receptive to progressive forms of education than their Euro-Canadian counterparts.  “[W]e 

suspect,” he said of the typical Indigenous boy, “that his curiosity is perhaps greater than 

that of many urban children since he experiences a very unrestricted type of discipline in 

infancy and early childhood, fee to explore every spot and corner of the reserve.”  The 495

cultivated form of curiosity that resulted from this is “part of his potential which can and 

should be channelled” by the educational system.  What was needed to achieve this goal 496

was a curriculum (broadly defined) that related to the child’s experience and identity as an 

Indigenous person; otherwise, “his heart goes back to the reserve.”  497
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Renaud insisted that Indigenous education in Ontario and Canada should be made 

“functional.”  Such a transition to a new style would constitute an enormous boon for 498

Indigenous students: 

We think that in selecting content to train children in the skills  necessary for the 
industrial era, preference should be given to facts and information that could be of 
almost immediate use in to the grown ups on the reserve in relation to their current 
preoccupations. It may be a fish-filleting plant and log-cutting contract, a fur-block 
system, etc. By selecting as focus of interest once in a while the on-going problems of 
the adults, the school identifies itself more closely with the local community. Some of 
the  information  collected  and  used  in  the  classroom  for  the  purposes  of  the 
curriculum is bound to spread on the reserve and give the school a new image. The 
assumption is that not only will  this contribute to change the attitudes of parents 
concerning their children’s attendance at school, but that it will  eventually interest 
them  to  come  to  the  school  in  order  to  pick  up  some  of  the  information  for 
themselves. Once this pattern is established, the cultural isolation under which the 
Indian communities have been labouring for so long may come to an end. We too 
often forget that these communities, as human communities rather than residential 
centres,  are  not  yet  fully  opened  to  the  broad  channels  of  communication  and 
information that enrich our collective and personal life, almost drowning us with the 
output of all the research centres of the world and the problems and decisions of every 
country, every province, every profession, etc. The Indians have yet no psychological 
link with these channels  and the local  school  is  the only learning agency that can 
operate the connection.  499

Renaud advocated what he called a  “theory of  pegs and gaps”  –  i.e.,  the articulation of 

curricular objectives carefully monitored to ensure that the “on-going life of the reserve” 

was reflected in pedagogy. This constituted a “peg.” When the curriculum did not reflect 

Aboriginal life, a “gap” was revealed to which educators should attend. Renaud insisted that 

the curriculum move away from an exclusive focus on European content, and towards one 

that reflected the Indigenous societies serviced by the schools.  The ultimate goal was to 500

change the Indigenous perspective, so that the Indigenous child came to realize that “all 
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along his forefathers were part of the society of man, separated from all other societies only 

by geographic distances.”  501

To realize this end, “actual curriculum development” should involve a shift in which 

Indigenous  societies  were  moved  from tradition  to  modernity.  Modernizing  the  natives 

would be a complicated process.  All  “the data that the child brings to school” –  “ideas, 

images, beliefs, attitudes” – would and should be transformed over time, reinterpreted “in 

terms of the literate, scientific, industrial and urbanized society” of which the Indigenous 

child  was  to  be  a  part.  This  reformed  child  would  not  only  be  incorporated  into  the 

Canadian state, but into the global village as well, with he or she capable of accessing “as 

many  zones  of  contemporary  human  activity  as  possible.”  Renaud  insisted  that  the 502

Indigenous  communities  of  the  province  would not  lose  their  cultural  identities  in  this 

process. Rather, they would become “increasingly refined,” scientific, and literate ... through 

education.  His recipe was one of accommodation, not assimilation.  503

Father Renaud’s suggestions were highly esteemed by Hall-Dennis: reproduced in full 

in  its  volume  of  collected  documents,  and  directly  reflected  in  the  text  of  Living  and 

Learning, which instructed Ontarians on the finer points of Indigenous cultures. “… Indian 

communities  are  still  functioning  in  a  prescientific  and  empirical  way,”  it  declared.  Then, 

seemingly leaning more to Sim, it added:  “… Indian communities are homogeneous;  cross 
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fertilization  of  ideas,  skills  and  attitudes  is  still  kept  to  a  minimum and in-breeding  is 

constant.”  504

As always,  Hall-Dennis was attempting to position itself  as a sympathetic,  liberal 

interlocutor of Indigenous communities; and it should be pointed out that neither Sim, with 

his recommendation for autonomous institutions of aboriginal education, nor Renaud, with 

his attractive notion of shaping curricula to aboriginal culture rather than vice-versa, were 

unprogressive in their sentiments or recommendations. Yet both “experts” were functioning 

at  a  distance  from  the  communities  about  which  they  spoke  and  whose  cultural  re-

engineering they so firmly advocated, always with the intent of easing the path of modernity. 

In the starkly dualistic Ontario they imagined, there was no room for modern aboriginal 

expertise nor for the fact of the tens of thousands of Aboriginals flocking to the province’s 

cities. And the capital fact was that no Indigenous experts were called upon to construct the 

committee’s  official  truth  about  Aboriginal  Canada.  Nor  was  such  Indigenous  expertise 

aggressively solicited: a committee whose members visited Moscow never managed to make 

it to Moose Factory.

***

An  implicit  (and  sometimes  explicit)  utopianism  accompanies  modernity.  With 

respect  to  Aboriginal  issues,  Hall-Dennis  intellectuals  could  project  into  contemporary 

Canada  schemes  for  the  betterment  of  Aboriginal  life  without  any  prospect  of  such 

projections ever being taken up by the various levels of government or by Aboriginal peoples 

themselves.  This  was typical  of  much of  Hall-Dennis.  Grand rhetoric about educational 

 Living and Learning, 112.504
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rights was combined with a minimal conception of how such ideals might be realized in 

practice. Because it lacked anything approaching a systematic theory of society, Hall-Dennis 

repeatedly returned to imagining heroic individuals,  somehow immune to the social  and 

bureaucratic  pressures  of  their  environment,  staking  out  the  more  enlightened  age  of 

education,.

Among the experts, it was political scientist Frank MacKinnon, a school principal in 

Prince  Edward  Island,  who  made  the  most  strenuous  attempt  to  achieve  a  reasonable 

balance between utopia and actuality. In “Education in a Restless Age,” MacKinnon argued, 

in  a  dystopian  vein,  that  anxiety  had  become  the  predominant  emotion  in  Ontario’s 

educational system in the 1960s. Restlessness was in the air -- “in war and rumours of war, 

and international relations and difficulties of people coming together in different parts of 

the world.”  The result was hardly progress from tradition to modernity, or from hierarchy 505

to democracy. Instead, MacKinnon urged the committee to pay heed to the intense “soul 

searching” that characterized the 1960s, and embrace its pedagogical possibilities.  506

Restlessness had always had a place in education, MacKinnon argued. In order for 

students to reach beyond what ‘is,’  to what could be,  a  lack of  satisfaction –  “a  certain 

amount of restlessness” – was crucial.  Yet such turbulence had to be restrained. The risks 507

of anarchy were real. One wanted to avoid creating a generation of citizens “who love to stir 

[things]  up,  sometimes  [losing]  sight  of  why  they  are  stirring  [things]  up.”   Such 508

 Frank MacKinnon, “ Education in a Restless Age,” in Documents Relating to Studies of The Provincial Committee 505
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restlessness could only be contained by attentive educators implementing a well-considered 

program that attended to the students’ interests.  As he put it, this would involve “the 509

avoidance of extreme, artificial restraint to avoid change, yet, the avoidance of artificially 

stimulated  restlessness  for  its  own  sake.”  In  short,  MacKinnon  was  arguing  for  a 510

contemporary form of wisdom as the major aim of education in the 1960s. As he warned, a 

society filled with perpetual flux was not sustainable. And yet, too little restlessness would 

leave citizens open to “mass thoughts,” “automation,” and “fashion.”  As so often in the 511

world of Hall-Dennis, a compromise was sought – a measure of restlessness, no more.

MacKinnon’s ideal was a form of wisdom that would avoid both “ultra-conservatism 

and undisciplined effervescence.”  In his “disciplined-restlessness” conception of schooling, 512

rote learning had no place. Such a style of instruction entailed what MacKinnon denounced 

as “pre-cast thought,” in which “the elements are pre-blended for instant consumption, and 

they  are  given to  you capsule  form,  and you take it.”  Instead,  Mackinnon favoured a 513

Deweyian progressive approach to pedagogy, in which restlessness would be tamed through 

project-based  learning.  Finally,  he  cautioned  against  avoiding  hard  social  truths  about 

education.  Nothing  was  less  educational  than  “sugar-coated  thought.”  Students  so 514
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cushioned from the world were wide open to media manipulation — or “forced consumer 

good news,” in MacKinnon’s terminology.515

***

Hall-Dennis  would  be  widely  criticized  as  amateurish  and Living  and  Learning  as 

incoherent.  Such  critiques  had  some  merit.  Relentlessly  seeking  compromise  between 

positions that were often unclearly specified to begin with, the report often ended up with 

“on the one hand this/on the other hand that” formulations that left both participants and 

readers with an unclear sense of what position had actually been adopted. This ambiguity 

was in keeping with Hall-Dennis’ passive-revolutionary logic. Both educational radicals and 

stalwart  conservatives  could  look  at  Hall-Dennis  and  be  reassured  that  they  –  and  the 

experts speaking on their behalf – had been listened to. In the age of restless flux described 

by MacKinnon, one wanted authoritative guides offering scientific guidance. (Chapter Six 

will reveal that in search of such expertise, the committee was willing to take many a tour 

outside Canada as well as a variety of ones within it.) And Hall-Dennis was nothing if not 

modern in believing that such experts were ready to hand — although, operating through 

processes  that  may  have  been  opaque  even  to  its  central  players,  those  experts  tended 

overwhelmingly to speak from the same positions of white,  male,  mainstream authority, 

often about conveniently voiceless people positioned in very different social locations than 

themselves who lacked the capacity to rebut their characterizations.  From such experts one 

learned of the moderated and sensibly constructed modernity that lay in Ontario’s future – 

 Ibid., p. 14. 515
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provided its citizens were sufficiently wise to realize that, under the guidance of experts, a 

distinguished educational elite had the future well in hand. 
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Chapter Five 

The Curriculum of the Future 

The  idea  of  curriculum  lies  at  the  very  heart  of  the  educational  endeavour. 

Curriculum encompasses what schools teach, what they should teach, and who decides what 

gets taught. Beyond this point, however, things become considerably more complex. For 

instance, curriculum can take in everything that happens within the school, or it can stand 

alone as a critical discipline, divorced from the school entirely. As curriculum scholars David 

Flinders and Stephen Thornton point out, “our topic sprawls out like the seemingly endless 

suburbs  of  a  modern  megalopolis.”  Hall-Dennis  considered  the  reform of  curriculum, 516

which it defined in a characteristically expansive manner, to be among the central aspects of 

its  mandate.  To  fulfill  it,  they  struck  a  large  sub-committee  in  1967  to  examine 517

curriculum’s current state and possible future.  518

As we saw in Chapter One, there had long been a tension between those who were 

inspired  by  the  venerable  idea  of  the  “liberal  arts”  and  those  progressives  who  wanted 

education to be adapted to the practical needs of a fast-changing world. One useful way of 

interpreting  Hall-Dennis  has  traditionally  been  as  an  indication  of  a  resurgence  of 

progressivism in educational circles.  Living and Learning  itself  encourages this sentiment, 

when it reflects that the progressive reforms contemplated in 1937 were only coming back 
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into fashion in the 1960s – thanks in good measure to itself.  Living and Learning refers to 

such “progressive milestones” as  the 1937 Programme of  Studies  for  Grades  1  to  6,  with the 

implication  that  this  document  was  wise  enough  to  anticipate  the  views  of  today’s 

“educationally enlightened and advanced authors.”  519

One give-away sign in the twentieth century that one was likely in the presence of a 

progressive educationist was his or her immense enthusiasm for curriculum design. Some 

styled themselves as “curriculum designers.” Although the notion of a consciously-designed 

curriculum can be traced back at least as far as Plato’s Republic,  many of the twentieth-

century  instantiations  of  the  idea  departed  markedly  from any  notion  of  philosophical 

curiosity or well-roundedness. John Franklin Bobbitt in particular championed an ideal of 

curriculum (in his 1918 study The Curriculum) that unabashedly argued for shaping school 

instruction to suit  the demands of  industry.  Most children did not really  need Latin or 

Greek, Shakespeare or Molière —  they needed to acquire the practical skills they would 

need in an industrial  civilization.  Curricula should be meticulously planned so that they 

most efficiently achieved the training results for which they were designed.  Bobbitt was, to 

use educational historian David Tyack’s phrase, a consummate “administrative progressive”: 

a “cosmopolitan yet paternalistic, self-consciously ‘modern’” educator, concerned above all 

else with efficiency in education.  Echoing Spencer, but with little of his concern for the 520

individual  child,  Bobbitt  argued that  in  order  to  meet  the needs  of  the  modern world, 

education had to become rational, scientific, and above all, efficient. To this end, he drew on 
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the newly-minted techniques of  “scientific management,”  as  pioneered by the American 

engineer, Frederick Winslow Taylor. 

For  Taylor,  industrial  organizations  became  efficient  through  identifying  the 

individual  tasks  in  an  operation and then eliminating  those  that  were  seen as  wasteful. 

Bobbitt  applied  this  method  directly  to  curriculum design.  He  argued  that  curriculum 

designers should first examine the contemporary needs of industry, then use curriculum to 

meet those needs.  He was a precocious advocate of education as a mean of generating 521

‘human capital.’  Efficiency within the school would result from carefully sorting students 

into distinct educational “streams” based upon their perceived abilities and via eliminating 

educational waste in the form of excess teachers and staff. There was to be no room for the 

moral or psychological growth of the individual child in this formula. As he put it simply, 

through schooling, students should become “in all respects what adults should be.”  522

John Dewey, another of the new curriculum specialists —  though he surely would 

have resisted the label — saw things differently. For Dewey, the modern curriculum began 

not with the adult world, but with the experiential world of the child. In this, he consciously 

harkened back to Rousseau. As he put it in 1897 essay, “My Pedagogic Creed”: “The child’s 

own instincts and powers furnish the material and give the starting point for all education. 

Save as the efforts of the educator connect with some activity which the child is carrying on 

of his own initiative independent of the educator, education becomes reduced to pressure 

from without.”  523

 Flinders and Thornton, p.8. 521
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Traditional  subjects  would be taught in Dewey’s  curriculum, but in a  way utterly 

different than the methods characteristic of traditional  liberal  arts education. Curricular 

planning, for Dewey, started with those things “within the child’s life and interests” that 

would  lead  to  each  student’s  particular  understanding  of  the  subject  matter  under 

consideration.  This  involved  direct,  active  learning,  rather  than  a  pedagogy  based  on 524

“those  banks  called  books.”  For  instance,  the  teaching  of  history  would  bypass  the 525

products of the professional historian and the writer of school textbooks. Instead, the child 

would partake in practical activities similar to those of the people under consideration. (For 

example,  ordinary  life  on  the  American  frontier  would  be  explored  through  tending  a 

garden.) This form of real-time social history would lead to a deep, granular understanding 

of the challenges faced by people in the past. It would lead to intellectual and emotional 

growth for the individual child.  It would also encourage students to co-operate with each 526

other in solving collective problems. Such thinking was the context of oft-quoted Deweyian 

dictum that the classroom should be “a democracy in miniature.”                              527

George Counts, who in some measure inherited the mantle of Dewey as the lion of 

progressive education in the 1930s,  took the notion of democracy in the classroom in a 

distinctly  radical  direction.  Initially  located  in  the  1920s  in  Bobbit’s  hyper-utilitarian 

current,  Counts soon afterwards turned away from it.  Instead,  he became the foremost 
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“social  meliorist”  curriculum expert.  As historian Herbert  M. Kliebard describes it,  this 

approach to curriculum involves seeing schools as “a major, perhaps the principal, force for 

social change and social justice.”  Instead of Bobbitt’s administrative progressivism or a 528

Dewey’s  evolutionary  pragmatism,  Counts  viewed  schools  first  and  foremost  as  places 

wherein one could create  and perpetuate  a  “new social  vision.”  To realize  this  vision, 529

Counts went so far as to promote curriculum as “propaganda.” Students should be steeped 

in contemporary social issues while also being given the conceptual tools to analyze them. 

This  radical  take  on  curriculum  became  very  influential  during  the  1930s,  as  global 

capitalism entered into crisis.  Echoing Marx’s Theses  on Feuerbach,  Counts declared: “Our 

progressive schools [must] become centers for the building and not the contemplation, of 

our civilization.”  530

Counts’ project was derailed by the arrival of the Second World War in 1945. After 

the war began, it was Bobbitt’s utilitarianism that was taken up in North American schools. 

Wartime education  involved  tasks  such  as  collecting  scrap  metal  and  assisting  the  Red 

Cross. It saw a new emphasis on subjects such as physics and mathematics, directed toward 

particular ends such as aeromechanics, aeronautics, navigation and gunnery. Instruction in 

biology and home economics edged increasingly toward lessons in nursing and first aid.  In 531

Canada, as educational historian George Tomkins has noted, “cadet corps and military drill, 

which  had  been  largely  abolished  during  the  anti-militaristic,  progressive  1930s,  were 
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restored to schools.”  At the war’s  end, social  planning for the period after the war — 532

known as “reconstruction” — began in earnest in both society and the schools. In such an 

environment, it was administrative progressivism that promised the most efficient “concrete 

adjustment” to postwar conditions.  533

In this context, the curricular work of Ralph Tyler flourished. Tyler studied at the 

University of Chicago, and was influenced initially by Counts’ political project. In an ironic 

reversal  of  Counts’  own  trajectory,  it  was  administrative  progressivism that  eventually 

became Tyler’s focus. In 1949, he published Basic Principles of Curriculum Construction, a book 

that would go through 36 printings and be translated into seven languages.  What came to 534

be known as the “Tyler Rationale” carried progressivism into the postwar era. Here was a 

progressivism  shorn  of  political  radicalism.  It  offered  a  ‘technological’  approach  to 

curriculum in an age in which such values were deeply prized. As Tyler had it, the major 

questions to be posed by curriculum designers were: “1. What educational purposes should 

the school seek to attain 2. What educational experiences can be provided that are likely to 

attain these purposes? 3. How can these educational experiences be effectively organized? 4. 

How can we determine whether these purposes are being attained?”  When it came to 535

liberal educational concerns, these criteria did offer a place for them, but in utilitarian terms 

alone.  As Tyler had it,  in the postwar era,  the subject specialists should ask themselves: 

“What can your subject contribute to the layman, the garden variety of citizen? If subject 
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specialists  can  present  answers  to  this  question,  they  can  make  an  important 

contribution.”  536

Despite the immense success of the Tyler rationale, liberal education again surged in 

the  1950s.  This  followed  an  ill-judged  Tylerian  attempt  to  introduce  a  new  form  of 

progressive  curriculum  known  as  “Life  Adjustment.”  The  immediate  purpose  of  life 

adjustment was to stem the tide of high school drop-outs following the war.  The response 537

by experts was to amend the curriculum to suit these less-academically inclined students, 

whom they considered unwilling or unable to engage in a more rigorous work. Educationists 

experimented with various types of “basic” curricula. They came up with simplified versions 

of traditional subjects and emphasized selected aspects of progressive pedagogy, including 

active learning and group work. Supporters of life adjustment hoped that such measures 

would help instil a “zeal for democratic processes” and an appreciation of “meaning for life” 

in postwar students.   538

Life  adjustment,  in  Kliebard’s  words,   “turned  out  to  be  the  prod  that  awoke  a 

slumbering giant.”  The 1950s saw a swath of critiques of life adjustment and progressive 539

education more generally. Many of these critics were university professors united in their 

belief that educational scholars and curriculum experts were conspiring to foist their own 

 Ibid., p. 74)   536
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“methodologically suspect educational philosophy” on the schools and universities.  The 540

result,  for  these  critics,  would  be  a  poorly-educated  population,  ready  neither  for  the 

demands of postwar business nor for the emerging Cold War.  Historian Arthur Bestor’s 

Educational  Wastelands  of  1953  remains  the  best  of  these  critiques.  Using  the  democratic 

pretentions of progressive educators as a bludgeon, Bestor argued that all students should be 

given the chance to train their minds and forge their characters through a rigorous liberal 

curriculum.  Stigmatizing  many  such  students  as  incapable  of  serious  intellectual  work, 

progressive education denied them this opportunity. In a final twist of the knife, Bestor 

suggested that such progressive bias would result  in new form of aristocracy in modern 

society.541

Such  debates  also  erupted  in  Canada.  In  Ontario,  Conservative  Premier  George 

Drew made himself his own Minister of Education and succeeded in dampening much of 

the progressive enthusiasm associated with such reformers as Duncan McArthur in the late 

1930s.  The  most  articulate  and  damning  critique  of  progressivism  in  education  was 542

combined  with  Canadian  Masseyite  nationalism in  1956  with  the  appearance  of  Hilda 

Neatby’s  So  Little  for  the  Mind.  Neatby  echoed  Bestor’s  contention  that  progressive 

education,  the  malign result  of  the  machinations  of  misguided educational  experts,  was 

undemocratic. However, there was one crucial distinction separating Neatby from Bestor. In 

her version, the enemies of liberal education were either American or American-trained (if 
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nominally  Canadian)  experts.  Headquartered  at  Columba  University’s  Teachers’  College, 

they were slavishly devoted to the philosophy of John Dewey, whose philosophical subtleties 

were, one must say, not fairly conveyed by her polemic. Neatby argued that this American 

approach  to  education  would  weaken  Canadian  children,  and  thus  Canada  as  a  whole. 

Indeed, here was an approach that was

frankly anti-intellectual. There is no attempt to exercise, train and discipline the mind. 
This is old-fashioned language, now forbidden by the experts, but its meaning is still 
clear to the literate person. The traditionalist firmly and even brutally conveyed a body 
of facts which must be learned precisely, and which provided, as it were, the material 
of thought. Or he might demonstrate the process of thought through the admittedly 
painful process of causing the pupil to memorize a mathematical proposition and its 
proof. True, the matter often began and ended with memorizing, and never reached 
the stage of thinking.  The progressivist  noted this,  but instead of taking over and 
doing the things properly he threw up the sponge. Because, he argued, intellectual 
training is difficult and painful and many fall by the wayside, throw it out altogether. 
Failures spoil the record.543

Although  this  was  a  caricature  of  Dewey  and  many  Deweyans,  Neatby’s  critique  did 

highlight tendencies in progressive education that have disturbed many people, both on the 

right and on the left, ever since the 1920s.

Yet at least some of the ideas of the progressivists rebounded in the late 1950s and 

1960s. Ironically, progressivism’s rise from the ashes was partially a response to the same 

Cold War context that had stoked the fiery moralism of such critics as Bestor and Neatby. It 

was the Sputnik satellite, launched into space by the Soviet Union in 1957, that helped give 

rise to a distinctly 1960s take on progressivism. Sputnik delivered a devastating blow to the 

American self-image. As historian of science education John Rudolph points out, “The clear 

technological supremacy the country enjoyed at the end of World War II had seemingly 
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evaporated overnight.”  In response, the U.S. Congress began devoting enormous sums of 544

money towards new experiments in education, particularly science education. Dwight D. 

Eisenhower himself pledged publicly to give scientists whatever they wanted in order to 

help the United States regain its educational lead over the U.S.S.R.  One of the recipients 545

of this largesse was the Harvard psychologist Jerome Bruner. What resulted from his work 

was a theory called the “Structure of the Disciplines.” 

Bruner revived child-centered progressivism by arguing that any child, at any stage of 

cognitive development, could be taught a subject at a sophisticated level. The key was not to 

fill the child’s head with re-processed educational material. Rather, she should be exposed to 

the underlying structure of the discipline –  or the “rules” underlying its practice, as laid 

down by  the  field’s  leading  adult  figures.  After  internalizing  the  basic  structure  of  the 

discipline,  the  child  could  then apply  such rules  to  varying  situations.  She would think 

“generatively  about  new  issues”  as  they  arose.  Bruner  described  the  acquisition  of 546

language through this method in the following way: 

Having grasped the subtle structure of a sentence,  the child very rapidly learns to 
generate many other sentences based on this model though different in content from 
the  original  sentence  learned.  And  having  mastered  the  rules  for  transforming 
sentences without altering their meaning – ‘The dog bit the man’ and ‘The man was 
bitten by the dog’ – the child is able to vary his sentences much more widely. 547
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Bruner’s theory constituted a direct attack on the liberal educational dictum that advanced 

material could not be learned until earlier content had been mastered. In its place, a “spiral 

curriculum” would be employed, in which the structure would be returned to again and 

again, each time generating ever-more-sophisticated levels of understanding.   The theory 548

was received enthusiastically by American educators in the early 1960s. Soon it migrated to 

Canada.  There,  as  historian  George  Tompkins  remarks,  eminent  scientists  and 

mathematicians expressed their  commitment to “improving content”  and to “promoting 

child-centred  ‘discovery’  and  other  teaching  methods  that  owed  much  to  the  despised 

progressive  theories  they  aimed  to  supplant.”  This  merger  of  seemingly  opposed 549

approaches came to be called neo-progressivism (at least by some writers). Hall-Dennis is 

appropriately placed in this context, although its philosophy of education and thoughts on 

curriculum were often so inconclusively formulated that a definitive label for its approach 

will probably always elude us.

***

A joint  committee  consisting  of  University  of  Toronto  faculty  members  and  the 

Toronto Board of Education was struck in the 1950s to examine Canadian curriculum in the 

light of such new developments. The result was published in 1962 as Design for Learning. The 

“structure of  the disciplines”  approach could be found on almost every page.  It  offered 

evidence  that  Bruner’s  theory  could  be  applied  to  English,  science,  and  social  science 

curricula respectively. There was one crucial dissenting voice. The eminent literary theorist 

 Gardner, p.92.548

 Tomkins, Common Countenance, p. 266.549
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and cultural critic Northrop Frye was invited to write an introduction to the volume. Frye 

did due diligence, but he could not help developing his own sharp critique with respect to 

the English portion of the book. As Frye had it, this approach constituted an inadequate 

means of introducing the child to the world of literature. Rather, the teaching of this subject 

had to proceed sequentially, not (à la Bruner) structurally. The book’s approach was simply 

too rigid to be of much use to teachers, curriculum designers, or children.  550

Even  Bruner  started  to  express  similar  doubts.  He  worried  that  his  theory  of 

structures might be linked with larger social trends, with potentially negative consequences 

extending far beyond the school. As he put reflected in the early 1970s:

We shall kill ourselves as a society and as human beings, unless we address our efforts 
to redressing the deep, deep wounds that we inflict on the poor, the outcast, those 
who somehow don’t fit within our caste system – be they black or dispossessed in any 
way … I would be quite satisfied to declare, if not a moratorium, then something of a 
de-emphasis on matters that have to do with the structure of history, the structure of 
physics, the nature of mathematical constituency, and deal with [curriculum] rather in 
the context of the problems that face us.  551

As  historian Diane Ravitch has  pointed out,  Bruner  was  not  alone in  harbouring these 

reservations.  In  the  early-1960s,  at  the  height  of  the  theory’s  success,  many saw public 

education  in  glowing  terms,  as  “federal  agencies,  university  scholars,  and  major 

philanthropic  foundations”  all  worked  together  to  improve  education  as  a  structural 

venture, from the top-down.  They believed wholeheartedly that efforts (including “Head-552

 Northrop Frye, “Introduction,” in Design for Learning (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962), p. 10. 550

Frye was perhaps chagrined that Bruner’s work did not mesh with his own structural notions of “archetypes” 
in literature.  
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Start” pre-schools in the United States) would result in a social “revolution” through public 

schooling.  Yet such experiments yielded sub-optimal  results.  Increasingly,  the situation 553

grew desperate, as programs were “tried, hastily evaluated, declared a failure.”  Education 554

did not improve, and structural racism and poverty remained. As Ravitch puts it: “When the 

decade of the 1960s opened, the problems of the schools seemed solvable, if only enough 

talent, commitment, and money could be mobilized; by the late-1960s [where once] there 

had been a clear sense of purpose about educational goals, now there was uncertainty.”  555

As some of the more all-encompassing hopes raised by structural curriculum changes 

came to grief, new contrary currents came into prominence. A.S. Neill, the British educator 

and writer, was a seminal figure in this respect. He first made a name for himself in the 

1920s, after opening a “free school” called Summerhill. He achieved global fame in 1960, 

with the publication of his book Summerhi": A Radical Approach to Child-Rearing. Thanks to 

the fame achieved by this  book,  Neill’s  view that  “the curse  of  humanity  is  … external 

compulsion, whether it comes from the Pope or the state or the teacher,” was spread far and 

wide.  By the end of the decade, Summerhi"  had sold two million copies in the United 556

States alone.  557

 Ibid.553

 Ibid., p. 234. 554

 Ibid., p. 235. 555

 Quoted in Diane Ravitch, Le% Back: A Century of Battles over School Reform (New York: Simon & Schuster, 556
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As educationist Albert Lamb has succinctly put it, Neill’s approach put individual 

psychology above all else in education.  For Neill, only after an extended and exploratory 558

immersion in her own freedom through self-directed play could the child arrive at a position 

in which learning could occur.  Yet, when the child was ready, such learning would take 559

place with an almost miraculous rapidity. Aside from the primacy of individual freedom, 

there was only one other rule in Summerhill:  any individual child could do as he or she 

pleased,  as  long  in  doing  so,  there  was  no  interference  with  the  freedom of  any  other 

student.  Neill’s conception of education was hence both deeply progressive in its child-560

centredness and profoundly radical in its libertarianism. It had little to offer a ‘progressive’ 

curriculum planner intent on applying scientific management to the school system in the 

hope of creating an intelligent work-force; nor to a traditional champion of the humanities 

determined that children double down on a pre-selected canon of great works. In many 

respects, in Neill, we see the breakdown of the traditional liberal/progressive dichotomy, an 

anticipation, perhaps, of the highly individualistic Age of Fracture that was to become fully 

evident in the 1970s.

Neill’s  progressive  educational  approach  found  a  ready  audience  among  the 

progenitors  of  another  source  of  fracture  in  the  latter  1960s:  the  alternative  school 

movement.  It  was  ushered  in  by  a  series  of  leftist  critiques  of  the  educational 

“establishment.” These critiques portrayed schools as oppressive institutions that coerced 

“unwilling youths to sit through hours of stultifying classes, breaking their spirits before 

 Albert Lamb, “Neill and Summerhill,” in Summerhi" School: A New View of Childhood, Albert Lamb, ed. (New 558

York: St. Martin's Press, 1993), p. xviii.
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turning them out  as  either  rebellious  misfits  or  conforming cogs  in  the great  industrial 

machine.”  Among the most important of these critiques was Compulsory Mis-Education and 561

the Community of Scholars by Paul Goodman.  Goodman argued that the schools did not 562

enhance the child’s sense of herself. They did not teach her how to take up a proper position 

in civil society. Instead, mass education amounted to a ritual in which children were “herded 

into” classrooms and made to conform to the dictates of consumer society.  John Holt’s 563

How Children Fail, another classic of the left-wing educational thought in the 1960s, added to 

Goodman’s indictment of schools. Children, Holt remarked, would do almost anything to 

avoid any curriculum that aimed to stifle them as individuals. As he put it:

Children in school are like children at the doctor’s. [The teacher] can talk himself blue 
in the face about how much good his medicine is going to do them [but] all they think 
about is how much it will hurt and how bad it will taste. Given their own way, they 
would have none of it … For children, the central business of school is not learning, 
whatever this vague word means; it is getting these daily tasks done, or at least out of 
the way, with a minimum of effort and unpleasantness. Each task is an end in itself. 
The children don’t care how they dispose of it. If they can get it out of the way by 
doing it, they will do it; if experience has taught them that this does not work very 
well, they will turn to other means, illegitimate means, that wholly defeat whatever 
purpose the task-giver may have in mind.564

Against  this  oppressive  model  of  education,  Goodman  and  many  others  proposed  an 

alternative  network  of  schools  that  would  encourage  individuality  while  promoting 

community-based solutions to social problems.   565

 Ravitch, Troubled, p. 237. 561
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 Ravitch, Troubled, p. 236. 565



!  199

These ideas found soon took firm root in a free school movement in Canada, much 

of it Toronto-based and well-populated with American expatriates. As activist Satu Repo 

remembered in 1970, many of the partisans of free schools believed that “something very 

destructive was happening to individuals” in the public school system. Creating alternative 

arrangements became an urgent priority. 

How do you change things? For years a group of us in Toronto had been arguing about 
this in our communal living rooms and in local taverns. Most of us made a living in 
either  teaching  or  in  some kind of  social  work,  and the  argument  often  centered 
around how to change the institutions that shape kids,  and particularly the school 
system. Should we do political organizing? There was eloquent talk of getting together 
pressure  groups  of  the  powerless  in  education  –  students,  teachers  and  parents  – 
around demands that  they have some say  in  what  happens in  the schools.  Others 
argued that it can be shown that there are better ways of learning and relating to each 
other and the world.566

The best-known of  these  “better  ways”  was  an alternative  school  called Everdale  Place, 

founded in 1966 in rural Hillsburg (40 miles from Toronto). It was, as its first brochure had 

it, founded by educators and activists whose sensibilities had been forged in the experiences 

of that decade: through the Student Christian Movement work camps, in city-co-operatives, 

in schools for the emotionally disturbed, and in the Student Union for Peace Action. In 

terms of educational theory and practice, these leftists drew inspiration from Neill above all, 

but also from such writers “as different as Paul Goodman, Marshall McLuhan and George 

Grant.” Everdale would be a place in which “children learn what they’re ready for in an 

environment they help to create.” It would be genuinely different from public schools, in 

which  children  were  not  educated,  but  “processed,”  “herded  into  large  groups,  graded 

constantly,  examined,  time-tabled,  filed and packaged.”  At  Everdale,  on the other  hand, 

 Satu Repo, “Forward,” in This Book is About Schools, Satu Repo, ed. (New York and Toronto: Random House, 566

1970), p. xiii; p. xi.
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adults  and  children  would  exist  on  a  level  of  equality,  “sharing  the  difficulties  of  self-

government.” The child would not be compelled to take part in any school activity. Rather, 

he or she would be “free to do so as long as he does not infringe upon the rights of others.” 

This voluntary participation in education would result in “creative and meaningful work.” In 

terms of the curriculum, the child would be given “individually designed reading programs 

and intimate seminars” in the humanities; in science, she would “experience nature directly 

in  experimental  situations”;  and,  she  would  develop  “self-expression  and understanding” 

though the fine arts.  All of this would take place in idyllic surroundings in Hillsburg, a 567

village forty miles outside of Toronto – an educational utopia realized.   Everdale was soon 568

joined by other Toronto-area alternative schools, including Point Blank and Superschool. 

Collectively,  these Canadian experiments garnered international  attention,  becoming the 

destinations of educational pilgrimages by teachers, parents, and scholars in the latter 1960s.

In  addition  to  such  experiments,  Canada’s  alternative  school  movement  was 

popularized  through  a  journal  started  by  Everdale  founder  Bob  Davis,  Satu  Repo,  and 

activist George Martell. It was called This Magazine is About Schools. The editors claimed to 

hold no animus against the mainstream schools — “We are not cynical about the possibility 

of changes within the public school system” —  but the content and even the form of This 

Magazine  suggested  otherwise.  The  first  issue  contained  a  dialogue  between  Mario 

Montessori  and  A.S.  Neill  about  alternative  schooling,  an  essay  by  McLuhan  titled 

“Electronics & the Physics Drop-Out” about the obsolescence of public education, and an 

 Stamp, Schools, p.226.567
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enthusiastic piece about high school protests in Toronto. The second issue featured a Dada-

like layout, and included this notice:

SEND US

Your articles

Your letters

Your pictures

Your comments

About children

About schools

About television

About transistors

About your own

School days

About dropouts

About stay-ins

This magazine

Life, society

The universe

Everything

SEND US

Humour

Cartoons

Kids’ poems

Subscriptions569

 “Send Us,” This Magazine is About Schools, Vol. 1 (April 1966).569
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In  that  issue’s  editorial,  Bob  Davis  proclaimed  the  magazine’s  utopian  aspirations.  He 

compared the inner life of the artist to that of the “schoolman.” The artist needed to retreat 

from society in order to do his work. He required a “place of calm, of being, of peace,” a 

place “out of this world.” On the other hand, the schoolman needed nothing of the sort. For 

him, school was no place for “visions.” In a passage that perfectly summed up the alternative 

school movement’s view of the passing age of structure, Davis lamented that “Dewey was 

the last to have visions, because for a brief time it was possible to dream that the schools 

and industrial democracy had something to do with the quality of life.” He then added: 

“Industrial Democracy died, and so did Dewey.”  570

For Davis, books such as Summerhi" and How Children Fail were accelerating the drive 

towards toward a new, liberated model of schooling. That model was being realized at places 

such as Everdale that were helping children and young people attain new forms of  “personal 

identity within a kind of ecstatic calm, and a new kind of communal involvement with each 

other.”  These new schools  would,  in  turn,  fill  the void left  by “the wreckage of  former 

communities  like  family,  church,  town,  and nation.”  Celebrated by  such luminaries  of 571

alternative  pedagogy  as  Kohl,  Holt,  and  Jonathan  Kozol,  This  Magazine  is  About  Schools 

quickly  became  the  continent’s  premier  source  for  radical  educational  critique  and 

reflection on educational practice. 

***

 Bob Davis, “Editorial,” in This Magazine is About Schools, Vol. 1 (April, 1966), p. 2.570

 Ibid. 571
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Herein  lay  one  significant  challenge  for  the  members  of  the  Hall-Dennis  sub-

committee on curriculum. Operating within the very centre of the Ontario state apparatus, 

how could they acknowledge the social and educational changes happening all around them, 

without allowing the central state structure of education to dissolve completely into the 

chaos of which MacKinnon had warned? How as individualists could they simultaneously 

uphold  the  humanities  and  liberal  arts  and  urge  Ontario  to  reconstruct  its  educational 

system so that  it  served a  useful  purpose in a  capitalist  economy? How could they pay 

homage to their fellow nationalist Hilda Neatby while at the same time pre-empting the 

democratic challenge of Bob Davis, Satu Repo and George Martell? 

Here  once  again  one  perceives  the  pertinence  of  Gramsci’s  concept  of  passive 

revolution. In hindsight, one can say that Hall-Dennis exaggerated the risk of a massive, 

chaos-generating  revolt  within  and  against  Ontario’s  school  system.  Yet  it  is  well  to 

remember the often apocalyptic atmosphere of the 1960s, a decade in which students in 

Paris, Berkeley and New York had demonstrated their quite considerable power.  There were 

intimations of similar protests in Ontario high schools. “Student power” was in the air at the 

University  of  Toronto.  Many  people  thought  the  system was  entering  into  a  crisis  of 

authority. Among them were members of Hall-Dennis, who were to place somber warnings 

about alienated youth and disaffected students in the generally cheerful pages of Living and 

Learning. 

In essence, Hall-Dennis put to work a version of a device well described by Roland 

Barthes: “To instil into the Established Order the complacent portrayal of its drawbacks has 
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nowadays  become  a  paradoxical  but  incontrovertible  means  of  exalting  it.”  In  its 572

committee deliberations and in its ultimate report, Hall-Dennis almost outdid This Magazine 

Is  About  Schools  in  denouncing  the  hierarchies,  rigidities  and  even  cruelties  of  Ontario 

schools — all the while concluding that the system was progressing and its leadership in 

good hands.  To pre-empt the radicals, Hall-Dennis to a considerable degree began to speak 

their language and even toy with certain of their ideas; there are long discussions in Living 

and Learning of the evils of lock-step schooling that recall the New Left. Yet throughout 

Hall-Dennis there was no serious intention of turning the Ontario system into a network of 

free schools, suffused with a democratic spirit. Hall-Dennis was brilliantly adept at adopting 

certain of the critiques of the left-wing critics of education, re-framing them, and making 

them part of its own hegemonic project.   573

The sub-committee on curriculum effected a form of passive revolution in the face of 

a perceived organic crisis of the educational order. M.B. Parnall, Director of the Program 

Branch  of  the  Ontario  Department  of  Education,  said  as  much  explicitly  in  the  sub-

committee’s final report to Hall-Dennis. He argued that curriculum reform could be used to 

stabilize  educational  tensions,  thus  satisfying  critics  on  the  left  and  the  right,  “from 

Goodman and Holt, through Barzun and Bruner, even to the Council for Basic Education 

and  Admiral  Rickover.”  C.E.  Phillips,  the  retired  director  of  Graduate  Studies  at  the 574

Ontario College of Education and former executive secretary of the Canadian Educational 

 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (Frogmore: Paladin, 1973), p.41.572
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Association, was perhaps an even more cogent exponent of this strategy than was Parnall. In 

materials collected for the sub-committee, their individual and co-written excursions into 

various  issues,  and  the  final  report  presented  to  Hall-Dennis,  one  can  see  Parnall  and 

Phillips’s subtle negotiation of this new terrain. They sought formulae that transcended the 

progressive/traditionalist  divide  and  somehow allowed  one  to  preserve  structure  in  an 

emergent age of fracture.  This negotiation revolved around three key themes: “curriculum,” 

“responsibility,” and “communications.” 

The first theme in the sub-committee’s work is “curriculum” itself. In it, one can see 

the committee members respond to the idea of accelerating social change (always a concern, 

but  one  greatly  heightened  as  the  1960s  wore  on).   On  these  issues,  Hall-Dennis  was 

sympathetic but wary. What the reformers needed was neutral ground between stasis and 

excess, and they found it the work of the British mathematician and philosopher, Alfred 

North Whitehead. His book, The Aims of Education, was listed in the bibliography of Living 

and Learning, and more significantly still, his image was included in a pictorial representation 

of great educational thinkers, alongside Rousseau, Spencer, and Dewey.   575

Largely forgotten today, Whitehead remains best known for his co-authorship with 

Bertrand  Russell  of  Principia  Mathmatica  (1910-1913).  In  this  great  work  of  modern 

philosophy, Russell and Whitehead sought to place logic on a footing as rock-solid as that of 

mathematics. Then Whitehead moved in a different direction. He turned to philosophy full-

time,  and  embraced  unpredictability,  fluidity,  and  process.  In  subsequent  works  such  as 

Process and Reality (1929), he argued that empiricism could not fully capture a reality that was 

 Living and Learning, p.66. 575
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articulated with the intangible processes that made the empirical world perceivable.  He 576

extended  this  idea  of  process  to  society  as  well.  It  was  ultimately  constituted  through 

structures that were in constant flux. This notion of structures surviving in an age of fluid 

modernity  and  of  a  successful  compromise  between  tradition  and  innovation  held 

considerable appeal for the committee. In essence, Whitehead offered them a usable liberal 

compromise whereby one could have one’s social-structural cake and eat it too. 

The Aims of Education, Whitehead’s major work on education, was written in 1929. In 

it, Whitehead argued for process and flux in education. He warned against a reliance on 

“inert ideas” that are “merely received into the mind without being utilized, or tested, or 

thrown into fresh combinations.”  Thus, the student took on the central role in this notion 577

of  education  as  process,  sifting,  combining,  and  re-combining  the  liberal  arts  canon  in 

idiosyncratic, individual ways. As Whitehead explained, “[l]et the main ideas … be thrown 

into  every  combination  possible.  The  child  should  make  them  his  own,  and  should 

understand their application here and now in the circumstances of his actual life. From the 

very  beginning  of  his  education,  the  child  should  experience  the  joy  of  discovery.  The 

discovery which he has to make, is that general ideas give an understanding of that stream of 

events which pours through his life, which is his life.578

A Whitehead-like notion of education as process and modernity underlies all of the 

sub-committee’s thinking on the core concept of curriculum. It is front and centre in the 

 Peter  H.  Hare,  “Alfred North Whitehead,”  in  The  Oxford  Companion  to  Philosophy,  Ted Honderich,  ed. 576
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many attempts they made to define the word. What these definitions shared was a sense of 

process and motion. For instance, according to H.G. Hedges, the co-ordinator of Research 

and Production for the Committee, and former principal of the Hamilton Teachers’ College, 

curriculum should be considered a “dynamic instrument,” always on the move, never settled 

into place.  Parnall’s contribution to the final report portrayed curriculum in similar terms, 579

yet took the notion of dynamism further still. In a striking and revealing passage, he evoked 

the  past  and  the  future  in  one  sweeping  gesture.  Evoking  the  Latin  root  of  the  word 

(meaning  “course”),  Parnall  asked  whether  curriculum in  the  future  would  come  to  be 

considered  “a  chariot,  a  course,  the  raceway,  [or]  the  running  of  the  race?”  Was  it  the 

“vehicle and the route it travels”? Or was it a “destination or objective”? The last of these 

conceptions, drawn from an outmoded world of educational stasis, was dismissed outright.  

Just  as  the  sub-committee  did  not  want  to  give  itself  over  to  the  age  of  fracture 

wholeheartedly, it also wanted to move beyond ossified structures in education and society. 

In the end, it opted for a definition that portrayed curriculum as “the nature of the journey, 

whether in terms of pace, direction, method of travel, incidental experiences en route, etc.” 

In  other  words,  curriculum  was  “a  ‘process,’  a  function  of  growth.  Destination  is  of 

secondary importance because (a) [the] pupil cannot know this at the outset and (b) he may 

wish to change course for good reason as he travels.”  The fundamental architecture of 580

Living and Learning was being elaborated here — and the purpose of the exercise was to save 

Ontario education from the withering, potentially fracturing critique of the New Leftists 

and from the ossifying, almost antiquarian positions of their conservative opponents.

 H.G. Hedges,  “Principles of  Curriculum Planning,”  in File “Sub-Committee –  Curriculum,” in AO RG 579

2-169, Box no.5, n.p. 
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 The  dynamism of  the  curriculum established,  the  sub-committee  then  followed 

Whitehead in making the child the centre of that dynamic process. Without undoing the 

public system as a whole, the sub-committee members tried nonetheless to build into their 

thinking  major  elements  of  the  new  individualism.  The  sub-committee’s  final 

recommendations  to  all  the  Hall-Dennis  members  made these  priorities  clear.   As  they 

explained,  “the  mind of  the  individual  learner  [should]  be  considered as  the  organizing 

imperative  in  the  curriculum and that  the  logic,  sequences,  and  content  of  subjects  be 

available to meet the needs and interests of the learner as he requires.”  An over-emphasis 581

on  static  subject  matter,  in  the  form of  the  “trappings  of  notebooks,  homework,  and 

examinations,”  would only  stifle this  pedagogical  process.  Yet  complete  and utter  child-

centeredness à la Summerhill was not desirable either.  In the light of the sheer amount 582

and  diversity  of  knowledge  by  the  later-1960s,  no  such  libertarian  curriculum could  be 

“tenable.”  583

As Phillips argued, considering that “the expansion of knowledge makes it impossible 

for anyone to learn everything even in a restricted field,” education should be considered as 

the provisional and shifting “collation and use of knowledge and ideas” rather than “just the 

acquisition  of  organized  information  in  restricted  areas.”  He  conjured  up  a  possible 584

scenario along these lines for the larger committee:

 Sub-Committee  on  Curriculum,  “Recommendations,  October,  1967,”  in  File  “Sub-Committee  – 581

Curriculum,” in AO RG 2-169, Box no.5, n.p. 
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Every pupil from about age eight will have a time chart folder, and probably a more 
elaborate one when he is older. This will  enable him to place in time and location 
whatever he may encounter in a film or book or some person, age or event that comes 
up for study … Therefore, if pupils interested in evolution of modern entertainment 
turn to a study of the origin of drama, they may concentrate on the ancient Greek 
theatre  with  no  detailed  knowledge  of  ancient  history  beyond  a  related  study  of 
Athenian life in the age of Pericles. But they will be able to place Sophocles, let us say, 
in time, and even if they leap from him to Shakespeare, the thematic link will have 
value which may compensate for not having a teacher who covers the centuries in 
between. There may be a yawning gap in the instruction, but no serious gap or loss – 
apart from the yawning – in what the pupil learns and appreciates.585

Here was an early  intimation of  a  major  theme of  the final  version of  the Hall-Dennis 

approach to curriculum: the idea that, in a given school, there could be as many curricula as 

there were students. 

Another key area of concern for the sub-committee was that of using curriculum, in an 

age of moral fracture, to instill a new form of “responsibility” in children and young people 

This  position  was  laid  out  in  a  remarkable  document  written  by  Phillips,  entitled 

“Punishment and an Alternative Type of Control,” in which Phillips excoriated the still-

prevalent use of corporal punishment in Ontario schools. For Phillips, the strap was barbaric 

and all forms of corporal punishment outmoded. They stood for mechanical, traditional, and 

hierarchical ways of exercising power – ones that, in a 60s context, also posed the risks of 

rousing  substantial  resistance.  How  much  better  it  would  be  to  exercise  power  more 

indirectly,  through persuasion,  instilling  in  students  a  sense  of  responsibility  that  would 

allow one to dispense with such vestiges of medievalism! As he explained, 

Of great importance in the curriculum is the type of control or discipline used in the 
school. Traditionally punishment has been accepted as necessary if not desirable. The 
Committee,  as  a  whole,  however,  is  virtually  unanimous  in  recommending  the 
abolition of one obviously objectionable form – corporal punishment, or the use of the 
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strap.  We recognize,  however,  that  other  forms,  such  as  sarcasm,  can  be  equally 
harmful. The question inevitably arises whether the whole concept of punishment is 
not demoralizing and whether punishments of any type should not be abandoned in 
favour of educative discipline and the development of responsibility.  586

As Phillips well understood, corporal punishment had been a central component in western 

education  since  its  known  inception.  From Ancient  Athens  forward,  the  rationale  for 

corporal  punishment  remained  the  same:  it  was  seen  as  a  “righteous  and  efficient” 

instrument of educational and social control.  As historian Paul Axelrod explains: “Used 587

appropriately, it would secure or restore order, discipline the body and motivate the mind, 

while both punishing and deterring “aberrant behavior.”  This line of thinking was later 588

buttressed by religion. The Christianity that so deeply infused pedagogy in a province such 

as  Ontario saw flagellation as  “necessary to penance” and “essential  to the spiritual  and 

mental growth of children.”  589

Phillips was of course hardly the first person to raise objections to the strap and its 

coercive companions. Rousseau in the eighteenth century had been eloquent on the subject. 

A multitude of progressive social  thinkers had made the same critique in the twentieth 

century. Yet they had done little to change the status quo. Corporal punishment remained a 

“last  resort”  for  teachers  and  administrators,  particularly  following  the  chaotic  rise  of 

compulsory schooling.  In Ontario, an 1891 Department of Education Act had established 590
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grounds for its use in the doctrine of “in loco parentis,” according to which the teachers 

stood in for the parent in his or her absence, administering punishment as they saw fit.  591

The Criminal Code of Canada also allowed for it, as long as the child was not permanently 

injured as a result. This stipulation “essentially secured the use of the strap, or its equivalent, 

in Canadian schools throughout the twentieth century.”  592

The situation began to change by the 1960s, as the alternative schools movement 

began to showcase corporal punishment as the epitome of all that was irrational and cruel 

about the mainstream education system. The sub-committee was certainly aware of this left-

wing critique.  For instance,  in a  September,  1967 memo, Phillips himself  had instructed 

them to read a newly-published essay from the Atlantic Magazine, Jonathan Kozol’s “Death at 

an Early Age,” that would soon be expanded into one of the era’s most influential books on 

education.  In  this  article,  Kozol  related  his  experiences  as  a  teacher  in  a  poor, 

predominantly Black neighborhood in Boston. He concentrated on a student who was the 

product of a broken home and a ward of the state. The student, “tiny, desperate, unwell,” 

was beaten by those charged with his care. He was, according to Kozol “indescribably mild 

and  unmalicious.”  He  struggled  in  school  and  acted  out  to  get  attention.  The  school’s 

response  was  to  punish  him physically.  Kozol  described  the  child’s  situation  in  terms 

designed to elicit the reader’s sympathy:

I would like to describe how Stephen behaved when he went downstairs to take his 
beating. I have said how little he was. Sixty pounds isn’t very heavy, and he couldn’t 
have been more than four feet tall. He had tiny hopeless eyes [his] hair had oil in it, 
and it had been shaved down almost to the scalp. [His] elbows froze at his sides. The 
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teacher  who administered the whipping gave the order  to hold out  his  hands.  He 
wouldn’t respond. Again the teacher, standing above him passed down the order. To no 
effect. The teacher, now losing patience ordered it a third time. And still he wouldn’t 
answer or comply. A fourth time. Still this frozen terror. So the decision is made: he 
will get it twice as many times.

Kozol added that many teachers who engaged in corporal punishment did so out of a sense 

of duty or because they genuinely saw it as the right thing to do. But then there were the 

others: “I am convinced that something else was happening at times, and once you watched 

it, you would know exactly what it was and would never deny that it was there. ‘This hurts 

me,’ goes the saying, ‘more than it hurts you.’ Yet there are moments when the visible glint 

of satisfaction becomes unmistakable.”593

Phillips did not move as far toward libertarianism as did Kozol, but by promoting 

this article he was plainly seeking to move minds towards a critique of such authoritarian 

punishment. Like Kozol, he questioned both corporal punishment in schools and the larger 

structures it represented. He described schools as hierarchical in nature. They were part of a 

“complex structure of higher and lower authorities giving nearly all adults the right to inflict 

pain or penalties on those beneath them.”  This was a phenomenon with roots both in the 594

past and the present, in Christian theology and in the existential realities of modern life. On 

this latter point, Phillips argued that physical violence in schools could be traced back to the 

deep  alienation  caused  by  life  in  “competitive  civilized  society.”  This  drove  those  in 595

positions  of  authority  to  punish  others  in  order  to  “make  their  own  suffering  more 
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tolerable.”  At a time when one could no longer use violence against the “lower classes,” 596

and  when  husbands  could  no  longer  legitimately  hit  their  wives,  schools  remained 

committed to an outmoded and irrational practice. In the case of the schools, “there is no 

man or woman so low in the pecking order as to have no one over whom he can assert 

authority, if he or she becomes a parent or a teacher in loco parentis.”  Faced with such 597

aimless violence in the schools, children and young people would either employ the weapons 

of the weak and “secede into an amoral if not cynical position,” or more dangerously still, 

choose revolt against society itself.  As so often in the world of Hall-Dennis, a rational and 598

enlightened reform acquired even more plausibility if it could be positioned as an alternative 

to a more dangerous, perhaps even revolutionary, alternative.  

In the place of corporal punishment, Phillips offered the “responsibility concept.” 

Instead of “a code or set of rules imposed by an authority and enforced by an authority 

which inflicts punishment for violations,” it would place the student in control of her own 

behavior, allowing her to make decisions and to take responsibility for her actions.  In a 599

sense,  this  was an updated version of Egerton Ryerson’s  mid-nineteenth century idea of 

“humanistic pedagogy.” Students would be trained in “feeling and moral behavior,” in order 

to  make  them “self-disciplining  individuals  who  behaved  not  out  of  fear  or  because  of 

coercion, but because their experience at school had created in them certain moral forms 
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for  which  they  had  a  positive  affection.”  It  also  had  affinities  with  what  the  British 600

philosopher  Isaiah  Berlin  called  “positive  freedom.”  For  Berlin,  those  seeking  liberal 

freedom sought to be their “own master,” not the tool of “external forces.” They sought to 

be active subjects, not so many slaves “incapable of playing a human role.”  An important 601

component of Berlin’s project was to rescue the notion of liberal freedom both from those 

leftists who championed the positive freedoms to attain health, safety and the good life and 

from the libertarians who wanted to push negative freedoms in the direction of absolute 

individualism. It is no wonder that liberals embraced Berlin during the 1960s, when social 

democrats  seemed  poised  to  go  beyond  the  welfare  state  and  when  anarchic  forms  of 

“negative” freedom were seemingly tearing cities apart all over Europe and North America. 

Phillips’  agitations  within  the  sub-committee  were,  in  a  specific  context,  attempting  to 

achieve the same compromise on a local level.  

As Phillips put it, the responsibility concept was not an invitation to anarchy. In fact, 

it  would  amount  to  “an  even  stricter  kind  of  control”  than  that  generated  by  corporal 

punishment.   The goal was to instill  a strong sense of social  responsibility within the 602

child, beginning at home, and later in the school. At home, Phillips insisted that parents had 

to  “abrogate  arbitrary  authority”  and  forgo  any  insistence  “that  their  children  follow 

prescribed patterns  of  thought and behavior.”  Instead,  they could begin to instill  the 603

responsibility concept by giving the child minor freedoms, most importantly in the form of 
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an allowance. That allowance would, in turn, be administered in carefully prescribed ways. 

As Phillips writes: “At age three the child may use his money only to buy candy for himself 

and Christmas and birthday gifts for relatives. By age 14 girls would ordinarily be buying all 

her  own clothes,  and by age 17  a  boy or  girl  should be in  complete charge of  personal 

expenditures of every kind.”  A small investment in “human capital” at age three might 604

generate a responsible young adult by the age of 18.

This  pattern  of  “cultivation”  would  continue  in  a  more  formal  way  as  the  child 

entered elementary school. There, in a manner superficially like that found at Summerhill or 

Everdale, the child would also be free to do as she pleased, as long as she did not disrupt the 

overall order of the classroom. There would be no overtly imposed “moral code.” That said, 

there would be coercion in extreme cases. Here, “the overt action” would be identical to 

punishment – for instance “forcibly” removing a child from the group, and putting her “in 

temporary  isolation”  until  she  was  ready  to  behave.  What  distinguished  this  modern 605

punishment from its medieval predecessors was not just its reduced severity but its very 

different motivation.  The aim of taking such measures was not to punish the child and 

certainly not to satisfy the teacher’s emotional needs. Rather, they would be undertaken to 

“help the obstreperous pupils  to learn to co-operate.”   Well-behaved students,  on the 606

other hand,  would be given a  significant share of  responsibility  for  managing their  own 

individual educational path. They would plan and implement their own “routines of study,” 

suggest “ventures in learning which they would like to undertake,” and ultimately make their 
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own moral decisions, instead of having a moral code imposed upon them.  If this plan were 607

enacted, Phillips was “virtually certain” children and young people would become “reliable, 

honest, and considerate —  in a word responsible” —  no matter the nature of the world 

outside of the school.   608

***

When it came to the content of the curriculum, the sub-committee sought to do 

something “radically different.” What they did was focus on “communications” as a formal 

category, over and above particular subject areas. This direction was evident in their very 

first meeting on 23 May 1967. A memorandum summarizing the meeting’s main points noted 

that curriculum’s great purpose was to teach child “to live and enjoy living.” Other curricular 

priorities  were  also  listed:  “Communications,  in  a  broad  sense  is  basic”;  “language 

development  is  a  part  of  communications”;  “aesthetic  experience  as  part  of 

communications, is important.”  A later memo included an agenda of items to which sub-609

committee members should attend in their final report.  It concluded that a “substantial 

section on communications” was “obviously necessary.”  It is worth noting that Marshall 610

McLuhan had graced the committee with his presence just five months earlier. 
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In  some  ways,  this  emphasis  on  communications  was  simply  a  continuation  of 

progressive  educationists’  longstanding  concern  with  language  and  its  connections  to 

culture, race, and class. This can be seen in Dr. Reva Gerstein’s major contribution to the 

sub-committee,  “The  Pre-School  World  of  Living  and  Learning.”  In  it,  she  tied  the 

development  of  the  child’s  self-image  to  an  early  immersion  in  language.  This  was  an 

extension of work done by psychologists, sociologists and others on cultural deprivation. As 

she argued, conclusions could be drawn from these studies about “the learning experience of 

all children.”  This would put new onus on all parents to ensure that their children were 611

exposed  to  language  in  the  home,  thus  taking  the  “initial  step  to  communication  of 

meaning.”  A proper home environment would include612

Talking to children,  talking with children … letting children talk out,  and act out, 
providing stimulating and diversified learning experiences … Teaching children simple 
numbers,  counting,  helping  them become  aware  of  time.  (such  as  ‘before  lunch,’ 
‘afternoon,’ ‘right,’ ‘fingers,’ ‘toes’), concepts such as ‘up’, ‘down,’ ‘across,’ ‘red,’ ‘green’ 
and so on … Feeling objects, finding words for experiences, talking about events and 
things out of sight, or from yesterday – anticipating the future (e.g. ‘after you get up,’ 
tonight’), these are the subtle ways in which an adult in a loving-caring atmosphere, 
helps a child become aware of the world around him.  613

Yet there was more than this humanistic appreciation for a warm home environment to 

Hall-Dennis’ increasingly emphatic approach to communications as the heart of the new 

curriculum.   In  fact,  on  this  question  of  communications,  Hall-Dennis  was  at  its  most 

“structural.” This is evident in their fascination with the technique of “phonics.” Among the 

numerous examples of materials on phonics in their curriculum archive, a pamphlet entitled 
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The Reading Crisis puts the case for the new methodology most arrestingly. Created by the 

American “Reading Reform Foundation,” phonics teaches language by breaking it down into 

its constituent parts — that is, the alphabet itself. Proponents of the technique considered 

the liberal  educational  approach to teaching reading —  which they derisively  called the 

“whole-word” approach — inefficient and ineffective. As they described it, it entailed the 

“sheer memorization” of “hundreds of words” before reading comprehension could begin. 

Thus, it “put the cart before the horse.”  614

Instead, it was much better to return to the alphabet, historically a spur to human 

progress  on  the  order  of  “the  wheel,  or  the  discovery  of  fire.”  After  mastering  the 615

alphabetic components of language, the child would be able to read not only literature but 

also “catalogues, indexes, works of reference of all  kinds and telephone books.” Without 

phonics, absorbing such materials would be exceedingly difficult, for the child would have to 

constantly “stop to think whether ‘n’ comes before ‘s.’”  The impact of phonics would not 616

stop at mere reading.  It  would also assist  the culturally deprived in their  struggles with 

communication  and  shore  up  children’s  inner  defences  against  mass  media.  Conversely, 

liberal education would lead them to “TV cartoons” and “third-rate TV Westerns” rather 

than to Tom Sawyer or Treasure Island.  Finally, the Foundation argued that an emphasis on 617

phonics carried a democratic political implication. It would shore up mass literacy and a 

critical attitude in children, and thus help spread western culture. In such ways, phonics, 
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seemingly yet another of the field of education’s many fads, was in fact an indispensable 

weapon in the struggle to ensure the “survival of civilization.”  618

While the sub-committee members rejected the more extravagant political claims 

made by the proponents of phonics, they were attracted to the idea of communications as a 

technique that could be broken down, recombined, and improved. This could be seen series 

of  vignettes  dealing  with  various  aspects  of  it.  For  instance,  “Speaking”  insisted  that 

students should learn not only to “express ideas with clarity, sensitivity and conviction,” but 

also that they develop more abstract, technical skills such as “effective voice production” 

and “appropriate and interesting language patterns.”  Similarly, in “Listening,” the goal was 619

to teach children to watch and listen “discriminately”  to the sensory world surrounding 

them.  If  this  were  done,  they  could  then  respond  with  “a  specific  purpose,”  “to  gain 

information,” while learning “to follow directions [in] audience situations.”  In developing 620

the skill of “Reading,” the child would move from the acquisition of a “minimal” vocabulary 

to “the use of phonics,” which would then be supplemented with a battery of “word attack 

skills.”  Finally, “Writing” was considered in Brunerian terms. It was broken down into a set 621

of “mechanics”  introducing students to “The structure of our language,” understood as a 622

“challenging and interesting project” leading to a consideration of the “nature of language” 

itself.  Writing  skills  were  broken  down into  the  “fundamental  skills  of  handwriting  as 
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legibility  and  speed,”  “the  ability  to  spell  accurately  words  required  for  written 

communication,” and the arousal of “interest in vocabulary enrichment.”623

Phillips  did  sound  an  important  note  of  dissension  with  respect  to  such 

manifestations of the Age of Fracture.  In “Some Ideas on Communication,” he agreed that 

education  and  communication  were  one  and  the  same.  It  had  to  be  the  “one  required 

subject” in the Hall-Dennis curriculum, a “necessary and (for virtually all pupils) a possible 

minimum.”  (As we shall see in Chapter Eight, these ideas were to be very prominently 624

showcased in Living and Learning, where they were presented in all their full, arguably even 

utopian, complexity). To a far greater degree than the other members of the sub-committee, 

however,  Phillips  was  concerned  about  the  quality  of  communication,  and  not  just  its 

transformation into a quantifiable technique. As he wrote:

Perhaps not as many people (youngsters or adults) appreciate the value of using words 
that are clear and to the point. But for the sake of those who must listen or read, and 
for the social good in the scientific age, I think that all pupils should be encouraged to 
come as close as they can to Fowler’s ‘spare and vivid precision of educated speech.’ 
Most  lamentably  lacking in popular  language today is  discrimination in the use of 
words – probably because of unawareness that there is a choice. Other members of the 
sub-committee are not wholly in agreement with me that even more advanced pupils 
should have an opportunity to concentrate on simple clarity and economy in the use of 
words. But I think we should do something to give an appreciation of accuracy in the 
use of language.625

Yet, in truth, for all  its eventual centrality in Living and Learning,  “communications” was 

never a very well-explained concept, either there or in the sub-committee’s deliberations. It 

never  escaped  from the  metaphysical  matrix  of  McLuhanism.  “Communications”  might 
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mean simply the acquisition of basic language skills. It might mean competence in assessing 

mass media. It might mean an appreciation of the plays of Shakespeare and Molière and the 

paintings of Picasso and Mondrian. It might mean the history of religion. It seemed to knit 

together a world that, McLuhan had told them, was going to be increasingly fractured and 

unamenable to traditional linear narratives and forms of understanding. But did it? Or did it 

simply designate a very big tent within which a hundred different and separate educational 

acts might unfold?  The sub-committee’s fascinating deliberations show us, at the very least, 

that within the moment of Hall-Dennis, there was a real sense of urgency in the quest to 

find some concept that might allow educational fragments to be still regarded as part of one 

unified and humanistic whole. 

For instance, structural approaches to media and education were enumerated in a 

1965 report by the Ontario Curriculum Institute, entitled Technology in Learning. In it, the 

authors suggested that all educators should recognize the revolutionary implications of mass 

communications for education. Yet the Institute expressed its honest perplexity as to what 

these  implications  really  were.  They  also  had  reservations  about  the  media  of  mass 

communications themselves.  The Institute paraphrased no less  an eminence than Prime 

Minister  Lester  Pearson,  speaking  at  the  Third  Commonwealth  Education  Conference. 

Pearson expressed the “concern of many thoughtful persons” when he “warned that though 

the use of electronic media can become the most significant method ever devised for closing 

the educational gap, it could also become the most frightening of all the results of modern 

technology  in  its  tendencies  to  dehumanize  society.”  Modernity  in  the  sphere  of 626
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communications  was  for  Pearson  simultaneously  wondrously  exciting  and  potentially 

devastating. His was a voice that understandably chimed with many in Hall-Dennis.

The report suggested that this communication revolution’s frightening effects might 

even  be  exacerbated  by  communications  theory  itself,  which  could  be  found  in  two 

variations. The first was based on the model of engineering. It argued that communication 

was  mere  information,  transmitted  through  a  “channel,”  and  communicative  success  or 

failure depended on “making the channel as perfect as possible so that there was no message 

distortion.”  The other was based on sociology and psychology, and placed emphasis on 627

whether the message conveyed had “direct, observable consequences on behavior.”  Both 628

approaches, in the opinion of the Institute, were insufficient for use in curriculum design. 

The first was too consumed with “models and theories that focus basically on equipment 

and its electrical and mechanical characteristics.”  The second was solely concerned with 629

“persuasion,  propaganda,  and  the  moulding  of  public  opinion.”  In  their  place,  they 630

suggested  a  third,  emerging  approach:  one  based  on  McLuhan’s  suggestion  that  linear 

approaches to communications – including that instantiated in the very institution of the 

school itself – were outmoded in the fractured “electronic age” of the 1960s.  In order to 631

catch up, the curriculum had to be overhauled to match the contemporary child’s “thought 
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modes and patterns.”  Hall-Dennis did not abandon lock-step progress through grades and 632

containment of children in classrooms merely out of trendiness: behind such innovations 

was a deep concern that, unless it could be changed, the school itself would be swept away 

in the tides of an ever-more-liquid modernity. 

 The sub-committee’s own work on curriculum and communications did not ignore 

this new reality. Rather, it both accepted the notion of non-linearity in the electronic age, 

and pushed it further still, in the direction of pure utopianism. In “Communications and the 

Curriculum,”  Sister  Alice  Marie  and  Ola  Reith  argued  that  the  effects  of  mass 

communications were not just social or educational but also spiritual. As a result, the advent 

of such technologies were “the single most important event of our time.  They put the case 633

in terms taken nearly verbatim from McLuhan’s 1964 book Understanding Media: 

[t]he mechanical age extended the body of man in space. The wheel extended our feet. 
Electrical technology has extended our nervous system: our eyes have been extended 
by  television,  our  ears  by  telephone  and  our  brains  by  computer.  We  have  thus 
extended ourselves until we are aware of every happening around the world and take 
part in every event on earth to some extent.  634

The result  inexorably altered the “software of the child’s  heart.”  The communications 635

revolution portended not just a transformation in education but a completely new form of 

“common life” as well.  Although not unlike Counts’ earlier formulations, this vision was 636

born of a technologically-facilitated synthesis of the secular and the religious. As the two 
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committee members wrote: “[t]he technological, political, sociological, and religious aspects 

of the world in which we live, are like a vast mirror,” reflecting “a far deeper miracle that is 

taking  place  within  the  depths  of  the  human  heart.”  This  spiritual  evolution  was 637

educational at its core, for it was through education — first in the family, then school, than 

in the mass-mediated global village — that people were first introduced to the sphere of 

communication  that  ultimately  would  lead  them  toward  the  new  forms  of  social  and 

spiritual life coming upon the horizon in 1967.     638

In the sub-committee’s final report to Hall-Dennis, Phillips made it clear that the 

only thing standing in the way of their preferred approach to curriculum was a generational 

divide regarding education, society, and culture. He closed with a perceptive warning of the 

“risk” Hall-Dennis faced in attempting to find a “neo-progressive” synthesis of aspects of 

liberal education and progressive education — or, one might also say, a compromise between 

structure and fracture, solidity and fluidity. Many, if not most, Ontarians would anticipate a 

“diametrically opposite approach” from Hall-Dennis than the one Phillips sensed was in the 

works. They would be seeking a simpler formula of “formal technical training for some, and 

more advanced academic courses for others, with gadgetry and other devices to accelerate 

learning.”  Still others would line up to discredit the sub-committee’s curriculum as naïve, 639

utopian,  and  “unrealistic.”  Perhaps,  in  anticipation  of  such  critiques,  the  final 640

interpretation of curriculum found in 1968’s Living and Learning featured more negotiation 
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still  (as  we  shall  see  in  Chapter  Eight),  in  order  to  take  the  hard  edges  off  the  sub-

committee’s analysis. 

The  curriculum struggles  so  richly  documented  in  the  archival  records  of  Hall-

Dennis are, of course, of great consequence to historians of education as they struggle to 

piece together the manifold tensions and contradictions that have shaped what is taught in 

North America’s  schools (and how, and when, and in which contexts).  But they are also 

richly illuminating for cultural historians fascinated by modernity. A mind as insightful as 

that of Phillips discerned both the cultural issues at stake, and the debates on the shape of 

school curriculum that were almost certain to ensue,  after Hall-Dennis took a stand on 

them. For him, there was an opportunity in Hall-Dennis to strike a blow for liberal values – 

as epitomized in his critique of corporal punishment. But there were also dangers in these 

polarizing times, and an urgent need to find ways to separate the worthless impedimenta of 

the past from the still-worthwhile goals of humanism. One yearned to loosen the stultifying, 

deadening  grip  of  the  traditional  curriculum,  with  its  pointless  punishments  and  rote 

learning and cults of failure and success. But what if, in doing so, one ended up accelerating 

the system’s descent into chaos? 
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  Chapter Six 

Global Village, Global Classrooms: Hall-Dennis on the World Stage 

Hall-Dennis conceived of education and educational reform in the postwar era — the 

‘Technatomic Era’ —  as a global undertaking, and the children and young people of the 

1960s as international citizens.  In 1966, the Hall-Dennis committee itself went ‘global,’ 641

embarking on educational tours within Ontario and Canada, the United States, Europe, and 

Asia,  among others,  in  order  to examine contemporary  pedagogical  ideas  and practices, 

undergirded  by  the  progressive  belief   that  they  could   import  the  best  of  these 

developments into Ontario, while expunging their less desirable elements.  An examination 

of this global career of Hall-Dennis discloses evidence of the spatio-temporal consequences 

of modernity, and of the committee members’ conviction that new realities now governed 

the modern world they inhabited. Specifically, it reveals the committee’s conviction that, in 

the postwar world, a newly traversable space – between and across nations – trumps history, 

whether national or political.       

They were hardly the first North American reformers to seek inspiration through 

travel.  As Daniel T. Rodgers writes in his now-classic Atlantic  Crossings:  Social  Politics  in a 

Progressive  Age,  “[e]ven the most isolated of  nation-states  is  a  semi-permeable container, 

washed over by forces originating far beyond its shores.”  The realization of this fact sent 642

hosts of North American reformers to Britain and continental Europe from the 1830s to the 

 Living and Learning, p. 173. 641
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1930s in search of answers abroad to social questions at home. As the Canadian historical 

sociologist Bruce Curtis remarks, “[a]s soon as one begins to trace networks of contact, 

acquaintance  and  influence  in  the  educational  field,  it  quickly  becomes  obvious  that 

everyone was connected to everyone else.”  Of course, such a strategy can be eminently 643

practical. Much time, energy, and expense can be saved by researching other educational 

systems, rather than engaging in haphazard and costly trial-and-error at home. By looking 

outward, policy makers could find a ready-made “abundance of solutions.”  Ontario’s own 644

Egerton  Ryerson  recognized  this.  As  he  explained  in  his  Report  on  a  System  of  Public 

Elementary Instruction for  Upper  Canada  (1847),  based in part on evidence collected in the 

United States, the United Kingdom, and Europe, “the accompanying report is my witness 

that I have restricted myself to no country or government, but that I have ‘borrowed from 

all whatever’ appeared to me to be ‘good,’ and endeavoured to ‘perfect,’ by adapting it to our 

condition, ‘whatever I have appropriated.’”645

This pattern of international exchange – older than the province of Ontario itself –

accelerated  markedly  after  1945,  as  new  technologies  lived  up  to  the  motto  of  high 

modernity, “space must be annihilated by time.”  Air travel made it feasible for bureaucrats 646

and commissioners to travel far and wide in quest of inspiration and information.  In the 647

 Bruce Curtis, “Tocqueville and Lower Canadian Educational Networks,” Encounters/ Encuentros/Recontres on 643

Education, Fall (2006): 113-129.  
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1960s  the  federal  government  established  the  External  Aid  Office,  designed  to  provide 

educational  assistance  to  so-called  ‘developing  countries.’  Ontario  focussed  on  the 648

Caribbean,  launching  “Operation  School  Supplies”  in  1966.  The  province  provided 

educational  materials  to  the  region,  using  “two  Hercules  aircraft  …  for  the  purpose  of 

transporting approximately 1,000 desks and three tonnes of textbooks, all weapons of the 

mind, to the Leeward and Windward Islands of the Commonwealth.”  649

In  1966,  the  University  of  Alberta  created the  “Thailand Project,”  in  which that 

University’s  Faculty  of  Education  advised  the  Thai  government  on  how  to  create  a 

comprehensive  secondary  school  system.  It  was  part  of  a  pattern  of  international 

involvement strongly influenced by Cold War convictions. Through developments such as 

these, Canadian teachers, teacher educators, and administrators experienced schooling and 

school systems all over the world, while exporting Canadian education abroad. Often they 

did so in the conviction that they were helping to sustain liberal democracy in the wider 

world.  Conversely,  global  principles  –  often  conceptualized  in  terms  of  tidy  East/West 

binaries – might plausibly be seen to be at stake in the local questions. McLuhan’s concept 

of the “Global Village” found a ready audience among many Canadian educators who often 

judged themselves to be that village’s elders.

If such excursions obviously demonstrate the spatio-temporal changes inherent in 

modernity, they also testified to more particular impulses in the Sixties. As student protests 

and decolonization movements swept the world, it was no longer plausible to imagine a 
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strictly  made-in-Ontario  response  to  planetary  patterns  of  youthful  alienation  and 

protest.  Bauman’s liquidity seemed to pertain to the borders of countries as well as to the 650

sudden malleability of personal relationships and political paradigms. Part of the cultural 

revolution to which Hall-Dennis bore witness and to which it contributed was accelerated 

by this sudden McLuhanesque sense of a radically interconnected world. 

This  chapter  argues  that  Hall-Dennis  went  abroad  in  search  of  both  empirical 

information and ideological confirmation. Committed, as Chapter Four showed, to cultural 

deprivation as a way of theorizing why poor and Indigenous children in Ontario fared poorly 

in the school system, Hall-Dennis was understandably interested in exploring U.S. locations 

where attempts to mitigate such supposed deprivation were prominent. Fascinated (with 

O,J.  Firestone)  by  theories  of  human  capital,  Hall-Dennis  naturally  sought  theoretical 

inspiration  at  the  headquarters  of  the  Organization  for  Economic  Co-operation  and 

Development  (OECD)  in  Paris.  Impressed  by  the  need  to  accommodate  special  needs 

children, the committee predictably sought out examples, both in Ontario and in Europe, of 

programs geared towards their existing interests. Impressed as educational modernists by 

the  claims  of  architects  and  communications  specialists  that  they  could  make  building 

designs  and television systems serve the purposes  of  progressive  education,  Hall-Dennis 

sought out in Canada and California examples of  both that seemed rich in promise for 

Ontario children. 

 For an excellent introduction to the ways in which questions of détente and high diplomacy affected 650

student and other radical movements in the long 1960s, see Jeremi Suri, Power and Protest: Global Revolution and 
the Rise of Détente (Cambridge, Mass., and London: Harvard University Press, 2003).
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Yet going global meant something more than such highly-focused fact-finding forays. 

It also meant, in trips to Britain and Sweden, explorations of educational utopias, and in the 

Soviet Union, an excursion to dystopia – experiences that worked to confirm the underlying 

ideological assumptions of the committee. And, closer to home, such attempts to glimpse 

the future could encompass trips to Atlantic Canada and Northern Ontario, where chaos 

seemingly prevailed and the best  hopes of  educational  reformers seemed condemned to 

naught.  In all  these deliberately-generated encounters with ‘Otherness,’  Hall-Dennis was 

really  engaged  in  various  exercises  in  futurology  –  attempting  to  see  in  concrete 

circumstances far removed from Southern Ontario what might occur should the province’s 

schools follow one path or another.

***

Considering, as earlier discussions in this thesis have shown, that cultural deprivation 

was a pivotal abstraction for Hall-Dennis, it made sense for the committee to journey to 

those  parts  of  the  United  States  most  closely  associated  with  attempts  to  address  this 

problem. The committee almost immediately gravitated to most important – and certainly 

the largest  –  experiment in tackling cultural  deprivation in the 1960s:  the U.S.  program 

known as “Head Start,” a key plank of the government’s so-called “War on Poverty.” The 

War on Poverty was the Johnson administration’s attempt to reverse the so-called “Culture 

of Poverty.” This “culture,” it was surmised, had supposedly led some inhabitants of inner-

city neighbourhoods to become passive, non-productive, and/or violent. Such places turned 

out misfits, as opposed to developing “normal” citizens who were “[a]chievement-oriented, 
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acquisitive,  individualistic,  and fixed on the future.”  Although much of the “culture of 651

poverty” approach would undergo withering political and theoretical attack in the 1970s and 

1980s, in the 1960s it was still riding high as a master-framework for explaining why some 

inner cities were exploding in riots and why some supposedly dysfunctional individuals were 

unable to settle down to follow the contented and productive lives of their middle-class 

compeers.

 To address big-city poverty and other issues, the Economic Opportunity Act was 

signed by Johnson in 1964, with the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) at its vanguard. 

The OEO favoured a pre-kindergarten policy – later known as Head Start -- as a way to 

introduce the program as a whole to the American public.  Head Start was envisioned as a 652

holistic  learning  program for  pre-school  children.  It  provided “medical  and dental  care, 

nutritious meals, home visits, parent participation, and community organizing.”  Johnson’s 653

“Elementary and Secondary Education Act” of 1965 saw some $70 million poured into 3,000 

communities in the program’s first summer.   The receiving communities were allowed to 654

spend the money as they saw fit.  They were thus enabled to conduct local  experiments 

geared to their specific needs. In other cases, Head Start funding was appropriated to boost 

local  employment,  educate  adults,  and  (most  galling  to  its  opponents)  support  political 
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action.  This swerve from pre-school education to (potentially radical)  politics led to a 655

steady decrease in funding and political support for Head Start by the end of the 1960s. 

Hall-Dennis’  investigation  of  Head  Start  schools  took  place  before  a  program  that 

epitomized a  liberal  belief  in  the  efficacy  of  structural  change entered the  far  different 

climate of the Age of Fracture. 

In New York and Baltimore, the committee visited Head Start schools introducing 

inner-city  children  to  an  intensive  pedagogically  progressive  early-learning  program 

involving a “wealth of sensory experiences and opportunities to discuss them.” According to 

the  committee  members,  these  schools  were  well-stocked  with  learning  materials  and 

equally well-staffed with trained educators capable of creating an “environment where each 

child is respected and wanted.”  The educators at these schools not only worked with 656

young children themselves, but also reached out to their parents as well. This had larger 

public and pedagogical implications. As Hall-Dennis emissaries saw them, the Head Start 

schools were experimenting alongside allied community-based programs, making the school 

one node in a much wider educational network. Visiting New York and Baltimore thus gave 

Hall-Dennis ammunition not just for its arguments about cultural deprivation but also for 

those pertaining to the much wider mission of the schools, one extending far beyond the 

physical walls of any school building. 

Beyond Head Start’s pre-school programs, the committee observed a range of urban 

schools geared toward dealing with cultural deprivation in older  children as well.   As the 

 Ravitch, Troubled Crusade, p. 159; Rose, Ibid., p. 25.655
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committee  observed,  these  programs  for  culturally  deprived  older  children  offered  “the 

promise of a good life for untold numbers of boys and girls for whom heretofore there had 

been little promise.”  In a separate report, one committee member wrote: “[t]hroughout 657

my two-day visit in New York schools, I was constantly impressed by the close relationship 

between the process of education and the social welfare of the children who were being 

educated.” He added that, in visiting these schools, he became “aware of the essential place 

of the study of values, cultural and moral, in the context of education in such a radically 

changing environment as is provided by Metropolitan New York.”  The educationist, in 658

this real-life utopia, was a sensitive and inspirational figure capable of inspiring children — 

an heroic figure in a difficult, ultra-modern setting. 

Members of the committee took a particular interest in language development for 

older students in these programs – measures that aimed at preparing them to think, talk, 

and write in ways that would prepare them for the job market.  The idea that language 659

either  furthered  or  stifled  educational  (and  economic)  development  was  one  that  Hall-

Dennis took very seriously. It intensified its conviction that language instruction was the sine 

qua non of education in Ontario schools. 

In their final report, the committee members who had taken these tours urged their 

colleagues to press for programs to deal with cultural deprivation in Ontario. They painted a 

bleak picture of the future if these problem were left untouched. As they argued, by 1970 

“one-half  of  the  children  in  the  United  States  will  be  in  the  culturally  deprived  group. 

 Ibid., p. 5, 657

 Ibid. 658

 Ibid., p. 4. 659
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Circumstances that may hasten the trend include increased unemployment resulting from 

automation and immigration from underdeveloped areas.”  In order to stave off  such a 660

grim scenario in Ontario, Living and Learning recommended “that appropriate education be 

provided throughout the province for all children who are in need of a special program.”  661

Those programs would identify deprived children early on, and involve them in a classroom 

setting that would begin to ‘correct’ these problems. It would do so by involving them in 

active  learning,  including  increased  sensory  stimulation,  helping  them  to  “develop 

communications  skills  and  extend  language  power”  while  encouraging  them  to  feel 

“respected and wanted” by the larger society.  Taking another page from Head Start, Hall-662

Dennis also encouraged the Ontario government to enlist federal aid for pre-schools and 

after-school  programs,  particularly  in  “remote  areas  and  areas  with  small  pupil 

enrolment.”  In short,  the power of a pedagogy that approached all  children, even the 663

toughest cases, as unique learners would also surely pave the way to a more enlightened 

citizenry.  “When  children  are  allowed  to  grow  up  unstimulated,  ignored,  and  speech-

impoverished in culturally-deprived environments, a grave injustice is done to them,” Living 

and Learning  would later reason. “Such children are penalized for the present and future, 

both scholastically and vocationally, before they even enter the gates of the school yard.”  664

The  committee’s  resolve  to  address  this  problem  was  strengthened  by  its  first-hand 

experience of other educationists wrestling with similar issues. 
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If “cultural deprivation” was one way of coming to an implicit recognition of the class 

realities of capitalism, another set of first-hand experiences confirmed Hall-Dennis in its 

conviction that education must respond directly to the imperatives of capitalist modernity. 

It was the job of educationists to prepare human capital for the market. To garner insight 

into this mission, Dr. J.F. Leddy (past national chairman of the Canadian University Service 

Overseas, or CUSO), trade unionist M.J.Fenwick, psychologist Dr. Reva Gerstein, guidance 

specialist Ola Reith and Dr. E.J. Quick, the committee’s secretary and research director, all 

journeyed  to  OECD headquarters  in  Paris,  renowned  by  the  mid-1960s  as  a  centre  of 

specialized research in topics related to human capital research and development.

The OECD was among those organizations created after World War Two – alongside 

the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank – to ensure that the economies of 

Europe recovered and then prospered. It epitomized post-war Fordism in its calm assertion 

of a legitimate planning capacity on the part of western capitalist states. Such plans would, 

by their  very success,  forestall  any backsliding into fascism or lurches into communism. 

Moreover, a ‘reconstructed’ Europe would serve as the central hub of the newly globalizing 

postwar  economy,  and  as  a  stable  market  for  North  American  exports.  In  essence,  the 

OECD  was  a  capitalist  think-tank  and  advocacy  centre,  promoting  ‘economic  co-

operation’ (through the elimination of tariffs, for instance)  among participating countries 

and  promoting  the  creation  of  conditions  for  the  “better  utilisation  of  labour”  among 

member states.  It was this last OECD role that particularly interested the Hall-Dennis 665

committee members when they visited Paris in 1966.

“Organisation for European Economic Co-operation,” “http://www.oecd.org/document/665

48/0,3746,en_2649_201185_1876912_1_1_1_1,00.html (accessed June 2015).
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In  the  mid-1960s,  OECD,  and  particularly  its  newly-formed  “Committee  for 

Scientific and Technical Personnel,” had become keenly interested in human capital. Studies 

conducted by this Committee revolved around maximizing “the close relationship between 

education  and  economic  development”  through  “investments  in  education  and  in 

technological  resources  (including  research)  in  view  of  long  term economic  and  social 

needs.”  Hall-Dennis’  representative  in  Paris  quoted the  OECD’s  definition  of  human 666

capital with obvious approval: 

Economists  consider  school  children as  “human resources”  on which nations  must 
depend  for  social  and  essential  economic  development.  The  classrooms  in  these 
schools  are  considered  production  units  in  the  nation’s  economic  growth.  This  is 
substantially  the  meaning  behind  the  new  phrase:  “investment  in  man.”  The 
governments, dedicated to rapid industrialization, could no longer afford the luxury of 
considering all but the primary education a matter of individual consumption for an 
elite group. While not denying its role for social development, their economists and 
political  leaders  accorded  it  another  more  pressing  mission:  a  force  that  gives  a 
powerful thrust to the country’s rate of economic expansion.667

Through  the  Committee  for  Scientific  and  Technical  Personnel,  Hall-Dennis’ 

representatives gained an opportunity to question the head of the “Educational Investment 

and Planning Program,” designed to apply human capital research to particular economies, 

especially through the modernization of their educational systems. Such a program would 

prompt  the  democratization  of  education,  ensure  OECD  countries  had  adequate 

educational resources, guarantee that member countries were educated in the importance of 

human  capital  to  the  postwar  economy,  and  finally  encourage  them  to  adapt  their 

 “Visit to the O.E.C.D. Headquarters in Paris,” in File: “Russia,” in AO RG 2-168, Box no. 23, p. 2.666
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“humanistic,  aesthetic,  scientific,  and  civic  skills,  motivations  and  appreciations”  to  the 

achievement of that higher economic end.  668

For the most part, the committee members accepted these propositions. They even 

argued in their tour report that Ontario should develop an OECD-like research capacity in 

order  to  develop  human capital  in  the  province.  In  particular,  they  were  drawn to  the 

OECD’s  conviction  that  more  education  for  all  citizens  could  be  justified  in  terms  of 

economic growth –  which was,  for  the  committee,  also  a  marker  of  democratic,  liberal 

modernity. They became partisans of the idea that providing schooling designed to improve 

human capital was, despite its overtones of post-individualist central planning, an entirely 

justifiable element of the defence of the western way of life. Schools were not just a frill, one 

dispensable element in a society geared to consumption; rather,  they were a necessity if 

production in the west was to remain efficient and out-compete its Soviet rival. The schools 

in which humans were rendered suitable for capital were key elements of a modern western 

society. One could hardly repeat often enough the slogan, “education is a good economic 

investment.” In order to perform efficiently in its economic capacity, the educational system 

needed  to  be  reformed;  all  that  savoured  of  institutional  inertia,  all  that  which  was 

“traditional, rigid, and bureaucratic,” had to be swept away.  Educators must become the 669

“innovators  of  society.”  They  must  be  in  the  vanguard  of  the  revolution  that  was 670

modernity.

 Ibid., p. 5. 668

 Ibid., pp. 5-8. 669

 Ibid., p. 8. 670
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The report did lodge one significant objection to the OECD’s approach to human 

capital. The committee members worried that the drive for human capital might lead to an 

education  that  was  purely  technical  and  utilitarian,  leaving  little  room  for  the  more 

humanistic  goals  to  which Hall-Dennis  was  committed.  An imposed system of  efficient 

educational production might entail more alienated students, implicitly raising the prospect 

of serious turmoil.   As the committee members wrote,  in their  own educational  reform 

work, Hall-Dennis should be wary of making education a mere “servant of the economy” -- 

something  that  could  become a  slippery  slope  leading  away  from liberal  democracy  to 

“technocracy” or perhaps even to “Marxism.”  As always, their romantic inclinations jostled 671

with their just-as-insistent reverence for progress and modernity. In a pattern we shall see 

repeated  again  and  again,  Hall-Dennis  always  sought  a  balance  –  a  utopian  balance  – 

between the individual, conceived in humanistic terms, and the larger imperatives of the 

postwar capitalist economy.

*** 

 Although  headed  by  a  Catholic  and  occasionally  referencing  the  Bible,  the 

overwhelming emphasis of Hall-Dennis was on secular humanism. Human beings were the 

measure  of  all  things,  and  should  as  individuals  not  be  overburdened  by  out-dated 

hierarchies and meaningless traditions preventing their free and full development. Within 

this framework, the child who was excluded from everyday life in the Ontario school – 

because of mental, physical, emotional, cultural or even economic ‘disability’ – was always 

 Ibid., p. 6.671
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represented in Hall-Dennis and  Living and Learning  as a sympathetic, even romantically 

outcast, figure. One passage from the report was particularly eloquent:

On the fringes of the happy classroom crowd, sits a lonely little boy confronted with 
the  almost  impossible  task  of  finding  his  way  through a  bewildering  world.  He is 
frightened. He feels miserable. He is made to feel different … His tragedy is that in 
many  instances,  he  has  been  stigmatized  with  a  label:  ‘slow  learner,’  ‘emotionally 
disturbed,’ ‘disadvantaged,’ ‘physically handicapped.’ Too often, in a sincere effort to 
help him with his problem, society has splintered him off from the rest of the gang, 
segregated him by walls and in spirit into special classes, or sent him far away from 
home, out of sight and frequently out of mind.672

In  its  insistence  that  all  children  and  young  people  should  be  included  in  postwar 

‘educationalization,’ we see Hall-Dennis at its most utopian. The underlying theme here is 

that all students could and should be incorporated in the global “family of man” being forged 

throughout the school systems of the world after 1945.  

Such artificial and perhaps stigmatizing pigeonholes as “special education” had to be 

superseded.  This was not the committee’s view alone, but rather the result of a larger shift 

in attitudes towards disability and education after 1945, in which educators, psychologists, 

and policy-makers sought to re-integrate disabled children and young people, after decades 

of segregation, into the regular classroom. This movement to integrate the disabled came 

about  because  of  a  number  of  factors,  including  the  economic  performance  of  many 

‘disabled’ workers during World War Two (where, like able-bodied women, they were allowed 

to take the place of able-bodied men gone off to war), the influence of tens of thousands of 

newly disabled veterans who returned to mainstream society after the conflict, the birth of 

the “disability-rights movement” in the 1960s (led by activists influenced by Civil Rights 

struggles), and the growth of such de-institutionalization initiatives as the “Anti-Psychiatry” 

 Living and Learning, 101. 672
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movement of the 1960s and 1970s.  Moreover, the often brutal conditions of various ‘total’ 673

institutions  –  educational  and  otherwise  –  were  being  increasingly  exposed  by  the 

mid-1960s, causing widespread public outrage.   674

On  its  second  tour,  dedicated  specifically  to  the  theme  of  special  education, 

committee  members  travelled  within  Ontario  to  observe  approaches  to  it  in  London, 

Ottawa, Etobicoke, North York, and East York. They were in quest of ways “to provide 

more effectively for those children who for physical, mental, or social reasons are in need of 

a special program” in order to foster their “individual growth.”  In London and Ottawa, 675

they observed programs within the public school system designed to deal with the “educable 

retarded,” or students who “have limited academic ability but real and positive potential as 

useful, productive, responsible adults.”  Within these schools, failure was to be avoided at 676

all  costs.  It  was  crucial  that  these  students  experience  “success  to  gain  confidence  in 

themselves.”  Classes  were  “individualized  as  much  as  possible  to  meet  the  particular 677

problems of each child” and were led by teachers who were considered sympathetic to the 

plight of the pupils, and specially trained to teach them.  Within such holistic systems, 678

teachers,  support workers,  and administrators were encouraged to identify children with 
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learning difficulties as early as possible, so compensatory education could begin immediately, 

“before they become frustrated and discouraged.”   679

In Etobicoke, North York and East York, the committee members sat in on special 

classes for the “emotionally disturbed” – or those “unable to participate constructively in 

human relationships and who are unable to control their feelings and actions.”  Here they 680

found specially  trained teachers  genuinely  sympathetic  to  the  difficulties  these  students 

faced, as well as a specially-designed school plant, including offices, cubicles, and carrels, 

providing space so that the students could work individually,  thus developing a sense of 

security within the larger culture of the school.  Again, early identification was stressed 681

among these teachers and administrators, in order to catch problems before “the frustration 

of failure” became “too engrained.”  The ultimate goal was the integration into the school 682

of all students of all abilities and needs, to be taught in the same classroom environment.  683

Education could work miracles for the less fortunate children of postwar Ontario.

In the case of students with physical disabilities, “special accommodation” was the 

rule, as the committee members discovered. On the third tour through Southern Ontario, 

schools specializing in physical disability were explored in Belleville, Milton, Brantford, and 

Toronto. Within these schools, a common attitude was evident. As the members wrote in 

their  report,  for  teachers  and  administrators,  those  “in  attendance  were  children  and 
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secondly  they  were  handicapped  children.”  This  ensured  a  “delightful,”  “happy,  ‘normal’ 

atmosphere” in these schools.  Yet these successes also troubled the members. The fact 684

that such schools were not available to all Ontario children and young people gave the “lie 

to [the] belief that all children should have equal educational opportunity.”  To combat this 685

problem, the members argued that grants should be provided in all areas of the province in 

order to ensure the same high level of care for every pupil who needed it.  As “the most 686

valuable  resource  of  our  Province,”  children  merited  treatment  as  the  “top  priority  in 

government planning.”  687

One area of special education examined during the educational tours stood out for 

the committee members: education for the deaf. As Dennis Gruending and Lloyd Dennis 

himself subsequently asserted, Emmett Hall, grandfather to a hearing-impaired girl, had a 

strong personal interest in this question. Thus, when Hall and Dennis visited Ireland (a tour 

for  which  there  is  no  report),  Hall  insisted  that  they  visit  a  school  for  the  deaf.  As 

Gruending asserts,  before  the  tours,  Hall  asked Gerstein  to  pay  special  attention while 

abroad to innovations in education for the deaf.  688

The committee members touring Denmark were deeply impressed by the way in 

which deaf people were not kept apart from hearing society, but were rather made an active 
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part of it, not least through an early and persistent program of remedial education. As early 

as his or her second birthday, a child’s risk for deafness was identified by experts, whereupon 

teachers began “visiting the parents and child every three weeks” in order to inform parents 

on “how to educate the child at home. When the child subsequently came to school, the 

first teacher she met was the teacher who first identified her deafness.  After this, every 689

effort was made to integrate the child into the regular classroom. Furthermore, some three 

decades  before the committee members’  visit,  management of  deaf  education had been 

transferred from the Ministry of Education to the Ministry of Social Affairs. This move 

seemed to symbolize the Danes’ conviction that deafness was no strange aberration but a 

predictable feature of society — and thus worthy of inclusion in a general scheme for social 

planning.  690

In vivid contrast to Denmark, Southern Ontario showed committee members exactly 

what  to  avoid  in  education  for  the  deaf.  The  deaf  schools  they  visited  were  residential 

schools, a fact that sparked “feelings of uneasiness” among the members.  Cut off from 691

their  parents,  caught  up in  total  institutions,  such students  were apt  to  become deeply 

alienated,  educationally  and  socially.  Even  their  teachers  had  been  isolated  from the 692

mainstream, since they typically moved from Teachers’ College directly to the residential 

school, receiving their specialized training there. This led the committee members to ask, 
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pointedly, “[c]ould this make for an in-bred, stereotyped program,” harmful to students?  693

Finally, the members noted that in the day schools for the deaf they visited, “the feeling 

[was] that the children were first of all ‘kids’ and [teachers] were accustomed to the give and 

take of children … [we] did not see any of this in the residential schools. It made us wonder 

whether the ‘deafness’ had priority over the normal reactions of children.”  Experiences of 694

deaf  pedagogies  seemed  to  support  the  committee’s  notion  that  special  educational 

problems could be amended or even eliminated,  becoming part  of  a  broad spectrum of 

normal learning – an idea in keeping with the committee’s liberal beliefs about the power of 

education to  render  individuals  whole  through enlightened,  progressive  pedagogies.  The 

visceral rejection of all forms of hiving particular students off from their classmates that we 

find in Living and Learning, a theme to be explored in depth in Chapter Eight, had some of 

its origins in these first-person forays into the world of special education.

***

Modernity  also  meant  cultural  revolution  –  with  some  of  its  most  obvious 

manifestations coming in the form of sleak, glistening, well-planned buildings in which form 

followed function. As sociologists John Urry and Jonas Larse have argued in their landmark 

work on tourism, the tourist experience is often a visual or corporeal one, based on what 

visitors can see with their eyes and touch with their hands. The members of the committee 

were no exception in this regard. In their tour reports, they frequently drew attention to 

what was most tangible to them: school architecture and school equipment, both of which 
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they took as a clear measure of a school or school-system’s modernity and progressivism. In 

well-designed, light-filled, airy buildings, new educational technologies could be integrated 

seamlessly into exciting new experiments in pedagogy.  What was often called the “school 695

plant” was more than a mere container for students and teachers. Rather, it was, if properly 

designed, a learning “environment,” forming part of the content of the learning experience. 

No less than Marshall McLuhan did some committee members believe that, when it came to 

school buildings, the architectural medium was a good part of the educational message. 

In this  conviction,  they were hardly unusual.   Because of the baby boom, record 

levels of immigration, and a lack of activity during the 1930s and 1940s, post-1945 Ontario 

faced a perilous shortage of school buildings. Not only did new schools have to be built (in 

Ontario, in Canada, and in the western world more generally), but they had to be imagined 

as  being truly  new  experiments  in  architecture.  The very  fluidity  inherent  in  modernity 

could hardly accord with poorly-illuminated, stuffy buildings rigidly divided into uniform, 

small, cage-like classrooms. It called out, rather, for flexible spaces within which the new 

progressivist curriculum could flourish, in which the audio-visual components of McLuhan’s 

revolution could find efficient expression,  and in which team-taught learning adventures 

could  either  happen on schedule  or  erupt  spontaneously.  As  educational  historian  W.G. 

Fleming put it in 1970, there was a widespread belief among Ontario policy-makers that the 

province’s postwar schools would necessarily have to be “more elaborate and expensive for 

the obvious reason that educational aims and objectives [became] more varied, complex, and 
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sophisticated.”  The  more  “up-to-date”  the  pedagogy,  the  more  “elaborate”  the  buildings 

required to accommodate it.696

School architecture was a priority for William Davis from the very beginning of his 

tenure as Minister of Education. The Federal-Provincial Technical and Vocational Training 

Agreement Act, which came to an end in 1963, had led to a rash of poorly-designed, quickly-

assembled, ugly and ultimately dysfunctional schools throughout the province. (Living and 

Learning even devoted a few discreet passages decrying their deficiencies). Davis sought to 

fix  this  problem  with  typical,  future-oriented  aplomb.  In  1965,  he  created  “Study  of 

Educational  Facilities,”  or  SEF,  as  part  of  his  self-described  “moral  imperative”  “to 

experiment and innovate in order to increase the efficiency of the educational system and 

the  quality  of  the  teaching  and  learning  process”  in  Ontario.  SEF would  create  pre-697

fabricated schools – with components created off-site to be assembled on-site – in order to 

create schools that were unique, flexible, and cost-effective. Over the next few years, Davis 

allocated $40,000,000 to the project, in order to Ontario make the province a world-leader 

in the “dynamic architecture of speculative space,” ideal for the age of “dynamic change.”  698

As we shall see in Chapter Nine, although there was some overlap between SEF and Hall-

Dennis’  architectural  utopianism, in essence the province was returning to precisely the 

kinds of rigid regimentation and uniformity in design that the committee opposed. 
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Hall-Dennis members, on a seventh major tour that took in Vancouver, Los Angeles, 

Sacramento, San Francisco, and Kelowna, British Columbia, wrote time and again of their 

conviction that progressive pedagogy and progressive architecture were two sides of the 

same coin. In Las Vegas, they observed a team-taught class that involved some 120 students 

at any given time. As they saw it, this situation was made possible by enlightened school 

design. The Las Vegas teachers, freed from “arbitrarily imposed pattern[s] dictated by the 

limitations  [of]  available  space,”  were  able  to  use  a  central  room to  handily  group  and 

regroup pupils as required.  This new approach to school design actually forced teachers to 699

become more progressive in approach their teaching. As one teacher put it:  “I can’t bear to 

go on teaching mathematics after seeing [a fellow teacher] work. Let her teach my pupils, 

and I’ll do something for her.”  Here was a fine example of how one could combine the 700

traditional  individualism inherent in the teaching profession with the new arrangements 

required  by  the  flux  of  a  fluid  modernity:  even  the  boundaries  of  the  teacher/student 

relationship were to be rethought under these exciting conditions.

Similarly,  a  school  visited  in  Corte  Madera,  California  showcased  “co-operative 

instructional  teams,  non-graded  placement  and  promotional  patterns,  and  multi-aged 

instructional groups.” As had been the case in the Las Vegas school, the school in Corte 

Madera exemplified the new techniques that were now possible in the 1960s.  Here one 

found, not dank, dismal classrooms, but an inspiring central hexagonal common area – also 

known as the “material  function area” –  surrounded by four “learning function” areas or 
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“clusters.”  These  spaces  were  designed  to  be  quickly  organized  and  then  as  swiftly 

reorganized according to the needs of the moment. As opposed to the traditional school – 

with its box-like structure and uniform desks – this school had no set seating arrangements. 

This allowed teachers and pupils encounter one another in any of the four clusters, or come 

to the common area to engage in group work. The conclusion to be drawn was obvious. If a 

school were made to be spatially malleable,  if  it  had taken full  advantage of the spatio-

temporal flux characteristic of modernity and changed even the conventional boundaries of 

the  classroom,  an  “extensive  sharing  of  materials  is  possible.”  Here  was  educational 701

modernity exemplified. As one of the committee members exclaimed, “This is what is called 

‘the school without walls.’ Although walls could be installed with relative ease, experience so 

far indicates that they never will be … It is more likely that the experience of this school will 

bring many existing walls tumbling down.”  702

The new communications technology was an equally exciting portent of modernity. 

In quest of insights into educational television (ETV), the committee explored media and 

technical  facilities  during  a  tour  of  Florida,  Boston,  Philadelphia,  New York  City,  and 

Toronto. Committee members were never quite sure what to make of ETV. It aroused their 

romantic  misgivings  –  might  it  not  reduce  students  to  the  passive  consumers  of  pre-

packaged information, the very opposite of the laughing, playing, active children so often 

portrayed  in  Living  and  Learning?  Might  it  not  be  a  bad  modernity,  one  that  crushed 

individuality and dulled the intellect? But ETV also aroused their modernist enthusiasm. 
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Might  not  this  most  dramatic  conquest  of  space  by  time  create  splendid  new  global 

connections and stir the imaginations of young people? Might it not unleash new waves of 

local creativity? And –  more realistically –  since young people were already plugged into 

McLuhan’s Global Village, what choice did school have but to follow their lead? 

ETV first appeared in Los Angeles schools in the late 1930s. The idea only caught fire 

in post-1945 North America. One reason for its popularity was that it promised a solution to 

a widespread dilemma: the demand for education was outstripping the requisite teaching 

resources.    Yet  ETV also  held  the  utopian  promise  of  transcending  the  corporeal 703

classroom altogether – serving as a (post) modern electronic portal, transporting students 

across  time and through space,  extending their  educational  experience indefinitely.  One 

could add to the members’ early enthusiasm for the school without walls, the prospect of an 

unfettered and unwalled global process of education. 

A major ETV conference was held in 1961 in Toronto. A similar happening in 1964 

featured  the  country’s  ministers  of  education.  As  W.G.  Fleming  pronounced  in  1970, 

“Television can hardly avoid being educational in the broad sense of the term. Even when its 

primary purpose is to entertain or to sell a product, it informs, it motivates, it stimulates, it 

affects the level of taste, and although positive proof is difficult to establish, it probably has 

considerable influence on the shaping of character.” Television promised educators not only 

access to the students’ minds through the senses of sight and hearing, “but also by indirect 
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stimulation of other means of perception.”  To some, it did indeed seem the medium was 704

the message – and a very welcome one. 

In  a  1966  tour,  Hall-Dennis  members  worked  hard  to  expose  themselves  to  the 

possibilities  (and  potential  perils)  of  televisual  pedagogies.   In  Toronto,  the  committee 

quizzed experts on various aspects of ETV production, including the use of taped material 

as  opposed  to  live  broadcasting,  the  superiority  of  professional  studios  versus  “teacher-

managed TV,” and the use of scripted vs. unscripted material. Was it necessary that a teacher 

be present on the ETV screen?  In Dade County, Miami, committee members visited an 705

area with years of experience with ETV. The county had procured the use of two television 

channels from the federal government, and, to ensure a steady flow of ETV in their schools,  

buttressed those channels with a stock of taped programs. More important for Hall-Dennis 

(as  Living  and  Learning  would  later  reflect)  was  the  fact  that  these  educators  were 

experimenting with creating professional-grade material at a local television studio.  Dade 706

County  had  originally  turned  to  ETV for  practical  reasons:  to  shore  up  teacher  and 

classroom shortages. Yet, after working with the new technology, the County realized that 

ETV could be used on a more utopian level, as a means bringing the outside world into the 

corporeal classroom as a part of the regular classroom experience. The committee members were 

also impressed with what they saw in Boston, which – as they saw it – represented another 

convincing  example  of  ETV’s  classroom benefits.  As  they  wrote  after  visiting  Boston’s 
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schools, ETV represented a possible pedagogical revolution, decimating the “walls between 

‘subjects’” and bringing about a complete “reorganization of knowledge.”  707

Yet, through their American ETV tours, committee members also saw some things 

about ETV that gave them pause. After a trip to a school in Philadelphia, they began to 

worry that ETV could be an anti-educational instrument, leading students to stupefaction 

more  readily  than  to  enlightenment.  As  they  reported,  this  school  substituted  a  “TV 

program on fossils” for a traditional lesson. Almost none of the children seemed the least 

interested in the presentation. The Philadelphia experience led them to conclude that ETV, 

if  implemented  poorly,  could  be  anti-progressive,  homogenizing  rather  than  liberating 

individuals. How, for instance, could a standardized ETV broadcast simultaneously meet the 

needs of “below average, average, and above-average students”?  Might this not be the 708

teaching equivalent of the standardized testing regime the committee generally abhorred? 

After  receiving  these  decidedly  mixed  impressions,  the  committee  members 

investigating ETV suggested that Hall-Dennis as a whole, on balance, should recommend 

ETV as a way to extend student experience beyond the traditional classroom. They argued 

that ETV could serve as a means of ensuring educational equality throughout the diverse 

student populations of the province – especially in materially starved areas such as Northern 

Ontario. That said, their reservations about ETV were registered as well. Ontario teachers 

should receive specialized training in ETV. The Department of Education should employ a 

contingent of inspectors to “study and report” on ETV use in the classroom, in order to 

 Ibid. 707

 Ibid. 708



!  252

ensure that it was “serving the [mandated] curriculum” adequately, and more ominously, not 

serving an anti-educational “political or religious” agenda.  Here we see the committee’s 709

Janus-faced approach to educational technology, so typical of its response to modernity as a 

whole. They were repulsed by modernity’s tendency to reduce individuals to homogeneous 

units  lacking  in  spontaneity  and freedom –  and they  were  enthused by  its  tendency to 

liberate individuals from the traditional bonds of time and space. Television might reduce 

children to bored consumers of canned programs, or it might open vistas on to possible 

futures of which they had hitherto been unaware. 

***

The quest for utopia and the fear of dystopia –  both drawing upon that forward-

looking approach to time intrinsic to modernity – is also richly documented in the evidence 

left behind by Hall-Dennis’ other excursions. In 1968, committee members embarked on 

extended tours through Britain, Sweden, the Soviet Union, Atlantic Canada, and Northern 

Ontario. How these places and their schools ranked as inspiring utopias, or conversely as 

forbidding  dystopias,  tells  us  much  about  the  committee  members’  educational 

imaginations. It is a topic well elucidated through the critical-theoretical tools of utopia, 

dystopia, and chaos. 

A Utopia is a “Eutopia,” i.e., “an elaborate vision of ‘the good life’ in a perfect society 

which is viewed as an integrated totality,” or as a plan or blueprint toward that end.  A 710
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dystopia is a utopia “gone wrong,” suggesting a dark and depressing, and perhaps terrifying, 

future.  The true antonym of both terms is chaos, in this context a “completely unplanned” 711

society that is static or backward, deeply anti-modern, and the outcome of a society unable 

or unwilling to shape the future at all. 

As  Barbara  Goodwin  and  Keith  Taylor  observe,  utopian  projects  often  entail 

movement, and more specifically travel from one location to a very different one (whether 

imaginary or real) in order to learn about new social possibilities. Travelers often assume 

“utopia exists now, in the present, but in another place we have yet to find.”  Hall-Dennis 712

sought to find such alternative arrangements through their educational trips. What Hall-

Dennis took from Britain and Sweden were three related utopian elements that would later 

suffuse Living and Learning: 1) the idea that a modern education system should focus on the 

needs of the individual child; 2) that economic (or utilitarian) concerns had to be tempered 

by liberal-democratic ideals; and 3) that education had to be extensively planned to achieve a 

better postwar world. 

Unlike some of its European counterparts, Britain had been decimated by the Second 

World War, both physically and economically. Despite the Allied victory, Britain was left 

“tighter,  poorer,  grayer,  and  grimmer”  than  many  other  countries  on  the  continent.  713

Although Britain did emerge from the war with a powerful sense of national community, it 

also  confronted  economic  problems  that  compelled  its  leaders  to  accept  a  level  of 
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centralized socio-economic planning unthinkable (in the mainstream at least)  before the 

war. This burst of planning led Britain under the Labour government to establish its first 

genuine welfare state after 1945. Education – traditionally the bastion of British inequality -- 

was drawn into this newly-planned, liberal-interventionist state structure. As historian Roy 

Lowe argues, despite the conservative mood of many British educators in the immediate 

postwar period, progressives by the 1960s had attained access to the levers of educational 

policy-making.  As planners themselves, these progressives also entrenched themselves in 714

the process of teacher education, thus ensuring the entrenchment and expansion of their 

particular pedagogical viewpoints As a result, progressivism became normalized; “formality” 

in much of the system was discouraged.  Thus Hall-Dennis arrived in Britain just as the 715

country was embroiled in fascinating educational debates.

The members of Hall-Dennis who visited that country – they included farmer and 

Middlesex County politician J.E.  Duffin,  lawyer  G.A.  Nash,  Sister  Alice Marie,  and J.K. 

Crossley, Ontario’s associate superintendent of curriculum – viewed its educational reform 

efforts in distinctly utopian terms. They were particularly impressed by what they took to be 

the British dedication to the individuality and creativity of every child. Although they had 

witnessed  child-centered  pedagogy  in  other  settings,  they  had  never  before  seen  it 

implemented on such a scale. As they enthused in their tour report:

The delegation as a whole felt that the most outstanding feature of the English schools 
… was the child-centeredness which was observed without exception in every school 
visited. In the discussions with the various official groups that were met, the child-
centeredness was not only openly discussed but seemed to be implied in what was 
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being said by the various individuals. Delegates used such phrases as these to report 
their impressions. “The schools really seems to be for the child”, “The happiness of 
the children is evident”, “We note the independence of many children in their work 
program”. “There is a comparative lack of hustle and bustle and there seems to be little 
commitment to timetables”. “Although the children have considerable freedom it did 
not appear necessary for the teacher to restrain and control them”. “There is a great 
deal  of  freedom for  students,  and we noted their  cooperative  responses  and their 
industrious  behaviour  with  no  regimentation  and  no  apparently  authoritarian 
organization.”716

The  committee  members  observed  the  fruits  of  this  reform  effort  in  schools  in 

Leicestershire and Dorset, where the old stereotype of the teacher as an aloof authority 

figure seemed to be dissolving in favour of an emphasis on child-centeredness.  In such 717

schools, “children were purposefully involved in what they were doing and were capable of 

sustaining their interest and energy over long periods of time with little or no reference to 

the teacher.”  This seemed to bring out the uniqueness and individuality of the students 718

observed, according to the report. “[D]isposable reading work-books, spelling workbooks, 

language workbooks” and other materials designed to ensure “that the children will have 

something to do” were rendered unnecessary, as student remained on task for the entirety of 

the school day.  In these schools, teachers acted first and foremost as facilitators of each 719

individual student’s chosen educational path. What these schools seemed to demonstrate 

for  the  committee  was  that  ‘authoritarianism’  could  be  productively  removed  from the 
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postwar classroom – in Ontario just as in Britain. As they wrote: “[F]reedom and chaos do 

not need to go together, [for these children] have learned how to handle real freedom.”   720

In the schools  of  Dorset,  committee members  observed “discovery learning”  and 

ungrading in action. The director of the Dorset schools reported that the British (obviously 

much influenced by  the  work of  John Dewey)  had  whole-heartedly  embraced discovery 

learning.  Throughout  the  county,  committee  members  found  an  approach  that  was 

undergirded by a blend of “pragmatism and idealism,” one that jettisoned the abstractions 

of traditional pedagogy in favour of allowing children to become actively engaged with the 

concrete  world.  In  a  classroom in  Bridgeport,  for  example,  the  committee  members 721

observed a classroom in which a “multiplicity of everyday objects was found … most having 

been  brought  by  the  children.”  From  this  collection  of  “‘realia’,  observations  and 

measurements  were made,  then relationships  and hypotheses  were drawn,  and tentative 

conclusions arrived at by the children.”  They were duly impressed by this realization of 722

the  progressive  idea  that  children could  do work as  sophisticated as  that  found among 

professional  scientists,  only  on a  smaller  scale.  Teachers  oversaw these  classes,  but  only 

indirectly. What they did instead involved “planning problems and observing results, while 

the  children experimented and discovered.”  As  in  the  Leicestershire  schools  “signs  of 723

boredom” seemed to be absent.  724
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While  in  Dorset,  the  committee  also  gathered  information  on  ungrading,  which 

British educators argued was a key part of the child-centered pedagogy they championed. As 

one principal told them, report cards that ranked one child over another had not been used 

in Dorset schools for years. Instead, parents met with school officials several times a year, 

and at the end of the school term, a folder of their child’s work was given to them, along 

with a “report of achievement” that evaluated it. This gentle mode of evaluation was, the 

principal argued, both fairer, less coercive, and much more productive than assigning letter 

grades. This latter approach was now felt to be “absurd” among leading educators.  The 725

committee members were convinced. As they wrote in their tour reports, Britain was an 

educational utopia, where “the concepts of promotion and failure have all but disappeared 

[and] Children ‘advance’ with their own age group”. Child-centeredness in Britain had led its 

schools to success and its children to liberty: “freedom from fear and pressure” was “noted 

in all the schools visited.”  Here, in short, was a future that worked.726

By the time Hall-Dennis arrived in Sweden in 1966, that country had become the 

world’s leading exponent of social democracy, after nearly a century of labour strife.  The 727

rise  of  the  Swedish  Social  Democratic  Workers’  Party  in  1938  prompted  a  Fordist 

compromise between labour and capital was reached. Workers were paid more and treated 

fairly in return for a promise of fewer work disruptions.  During the Second World War, 728

the country remained neutral and thus emerged from it relatively unscathed.  By the 1960s, 
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Sweden had earned a world reputation for prosperity and security – for unequalled levels of 

education, healthcare, social welfare, retirement provisions, and leisure services.  In the 729

Golden Age of 1945-1975, Sweden, in Tony Judt’s apt phrase, was “universally admired and 

widely envied.”  Under these circumstances,  it  was a natural  destination for social  and 730

educational reformers like Hall-Dennis, in quest of workable models for the future schools 

of Ontario.

One factor that struck the committee members traveling to Sweden in 1966 was its 

unabashed educational modernity. The postwar Swedes had decided to remake education 

from top to bottom.  On the Hall-Dennis interpretation, Swedish education before 1945 had 

been  pretty  much mired  in  outmoded nineteenth-century  traditions.  All  children  and 731

young people received four to six years of education in a traditional school (a “folkskola”), 

where the best students were identified and then moved into an elite, academic “realskola.” 

Some of them then went on to a gymnasium, and a smaller minority reached institutions of 

higher  education.  These  elite  students  then  became  become  the  country’s  social  and 

economic leaders. Most of their fellow Swedes did not get much beyond the folkskola and 

entered the workforce after seven or eight years of education.  732

After 1950, Swedes began to move education to the heart of their developing social 

democracy, according to the tour report. They did so both to make Swedish society more 

equitable and to enhance the educational system’s efficiency as a producer of human capital. 
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They began to cut out the elitist aspects of their school system, while conducting “extensive 

educational experimentation and research” in order to raise the educational level of students 

from all social backgrounds.  A new, more egalitarian school system was put in place in 733

1962. It aimed above all else to keep as many students in the school system for as long as 

possible,  giving each child the opportunity to rise to the top of Swedish society.  As the 

committee members wrote, with evident enthusiasm, any aspect of the system that did not 

contribute to this goal was eliminated.734

The committee members also admired the Swedish model of social democracy – a 

strong private sector, counter-balanced with a strong, redistributive state – and education’s 

role within it. They quoted with approval the Social Democratic Party programme of 1959: 

“Social democracy is against income differences arising from social and economic privileges 

and power positions, but accepts those attributable to differences in achievement through 

work, or in skill, responsibility or initiative.”  This was a ‘new’ liberalism emphatically in 735

accord with Hall-Dennis’ conviction that individual liberty and initiative should be given 

free rein, but only if all individuals could benefit from the results. Further, they found a 

kernel of the utopia they were after in an educational policy that worked toward this two-

pronged objective – an elevation of social equality and the generation of more human capital 

– through a school system that was progressive and compassionate. Educational policy in 

Sweden was dedicated to contributing to “general economic development by producing the 

required  types  and  amounts  of  qualified  manpower.”  That  said,  the  state  ensured  that 
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economic considerations did not trump everything else: Swedish education was not “subject 

to any restrictions imposed by estimated manpower requirements.”  Instead, the school 736

system featured maximum flexibility  and child-centeredness  in  order  to account for  the 

“shifting talents” of children and young people. This, in turn, gave the students the sorts of 

critical  skills  necessary  for  a  “continuously  changing  labour  market.”  All  schools  were 737

required to meet the “differentiated needs” of all students, and “no area of the school system 

was to be considered more worthy of attention than any other.”  Nor was this all. Not only 738

was the school system to be a means of enhancing individuality and individual creativity, it 

was also designed to promote a deep understanding of democracy and social justice among 

students, particularly “co-operation and tolerance between [the] sexes [and] races.”  Thus, 739

“co-operativeness  and tolerance among the pupils”  was emphasized in all  aspects  of  the 

educational  process.  This  Swedish vision of  tolerance was  not  limited in its  vision to 740

Swedes: it had a global reach. The committee members enthused that Swedes placed “great 

emphasis on internationalism and the United Nations. The flag of the United Nations was 

more prominent and common in the schools than was the flag of Sweden.” They added: “[i]t 

was easy to see why Sweden has developed so many world leaders.”  741
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Perhaps what impressed the members of the committee most of all  was Sweden’s 

innovative  social  and educational  planning.  For  the visiting members  of  the committee, 

Sweden’s (seeming) political calm as well as its vast economic success were clearly due to “an 

overall design and innovatory world view.”  This willingness to use the state to ensure the 742

political  and economic freedom of its  citizens –  for reasons of “economic necessity and 

political  conviction”  alike –  testified to Sweden’s  modernity.  Ontarians  should be taking 

notes, the committee members felt. Many other people around the world already were, as 

Sweden had become, the source of much “admiration and envy, not only in education but in 

economic development and industrial relations”. The committee members argued that the 

committee  as  a  whole  follow  this  lead,  and  absorb  “guidelines  for  change”  from  this 

“educational planners’ ‘paradise.’”  Here was another future that worked.743

A state capable of making comprehensive plans and implementing them swiftly was 

key to Sweden’s success. Only a similarly powerful state-educational apparatus in Ontario 

could achieve like results. Alas, notwithstanding recent closures and centralizations of local 

school  boards,  the  system  in  Ontario  remained  too  decentralized  to  effect  similar 

educational  wonders  in  Canada.  Central  control  over  “school  timetables,  national 

examinations,  teacher  training,  [and]  curriculum  in  detail”  was  what  made  Swedish 

education work.  Yet what made the Swedish system truly ideal – a promissory note from 744

utopia, so to speak – was the dynamic interplay among “individual members of the society,” 

who were thus able to face up to the “dynamic requirements of the economy” as well as to 
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liberal and democratic ideals of equality and freedom.  Here was a balanced approach to 745

the achievement of seemingly contrasting ideals that these members of Hall-Dennis wished 

to see adapted to Ontario’s unique conditions. The power of the Swedish example can be 

discerned in the Hall-Dennis preference for a heavily fortified educational centre in Toronto 

interacting directly with teachers and principals – with only some role left for local boards, 

which in any case were to be reduced in number and co-ordinated from the centre. 

Hall-Dennis’ most unorthodox educational tour took them to the Soviet Union. The 

rich and detailed tour report they wrote afterward is a testament to their vexed response to 

this ideologically alien terrain. As mentioned earlier, while dystopia and utopia are often 

thought  of  as  opposites,  they  have  a  great  deal  in  common.   Dystopia  is  not  a  simple 

inversion of utopia; rather, utopia and dystopia are two sides of the same coin.  The Hall-746

Dennis tour report on education in the U.S.S.R. clearly reveals that the visiting committee 

members were deeply intrigued by what they found there: a devotion to education itself 

which arguably  surpassed all  other  areas  they visited and an impressive  commitment to 

educational research and development and to progressive pedagogy. Yet they were brought 

up short  by other  aspects  of  the system,  particularly  the uneven manner  in  which that 

pedagogy was employed and by the way in which Soviet education subordinated the child’s 

interests to that of those of the state, thereby stifling the child’s individuality and curtailing 

the flowering of “variety of ideas which is an indicator of social good health.”  In short, 747

what  Hall-Dennis  encountered  in  the  Soviet  Union  was  a  complex  dystopia  strikingly 
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compatible with their liberal democratic sensibilities in some important ways, drastically 

discordant with them in others. 

During the Second World War, the Soviet Union suffered more than any of the other 

Allied countries. It lost about 26 million soldiers and citizens and around 31,000 industrial 

enterprises, and incurred an estimated $128 billion in damages.  Yet, in terms of collective 748

psychology, the U.S.S.R. emerged from the war viewing itself as “the principal victor over 

fascism.”  After 1945,  Stalin made it  clear that he was going to bring the political  and 749

productive power of the Soviet Union to unheard-of heights. In order to do so, he initiated 

the fourth Five-Year Plan from 1946-1950, which echoed the earlier five-year plans of the 

1930s  —  radical  attempts  to  rapidly  industrialize  the  U.S.S.R.  —   but  differing  in  the 

emphasis it placed on educational modernity. Thus, heavy investment in industry continued 

buttressed  by  a  new  stress  on  “atomic  energy,  rocketry,  and  jet  propulsion.”  What 750

sustained this plan – which left many if not most Soviet citizens mired in poverty – were 

“promises of a better future [offsetting] current discontent and discomfort.”  751

By the mid-1960s, a Cold War “thaw” had begun to be felt between the East and the 

West, one that enabled excursions such as that of Hall-Dennis to the U.S.S.R. Education 

had  always  played  a  key  role  in  Soviet  society,  and  from  the  earliest  days  of  Lenin’s 

revolution, the U.S.S.R. was dedicated to ensuring that education encompassed at least some 
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of  Dewey’s  progressive  objectives  –  emphasizing,  if  not  the  philosopher’s  stress  on 

democracy, at least his pragmatic commitment to students’ engagement with the social and 

natural  worlds.  The  Soviets  placed  a  special  emphasis  on  mastery  over  that  world  – 

particularly through a commitment to “technology, science, and mathematics – the fruits of 

man’s  efforts  to  understand  and  control  the  forces  of  nature.”  The  Soviet  state  also 752

stressed egalitarianism in education, a value reflected in their “single co-educational school 

system” that functioned without “regard to the class origins of the pupils.”  Before 1945, 753

resistance from pre-revolutionary teachers, financial strictures, and the chaos of war had all 

impeded the realization of this egalitarian ideal. But after the War, and particularly after the 

massive technological and propaganda triumph of the Sputnik satellites (the first of which 

was  launched  in  1957),  impediments  to  a  fully  modernized  educational  apparatus  were 

removed, and all children and young people in the Republic thereafter attended elementary 

school  combining  basic  academic  with  practical  study,  after  which  they  could  attend  a 

technical school, or enter elite “magnet” schools, focussed on mathematics, language, and 

the arts. Thus, like Britain and Sweden, the postwar U.S.S.R. had gained an international 

reputation for modern schooling.  It was this incarnation of Soviet education that Hall-

Dennis encountered in 1966.

The members of Hall-Dennis who visited the U.S.S.R. – Dr. J.F. Leddy, M.J. Fenwick, 

Dr. Reva Gerstein, Miss Ola Reith, and Dr. E.J. Quick – immediately found, perhaps to their 

surprise, much to admire in postwar Soviet schools. They were deeply impressed with Soviet 

society’s devotion to education, one that far outstripped that of any other country visited, 
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including the United States, Britain and Sweden. Further, this version of the U.S.S.R., freed 

from Stalin,  seemed to be bursting with confidence about what  education could do for 

Soviet society in the future. The opening of the tour report – “Education in the U.S.S.R.” — 

is thus worth quoting at length on this score:

Education holds a position in the Soviet Union that is unique among the countries of 
the  world.  Lenin,  the  father  of  Russian  communism,  was  an  intellectual  and  he 
stressed the importance of a high level of public education. A picture or bust of Lenin 
appears  in  almost  every  classroom or  school  hallway  in  Moscow and Leningrad ... 
Following the educational precepts of Lenin, the Russians almost eliminated illiteracy 
in twenty years, and the crowning achievement of their educational system was putting 
the first satellite into orbit. Now they are challenging the greatest industrial nation in 
the race to the moon. The people of the Soviet Union almost worship their scientists. 
No  one  questions  the  importance  of  education  or  the  percentage  of  the  nation’s 
resources being devoted to it. The people have made great sacrifices for education and 
the development of heavy industry. Their material standard of living seems to be thirty 
years behind Canada’s, but through education and the Communist state they expect to 
achieve the highest standard in the world. The Communist philosophy of dialectical 
materialism will have failed if they do not do so.754

As the committee members discovered, this devotion to education was more than just talk. 

The U.S.S.R. had been putting considerable resources into research and development to 

ensure that schools constantly improved. As the tour report had it, educational research 

institutes had been “growing in numbers and importance” in recent years in the U.S.S.R.  755

These institutes existed “to conduct advanced research, to spread educational information 

among  the  general  public,  to  train  post-graduate  students  and  teachers  for  pedagogical 

institutes, and to act as a general clearing house for educational studies and discussion.”  756

As the director of the Institute of General and Polytechnical Training of the Academy of 

Pedagogical  Science in  Moscow told  the  committee  members,  the  Soviets  continued to 
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explore  ways  to  reform secondary  education  to  ensure  that  children  and  young  people 

receive more information at ever younger ages. He rejoiced that Soviet “curriculum now 

teaches as much in the first three years as was formerly taught in four years. This enables the 

students to cover the same material in 10 years as had been formerly taken in 11 years.”  757

The Institute  conducted this  research in  “laboratory  schools”  –  reminiscent  of  Dewey’s 

experiments in Chicago – overseen by “university specialists, the pedagogical experts, and 

talented teachers.”758

The Hall-Dennis visitors were privy to one of these experimental classes, focused on 

what  the  Institute  referred  to  as  “new approach  mathematics.”  In  the  class  –  which 759

resembled the discovery learning that other members of the committee witnessed in Britain 

–  they  observed  an  “experienced  mathematics  Academician”  demonstrate  “a  method 

whereby  the  gifted  children  in  mathematics  presented  their  ‘theses’  on  the  solution  to 

problems and then defended their approach as they were questioned by the teacher and 

other  students.”  This  Brunerian  ‘structure  of  the  disciplines’  approach  was  of  great 760

interest to the committee members. Even more impressive was the educational technology 

on display in these schools. As the committee wrote, they found themselves “delightfully 

sidetracked” by the novel audio-visual equipment and the many computers, as well as by the 

ways  students  seemed to be engaging with them.  The committee was told that  these 761
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approaches  would  soon  be  expanded  to  all  secondary  schools  throughout  the  U.S.S.R, 

bringing “the content and character of secondary school education into conformity with the 

modern level of scientific, technical, and cultural development,” while “ensuring of school-

leavers with [a] many-sided educational background [including a] better knowledge of the 

humanities,  natural  sciences  and mathematics,”  all  in  line “with the pupils’  abilities  and 

wishes.”  The committee added that the director himself had been to Canada and Ontario. 762

He had not been impressed by what he had seen. The level of science instruction in the 

province was, in his eyes, unimpressive. The sceptical Russian suggested that professional 

scientists should teach subjects such as biology, physics, or chemistry to children and young 

people. Modern advances in those disciplines were simply too overwhelming for the average 

teacher.763

The Moscow and Leningrad public schools to which the committee members were 

taken were — they were assured — the most advanced the U.S.S.R. had to offer. Yet the 

visitors left them with mixed impressions about just how progressive the U.S.S.R. schools 

actually  were.  For instance,  an English class  they saw in Moscow featured an “excellent 

lesson using a tape recorder,  earphones,  etc.”  The atmosphere was open,  relaxed,  and 764

productive:  “[t]here was free interaction between the teacher and pupils and among the 

pupils themselves during an imaginary telephone conversation in English,” after which there 

“was a contest at the blackboard to write a story in English that was being played on the 
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tape  recorder.”  They  were  particularly  impressed  as  the  class  began  to  incorporate 765

information about Canada into the lesson for their guests (apparently never suspecting that 

this  performance  might  well  have  been  staged  for  their  benefit).   Students  asked  the 

committee  members  about  Canada  “in  a  free  and  easy  manner.”  As  they  visitors 

remembered, “[p]upils popped up and bombarded questions. A choir sang ‘Little Polka Dot 

Bikini;’ ‘White Coral Bells;’ and ‘This Land is My Land’. They laughed and jostled in the 

halls,  followed  members  of  the  delegation,  and  questioned  them  about  hair  styles  in 

Canada.”  766

Yet the committee members also insisted that the memory of this experience had to 

be offset with one of another, less positive trip to a Russian school,  “to show the danger of 

generalizing from too few examples.”  In one Leningrad school, also showcasing its English 767

pedagogy,  the  principal  seemed  aimless  and  discombobulated.  She  “informed  [the 

committee  members]  that  it  was  late  and  rushed  from room to  room throughout  the 

school.”  Although there were many computers in this school as well, they seemed, unlike 768

their  counterparts  in  Moscow,  under-utilized.  Some  were  gathering  dust  in  a  storage 

room.  The atmosphere of freedom witnessed in the former school was absent, replaced by 769

a stiff, traditionalist approach. As the tour report put it, “In the auditorium the principal 

had a boy recite a passage from Shakespeare. He looked at the ceiling, the window, and the 
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floor. It was painful to watch!” Another group of students “gave a formal recitation of a 

poem in English which they had memorized, English accent and all.” The committee added 

disapprovingly  that  “Lenin  looked stern  in  the  picture  hanging  on  the  wall  behind  the 

students.”  The principal added to the grim atmosphere by reminding the pupils that they 770

had to leave at a precise moment in order to arrive at their next lesson on time. Then “she 

enquired whether any of the students in the auditorium would like to ask their visitors any 

questions, and as can be expected, there was not one question.”771

If the spotty application of progressive principles in some Soviet schools gave the 

committee members pause, they soon developed graver concerns. Though Soviet education 

was planned in a way that they clearly considered had many advantages, that same planning 

also subordinated the individual child to the needs of the state in a way that offended their 

liberal, individualist sensibilities. For instance, in touring various kindergartens in Moscow 

and Leningrad, the Canadians were impressed by a program in which teachers spent much 

of their time “attending to the children’s health” and where students had “plenty of exercise, 

fresh  air,  rest,  a  balanced  diet  and  medical  attention,”  and  where  special  educational 

problems  were  addressed  early  on  by  qualified  personnel.  In  addition  to  this,  these 

kindergartens were open to all citizens, and were attentive to the needs and work schedules 

of  the  parents.  And yet,  what  also  became apparent  about  these  kindergartens  –  and 772

Soviet education as a whole – was its ultimate focus on “mutual activities in the collective,” 
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at  the  expense  of  the  child’s  intellectual  and  emotional  growth.  As  the  committee 773

members reflected in their tour report:

The delegation’s Intourist guide had a three-year-old daughter who had just started 
kindergarten. It was interesting to watch the maternal anxieties of a Russian mother. 
Her daughter was precocious, and was having difficulty adjusting to the group life of 
the kindergarten. When it was suggested to the guide that the school should adapt the 
program to her daughter’s special needs, she agreed at first, saying that she had taught 
her daughter to read during the previous summer –  and the school should give her 
special work – then all at once she stopped, as if she had a pang of conscience, and said 
“no, she must fit into the collective.”774

After this point in their account, the positive elements of the system were decisively 

outweighed  by  the  negative,  as  the  Hall-Dennis  members’  educational  utopia  turned 

distinctly dystopian. This superficially progressive system was, in fact, on many levels deeply 

traditional.  Thus, Soviet schools “stressed the moral and ethical development of the future 

citizens of the communist state [and the] individual’s role is to serve the state. He serves the 

state best by being well-educated.” They added that in the U.S.S.R., “Knowledge is virtue. 

Knowledge  is  power.  A quote  of  Lenin’s  appeared  in  the  hallways:  “Learn,  learn,  and 

learn.”  This equation of education and power suffused all aspects of the system, including 775

the  school  psychology  endorsed  by  the  government.  The  U.S.S.R.  discounted  the 

developmental psychology of Jean Piaget — which was all the rage in the west, and which 

the  committee  members  associated  with  freedom and  individuality  —  in  favour  of  the 

mechanistic approach of Ivan Pavlov, with its “emphasis on sensory conditioning” as a means 

of moulding pliant citizens.  Math, science, and engineering were valued, and other subject 776
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areas were denigrated. “In the U.S.S.R.,” the visitors remarked, embroidering just a little, 

“there was little emphasis on the humanities because they were not useful.”  777

The result of these choices was a palpable rot in Soviet cultural life, one that was 

bound to worsen under conditions of Soviet unfreedom. Even in areas in which Russians 

were generally thought to enjoy certain comparative cultural advantages, the Hall-Dennis 

visitors emerged with a glum impression: “[A]lthough traditionally Russian opera and ballet 

have been excellent, they have become stylized. Touring companies are being criticised for 

their lack of originality and creativeness.”  Further, they added the architecture of public 778

buildings “lacked creative imagination, and there was a dull uniformity of urban economy.”  779

Taking stock of the system as a whole, the tour report contrasted the utopia of Sweden with 

the dystopia of the U.S.S.R.: “[i]n Sweden, the people had come to terms with themselves. 

As a small country, they have decided to become world citizens and peacemakers. Within 

this  framework  they  encourage  individual  interests  and  excellence.”  By  contrast,  Russia 

“considers itself a world power,” and cared about education only to the extent that it can be 

used to “gear [the country for] power and strength.”780

In a strange coda that amounts to yet another reversal of position, the committee 

members then produced a three-page attachment to their report, dedicated to a particular 

Soviet educator: Anton Semenovych Makarenko. As they described him, Makarenko was 
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“the essential quarry in Marxist education,” and in so far “as there is any content to Marxist 

educational theory, this may be attributed almost to him alone.”  Makarenko’s pedagogy is 781

in complete contradiction to the committee’s oft-stated dedication to liberal democracy in 

education, as well as much of what they earlier disparaged in the Soviet system. Yet they 

seemed  to  praise  his  thought  and  practice.  For  Makarenko,  the  development  of  the 

individual child was alien to the educational process. As one scholar has described it,  in 

Makarenko’s view of education, “the social group was an absolute.” The “individual” was “an 

irregularity in the collective life, caused by a disruption of the normal human state, which is 

ultimately the promotion of “collective goals.” Education was to be nothing more than a 

means of adjusting the individual to the group, imbuing her with “common standards of 

behaviour,” “a common will to action,” and “a consciousness of community.”   782

This goal would not be accomplished would not be done through “talk” or “within 

the artificial classroom situation.”  Instead, this “collective will” would be forged through 783

harsh physical labour. In this situation, discipline was essential, according to Makarenko: 

“without discipline no satisfactory communal action is possible.”  The teacher would at 784

first punish all who failed to conform. Later, they would recede in as the group rejected 

“anarchic individualism” in favour of collective consciousness. Then, they would emerge as 

fully-formed citizens, yet yoked to the larger state apparatus.  It is easy to see why this 785
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might appeal to Soviet officialdom; less so why it chimed with members of the Hall-Dennis 

committee. The answer perhaps lies in just what the committee members suggested could 

be  done  through  such  techniques  in  Ontario.  Makarenko’s  pedagogy  could  be  used  to 

educate  the  most  resistant  and  troublesome children  and  young  people.  As  the  report 

chillingly put it,  “However idealistic we may consider this  description of the process of 

Soviet education, there can be no doubt of Makarenko’s own prowess as a teacher, and of his 

remarkable  success  in  transmuting  the  worst  imaginable  juvenile  delinquents  into  self-

respecting young men and women.”  Living and Learning, notwithstanding its reputation as 786

a  libertarian  document,  was  not  to  be  entirely  free  of  this  much  more  authoritarian 

emphasis. Echoes of it can be discerned in certain passages in Living and Learning dealing 

with how to deal with the “culturally deprived.”

***

In  considering  utopia,  dystopia,  and  chaos,  “[w]e  confront  […]  a  puzzle,  almost 

mathematical in nature: the opposite of dystopia seems to be utopia, but the converse does 

not  hold.  There  is  rather  a  triangle  here  –  a  nexus  between the  perfectly  planned  and 

beneficial, the perfectly planned and unjust, and the perfectly unplanned.”  The third piece 787

of the puzzle, chaos or the perfectly unplanned, is a direct challenge to modernity and the 

modern  state.  If  the  Hall-Dennis  committee  found  utopia  through  the  educational 788

planning and pedagogical renewal evident in Britain, Sweden, and even in the problematical 

Soviet Union, they found its opposite in Atlantic Canada and Northern Ontario. For the 

 Ibid., p. 3. 786

 Gordin, Tilley, and Prakash, Utopia/Dystopia, p. 2. 787

 Zygmunt Bauman, The Bauman Reader,   pp. 286-287788
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committee members who visited them, these vast and diverse regions were united by their 

chaotic nature – a chaos particularly evident in their backward schools.

Atlantic Canada was just as devoted to social and economic planning in relation to 

education  reform  as  their  counterparts  throughout  the  postwar  west.  In  1964, 

Newfoundland created a Royal Commission on Education and Youth, whose final reports, 

released in 1967 and 1968, advocated school consolidation, the increased use of property 

taxes for educational purposes, expanded school facilities, universal access to kindergarten, 

modernized school libraries, special educational facilities, and the “introduction of modern 

teaching  methods”  throughout  the  province.  New Brunswick quickly  followed suit,  and 

emerged with a remarkably similar recipe for educational modernity.  In short, there was 789

no shortage  of  interest  in  achieving a  planned educational  society  in  post-1945  Atlantic 

Canada.  

That  said,  aside  from  a  few  positive  comments  in  their  tour  report  on  minor 

improvements here and there, for the committee members Atlantic Canada was – at root – 

far too antimodern for true educational change to take hold.  In taking on this attitude, the 790

committee members succumbed to the idea that Atlantic Canada harboured a conservative 

cultural  “essence”  rooted in  tradition and thus  impervious  to  progress.  In  the words  of 

historians Ian McKay and Robin Bates, this essence involved “the primitive, the rustic, the 

 Stevenson, “Public Education in the Sixties,” p. 486789

 “Provincial Committee on Aims and Objectives of Education in the Schools of Ontario, Maritime Tour,” in 790

File: “Maritimes,” in AO RG 2-168, Box no. 23, n.p.
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unspoiled, the picturesque, the quaint, the unchanging: in all those pre-modern things and 

traditions that seemed outside the rapid flow of change in the twentieth century.”  791

That the Hall-Dennis members held such views was obvious from their tour report, 

which  opened  with  a  “General  Description”  of  New  Brunswick,  Nova  Scotia,  and 

Newfoundland and Labrador. These three provinces were united by the fact that they were 

alienated from the rest of Canada, for “the outlook of the Maritime people has always been 

seaward,” as the committee members opined (calmly evading the point that Newfoundland 

and  Labrador  is  not  conventionally  considered  one  of  the  Maritime  Provinces.)  792

Newfoundland was considered barren of civilization, being “as empty as on the day of John 

Cabot’s arrival in 1497.”  A lack of “transportation and administration” reinforced a cultural 793

stasis there that left that province in a permanent state of backwardness.  There was some 794

hope  for  Newfoundland  and  the  other  provinces  under  consideration  via  the  newly-

constructed Trans-Canada Highway. It might make “a considerable contribution to Maritime 

communication” with the outside world. Yet even this prospect seemed to be dim in 1966, 

according  to  the  committee  members  in  their  tour  report.  They  discerned  in  the  new 

highway, not a thoroughfare to modernity, but a mere “footpath for pedestrians, a livestock 

run, a parking lot 600 miles long and thirty feet wide and lastly, a traffic route for motor 

vehicles.’”795

 McKay and Bates, In the Province of History: The Making of the Public Past in Twentieth-Century Nova Scotia 791

(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queens University Press, 2010), p. 8.

 “Maritime Tour,” n.p.  792

 Ibid. 793

 Ibid. 794

 Ibid. 795



!  276

The culture of the modern school could hardly flourish in such an environment, a 

point  the  committee  members  were  at  great  pains  to  make.  As  they  had  it,  modern 

educational developments found elsewhere in Canada and around the world faltered when 

applied in the Atlantic Canadian context. After interviewing school officials in the region, 

the committee noted that concepts such as “continuous progress” and non-grading were just 

beginning to be discussed in postwar New Brunswick,  Newfoundland,  and Nova Scotia. 

They  remained  a  source  of  “confusion”  rather  than  of  enlightenment.  The  classes 796

observed by the Hall-Dennis members in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia seemed to suffer 

from a debilitating traditionalism. As they argued with a mixture of disbelief and disgust, 

Atlantic Canadian teachers were authoritarian figures, drilling “unresponsive students” and 

relying  “extensively  on  the  elicitation  of  pre-packaged  responses  from  students.”  The 

visitors added the critical observation that “[s]ome phrases were so obviously memorized, 

one wondered if the children knew their meaning.”  797

The committee members  did point  out  that  some students  seemed to enjoy the 

classes, though those who did so were inevitably in the lower grades. Older children found 

their  “traditional”  high  school  classes  lifeless.  As  the  visitors  wrote  acidly:  “[n]o one  is 

enthusiastic.”  Teacher preparation – or the lack thereof – was a major part of the problem. 798

Although the committee  members  were  impressed by  a  plan from Dalhousie’s  Dean of 

Education for improving teacher education (he wanted to move by to a system that would 

integrate subject-matter training and modern pedagogy),  the systems in Atlantic Canada 

 Ibid. 796
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were nearly too decrepit “in all three provinces” to allow one to place much confidence in 

the implementation of his scheme.  In New Brunswick, for instance, committee members 799

found that “many teachers are certified after one year of training and occasionally after no 

formal training at all.”800

 The  committee  members  observed  that  school  administrators  were  enthusiastic 

about  modern  school  architecture,  though  they  seemed  to  be  primarily  (and  crudely) 

interested in buildings themselves, rather than the processes of education that would take 

place within them. Worse still, this “intense preoccupation with the school plant … usurped 

concern for the students themselves.”  While educational technology was being introduced 801

in Nova Scotia, it was not used at all in New Brunswick or Newfoundland. ETV in Nova 

Scotia  was  admittedly  “skilled”  yet  “clinical”  and  generally  featured  a  distinct  “lack  of 

imagination” as compared with the ETV achievements of Ontario and the United States.  802

As they visitors put it witheringly in their report: “[t]eacher-in-a-classroom was the only 

method used; techniques employing films, graphs, cartoons, and narration were almost non-

existent. There also seemed to be an obsession with perfection on the part of the television 

teachers and crew. They rehearsed until  letter  perfect,  re-taped if  there were flaws,  and 

allowed no visitors in the studios … The situation seemed very artificial.”  Even where 803

educators were somewhat attuned to the progressive nature of postwar school reform, their 

 Ibid. 799

 Ibid. 800

 Ibid. 801

 Ibid. 802
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efforts  were  static,  inauthentic,  and  antimodern.  Finally,  and  most  damningly,  the  Hall-

Dennis members took umbrage with the attitude of Atlantic Canadian school administrators, 

taken as a whole,  toward education reform:

The  delegates  were  slightly  shaken  by  the  casual  attitudes  displayed  by  education 
officials in all three provinces. A sharp query would produce a shrug and a matter-of-
fact “It just happened this way.” In several instances we got the impression that the 
main force holding things together was a “gentleman’s agreement.” One official said: 
“There is nothing wrong with our system that money couldn’t cure.” The Chairman of 
Newfoundland’s  Royal  Commission  on  Education  complacently  contrasted  the 
Maritime  attitude  with  Ontario’s  anguished  soul-searching  and  endless 
experimentation.  A New Brunswick official  commented on the apathy of the New 
Brunswick populace which apparently “gives off waves of inertia.” “Education is in a 
vacuum”,  he  said.  “And  no  wonder,  said  the  President  of  the  University  of  New 
Brunswick, “Ontario lures all our best people away.”804

If  Atlantic Canada could not lift  its  schools  out of  the past  and into the future, 

postwar Northern Ontario seemed to offer an even grimmer and more chaotic case, one 

made all the more pressing because it pertained to an area that fell within the province for 

which Hall-Dennis was ostensibly responsible. Here, in Ian Radforth’s words, one found a 

“vast, thinly populated hinterland” of “ancient rock, deep muskegs, rolling hills,  and clay 

flats  … periodically  whipped by arctic  gales  throughout half  the year  [and]  transformed 

during the summer into an array of mosquito-infested bogs and hot, dry tinder-boxes, all too 

ready to be set ablaze during the summer.” It had long been a major locus of extractive 

industries.  In  the postwar  period,  the region entered a  new phase  of  rapid industrial 805

development. It became a key Canadian outpost in the Cold War, as its remote location was 

ideal for U.S. radar stations and Air Force facilities.  Despite this postwar boom, the area 806

 Ibid. 804
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remained marked by vast economic disparities and volatile politics (stocked in part by the 

immigration  of  radical  European  socialists,  most  notably  from  Finland).  Before  1945, 

Northern  Ontario  education  was  characterized  by  one-room school-houses,  residential 

schools for much of the Aboriginal population, and from the 1920s until  the late-1960s, 

“school cars” that travelled along the CNR and CPR railway lines,  visiting remote areas 

where no schools existed. The Royal Commission on Education argued in the 1950s for the 

introduction of a university for the region. William Davis created Lakehead University in 

1965 and the Confederation College of Applied Arts and Technology in 1967. Nonetheless, 

Northern Ontario still lagged far behind other parts of the province and the country, as the 

committee members reported in detail.  807

For  Northerner  E.J.  Checkeris  of  Sudbury,  general  manager  and  treasurer  of  the 

Wahnapitae Lumber Company, who made the tour along with deputy committee chairman 

D.W.Muir  from Hamilton and two others,  the  problems facing  Northern Ontario  were 

perhaps insurmountable. They included a “[l]ack of adequate roads and other reliable means 

of transportation,” meagre financial resources, “a … shortage of medical, dental, and nursing 

services,”  “inadequate  social  regional  and cultural  services,”  and a  dearth of  appropriate 

housing.  These  deep  and  severe  socio-economic  problems  were  compounded  by 808

distressing educational ones,  including a profusion of mediocre teachers and educational 

administrators, who (according to Checkeris) ended up in Northern Ontario because they 

lacked  any  other  options,  having  proved  “unsuccessful  in  their  previous  positions  or 

 Michel Beaulieu and Chris Southcott, North of Superior:  of  Superior:  An I"ustrated History of Northwestern 807

Ontario (Toronto: Lorimer, 2010), p. 107.

D.W. Muir, “To Mr. Justice E. Hall, Chairman of the Committee on Aims & Objectives of Education for 808

Ontario,” in File: “Tour 8,” in AO RG 2-168, Box no. 23, pp. 1-2.



!  280

endeavours.”  This – compounded by a lack of proper teacher preparation – inexorably led 809

to “low morale,” “large turnover,” and terrible educational outcomes.  810

Educational administrators were even less equipped here than were their Atlantic 

Canadian counterparts to deal with the vexations of modern schooling. As Checkeris wrote: 

“[t]he school board organization seemed to be a rather loose one particularly in some of the 

small centres. A principal at the one school reported that he had not yet known of, or been 

at, a board meeting.”  This administrative chaos was reflected in the “very poor condition” 811

of the schools visited, which inevitably gave off an impression of “depression and gloom.”  812

Most  damningly  of  all  for  the  committee  members,  to  an  even  greater  extent  than  in 

Atlantic Canada, administrators in Northern Ontario seemed to have no interest at all in 

educational planning or improvement. There was no understanding of looking “forward to 

problems” in order to master them rationally.  Instead, school officials reacted passively to 813

events as they happened – events that quickly spun out of their control. They epitomized 

how one should not respond to modernity. 

All of this chaos seemed particularly tragic in the committee members’ eyes, when 

coupled with the most severe cultural  deprivation the committee had yet seen on their 

educational tours. The children and young people they encountered in Northern Ontario 

 “Memorandum, Re: The Hall Sub-Committee’s Northern Investigations, in File: “Tour 8,” in AO RG 2-168, 809

Box no. 23, p. 1
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clearly “lacked direction, guidance and purpose” in their lives at home – a situation that the 

educational system was doing nothing to amend.  The tour report noted that many of the 814

culturally deprived seemed unconcerned about their plight, a situation that the committee 

members attributed “to ignorance of [the] future problems” they were bound to have with 

both “school and work.” The report added that these children frequently left school as soon 

as possible, leaving the high schools barren.  Aboriginal students suffered the most from 815

cultural  deprivation.  Within  the  underequipped  schools  they  attended,  and  among  the 

untrained teachers lording over them, Aboriginal students were subjected to racist taunts. 

The committee members witnessed one teacher who “questioned the children’s personal 

cleanliness” during a lesson.  The “low morale and mental confusion” that resulted among 816

students deeply affected their “sense of values,” “standards,” and desire to learn and improve 

inside school and out of it.817

Parents  in Northern Ontario were a  major problem as well,  particularly  those of 

immigrant background. According to the Hall-Dennis members, they exhibited a general 

“lack of education and initiative,” and they passed this “negative attitude toward education” 

on to their children. Many parents seemed to have “a language problem (Finnish, French, 

Indian) which prevents communication with the teacher” and kept them at an educational 

distance from their children. This language barrier was combined with a marked “lack of 

 “Observations,” p. 1. 814
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 Ibid., pp. 4-5. 816
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knowledge of the changes taking place in industry and society.”  Further, some groups of 818

parents cared more than others about providing a modern education for their children. As 

the committee members wrote: “There seemed to be a feeling on the part of some parents 

in the community that they were anxious for improved schooling but the other parents in 

the  community  had  no  real  concern  which  made  it  difficult  for  them  in  seeking 

improvements.”  This  trans-generational  deprivation had to be overcome if  democratic 819

equality and (more pragmatically) human capital were to flourish:

The problems of remote schools [are] not new nor can [they] be easily resolved. The 
population of  these areas  is  growing rapidly  and the need for  leadership from the 
province of Ontario is essential. Our changing society demands a higher degree of skill 
and educational level. Unless equal opportunity is provided for these young people the 
inequalities  that  we  have  observed  will  create  additional  problems  and  a  loss  of 
valuable human resources. Money alone is not the answer, the young people must be 
trained to live a useful, constructive and happy life. It is our desire that the students 
we  are  educating  today  will  in  some  way  manage  to  overcome the  problems  and 
difficulties encountered by their parents in these remote regions.820

The realization of this “desire” would necessitate a massive influx of resources and reformers 

into Northern Ontario.  New relationships would have to be forged, including “close co-

operation and co-ordination between the Department of Education and other Departments 

in the North. i.e. – Police, Lands & Forests, Highways, Health and Welfare, [and] Indian 

Affairs” in order to ensure that the chaos of the region could be overcome and replaced by a 

“crash program” in education.  Small local school boards would have to be amalgamated into 

“larger,  workable”  units  in  order  to ensure the rational  use  of  the various  communities’ 

 Ibid., p. 4. 818
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educational  resources.”  Such  measures  could  begin  immediately,  “on  an  experimental 821

basis,” and would — so the committee members thought —  help to instill “a confidence 

that [Northerners] do not seem to have at the present.”  A vast recruitment drive would 822

also  need to be undertaken to ensure  that  competent  and dedicated teachers  would be 

enlisted, trained in modern pedagogy, and given the opportunity to improve further still 

through paid leave to attend university, free of charge.  Schools would be provided with a 823

cadre of health professionals to detect and treat learning difficulties so that remedial work 

could begin as quickly as possible.  Improved media facilities,  particularly ETV and radio, 824

would be used to expose children and young people to the world outside Northern Ontario, 

buttressed by field trips to “broaden the student’s outlook and to expand his awareness of 

people and life.” Through media and in person, the child would then get the chance to “see 

how industry and society exists outside of his immediate environment.”  These reforms 825

would involve not only the children but also (through volunteer work and adult education) 

their parents as well: “[t]he parent is the key to a successful educational programme. They 

must  be  made  aware  of  the  need  and  advantages  of  an  education.  Home life  must  be 

conducive to study and the parent must encourage the child to set goals and aims for his 

life.”  Only after such measure were enacted could Northern Ontario transcend its chaotic 826
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state,  and  join  the  rest  of  Ontario  in  the  celebrating  the  emancipatory  possibilities  of 

modernity.

The liberal epistemology and ontology of Hall-Dennis was nowhere more in evidence 

than in its description of these Canadian regions, reduced to unbecoming and even hopeless 

essences  of  social  chaos  and  cultural  defeatism.  Rather  than  interrogating  the  socio-

economic patterns contributing to the problems it recorded, committee members preferred 

to explain them with reference to the problematic culture and faulty decisions of less-than-

optimal individuals. That schools in one-industry towns were likely to be directly shaped by 

that industry, that Indigenous peoples in remote communities might have arrived at their 

difficult situation in part because various external agencies had treated them as colonized 

subjects rather than fellow citizens, that in ways both subtle and direct capitalist modernity 

had brought about the chaos the committee members condemned so viscerally – all these 

themes remained obscure in Hall-Dennis. Living and Learning steered clear of presenting the 

Ontario  public  with harsh descriptions  of  outlying regions,  but  such examples  of  chaos 

played a role in providing cautionary images of the disorderly future Hall-Dennis hoped to 

evade.  

It was indeed true that, when Hall-Dennis toured the world, it celebrated what it 

took  to  be  the  consequences  of  the  new liquidity  of  spatio-temporal  relations  —  the 

precondition of a global citizenship. Living and Learning would join a large Canadian chorus 

in urging Canadians to become international citizens supporting schools that embraced the 

world.  In their  tours  through much of  North America,  Europe,  and Asia,  we see  the 827

 Living and Learning, p.173; see also von Heyking, Creating Citizens, Chapter Four.827
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committee members at their most utopian, as they scoured the world for inspiring examples 

for educators back home. Yet when they discussed the darker side of modernity – the people 

marginalized by its processes and seemingly incapable of realizing its possibilities – all they 

could see were evolutionary failures. In that sense, no matter how far they traveled, these 

educational  reformers  never  left  the  world  of  liberal  assumptions  that,  in  their  travel 

notebooks and ultimately on the pages of Living and Learning, allowed them the reassuring 

conviction that one could enjoy what Marshall  Berman tellingly describes as “modernity 

without tears.”828
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Chapter Seven 

Reading Living and Learning, I: 

The General Framework of Educational Modernity 

 It is now time to turn to the product of all these presentations and deliberations: the 

Hall-Dennis report itself,  Living  and Learning.  It  is  not an easily  summarized document. 

Although tasked with laying out the aims and methods of education in Ontario, the authors 

of Living and Learning renounced “any formal statement of aims,” because even that level of 

formality would constitute a rigid imposition upon the “very spirit of the Report,” within 

which  such  aims  and  objectives  are  conceived  as  an  “intrinsic  part  of  the  proposed 

educational process.”  (The implication is that a “commentary” can do without an exacting 829

elucidation of  its  underlying principles).  With something of  the impatience of  an artiste 

called upon to explain his or her aesthetic vision to mere philistines, Living and Learning was 

loathe to commit itself to a precise overall agenda, and although it declared that “priorities 

exist,” it declined to specify them.  830

Imprecision  in  Living  and  Learning  was  married  to  fervour.  Once  the  individual 

possesses  “the  means  to  truth,”  then  “everything  else”  –  including  “wisdom  and 

understanding, sensitivity, compassion, and responsibility” -- is “within his grasp.”  There 831

was no need to define such value-laden terms; they should be intuitively obvious to the 

All figures referenced in this chapter may be found after its conclusion.
 Living and Learning, p.5. 829

 Living and Learning, p.17. 830

 Living and Learning, p.9.831
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reader and, implicitly, required no elaboration. The truth that sets us free is self-evident — 

so much so that it can be reified as “the key to open all doors.” 

It  is  the  instrument  which will  break the  shackles  of  ignorance,  of  doubt,  and of 
frustration; that will take all who respond to its call out of their poverty, their slums, 
and  their  despair;  that  will  spur  the  talented  to  find  heights  of  achievement  and 
provide  every  child  with  the  experience  of  success;  that  will  give  mobility  to  the 
crippled;  that  will  illuminate  the  dark  world  of  the  blind  and bring  the  deaf  into 
communion with the hearing; that will carry solace to the disordered of mind, imagery 
to the slow of wit, and peace to the emotionally disturbed; that will  make all  men 
brothers, equal in dignity if not in ability; and that will not tolerate disparity of race, 
color, or creed. 

Such liturgical prose was largely bereft of empirical or analytical content. That the “search 

for truth” might function as such a “key” is a matter of faith.  Yet – what is the key and 832

how does it work?

This thesis has thus far focused on Hall-Dennis as a process, placing this moment in 

the  context  of  the  educational  history  of  Ontario  and the  post-1945  cultural  history  of 

Canada.  Adapting the theories of “modernity” of Giddens,  Bauman and Berman, it  has 

contextualized  the  processes  associated  with  Hall-Dennis  with  reference  to  a  five-fold 

interpretation  of  this  protean  term.  Our  earlier  chapters  have  argued  that  if  the 

contradictory  processes  of  development  and accumulation at  capitalism’s  heart  are  vital 

components of modernity, the term itself denotes attempts both to analyze and reshape the 

multitudinous social and cultural ramifications of these processes. Specifically, it focuses on 

the  transformed  spatio-temporal  relations  experienced  in  a  world  transformed  by 

transnational capital – as whole populations are reshaped by its imperatives, moving from 

farm to  city,  across  national  boundaries,  and  into  social  worlds  in  which  they  typically 

“consume little of what they themselves produce and produce little of what they themselves 

 Living and Learning, p.9.832
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consume.”  Those caught up in these novel relationships are challenged to develop new 833

ways  of  interpreting  their  social  worlds.  In  contrast  with  traditional  forms  of  religious 

thought  emphasizing  a  divinely-ordered  universe  following  God-given  patterns,  such 

‘moderns’  were  characteristically  drawn  to  forms  of  thought  that  privilege  humanity’s 

capacity to remake itself and its world and to ways of seeing human beings as responsible for 

understanding (and instantiating in the present) the future-in-the-making all around them. 

This future-oriented perspective towards time and history impelled many of them to esteem 

“progress” and become “progressives,” both terms suggesting an irresistible and estimable 

process of betterment through science and rationality; on the same grounds, many became 

sharply critical of parochialism and past traditions, embraced new media of communication, 

and celebrated a world in which individuals were free to think and act freely.  At a change-

filled time of perceived crisis, it was incumbent on such individuals to reflect actively on the 

present,  to  realize  that  older  forms  of  nations  and  institutions  were  being  radically 

challenged, and to work strenuously to make sure they were modern and up-to-date. They 

were enjoined to analyze their daily lives and subject their society to the imperatives of 

rational planning; they were also obliged to understand that it was necessary to step back 

and grasp the future emerging in the past. Humanity, they were instructed, is at a turning 

point, and its conflicts directly affect everyone: they present us with a challenge that, if not 

successfully understood and confronted, might lead to anarchy and disorder. In this context, 

some will urge the imperative need to reassert time-sanctioned truths, or at least to protest 

against the cruelty, coldness and disorder of a world dissolving age-old customs in the “icy 

waters of calculation” – herein, Michael Löwy and Robert Sayre proposes, one finds the root 

 Colin Duncan, The Centrality of Agriculture:  Between Humankind and the Rest of Nature  (Montreal: McGill-833
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of romanticism  – but many others will embrace the emergent reality and revere the new 834

sciences that seemingly unlock its secrets.  And many, especially those with a substantial 

investment  in  liberal  ideals  of  individualism  and  freedom,  will  seek  “compromise” 

formulations that allow them, however paradoxically, to celebrate both the unfettered and 

free-standing individual and the forces and tendencies working to make that individual one 

small part of much bigger processes. Moreover, both celebrators and critics of modernity are 

characteristically  strongly  drawn  to  projections  into  the  present  of  images  and  ideals 

seemingly drawn from the future – that is, by “utopian” strategies that seek to highlight the 

deficiencies of the existing world by presenting detailed plans of an alternative order. Such 

utopias typically entailed schemes that combined a romantic critique of a soul-destroying, 

inhumane modern order with the hope that one might retain its technology and science 

while jettisoning its deficiencies. In the unusual atmosphere of the 1960s, such concrete 

utopianism drew in many people – including, this thesis argues, the principal figures of Hall-

Dennis, who were concerned both to grasp and to tame modernity’s potentially disruptive 

energies. 

In the following two chapters,  we move from a discussion of  the  process  of  Hall-

Dennis to a consideration of the committee’s final product, Living and Learning. First, in this 

chapter, we look the general framework of educational modernity – the general atmosphere 

of this document and its textual and visual strategies – as it is elaborated in this text. Then, 

in Chapter Eight, we shall look at the specific educational arguments and strategies outlined 

in the report. 

 Löwy and Sayre, Romanticism, pp.16-17. 834
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***

Living  and  Learning  announced  that  Ontarians  were  living  through  a  time  of 

turbulence,  in  which  “our  thinking”  must  incorporate  a  “belief  in  the  permanence  of 

change.” It devoted attention to a world whose realities had been transformed by industry: 

cities had arisen, encompassing large populations of immigrants;  a vast exodus from the 

country  raised  the  specter  of  rural  ghettoization;  people  consumed  what  they  had  not 

themselves produced and produced things they themselves did not consume; cybernetics 

and automation were transforming systems of communication: everywhere Ontarians were 

caught up in a maelstrom of socio-economic change, whether they wanted to be or not. 

Ontarians looked to the future, “realizing that, as Heraclitus said, ‘Life is perpetual motion 

and repose is death.’”   Like it or not, Ontarians had “to accept the fact of change and its 835

implications for education,” for “… change, slow at first, has accelerated to a speed which is 

now bewildering to many adults,” creating a paradoxical situation in which the young might 

be more “at home in society” than their elders, “who might prefer something less unsettling 

than  the  dynamic,  continually  changing  environment  of  1968.”  Yet  the  young  needed 836

careful watching. The “older pupils” were part of a world in which such things “as riots, 

wars, rebellions, drugs, violence, and changing values”  were commonplace; they needed to 

learn “how to apply objective methods” so that they might cope with them.  Hall-Dennis 837

was  fond  of  enumerating  (without  necessarily  analyzing)  the  phenomena  that  told  of 

disruptions in the traditional order, especially those arising from the spatio-temporal effects 

 Living and Learning, p.35.835

 Living and Learning, p.169.836

 Living and Learning, p.173.837
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of the post-war capitalist era. Such lists of incompatible events and attitudes, along with the 

conviction that an “objective” analysis would rise above them, suggested much about the 

cautiousness of Hall-Dennis, which was implicitly committed to the conservative passive-

revolutionary proposition that in order to maintain a beleaguered status quo, its proponents 

should be willing to co-opt its critics. The “several major revolutions” since 1945 –  Hall-

Dennis listed “discoveries concerning the atom, space, the computer, the biological-generic 

breakthroughs,  the  surgical  transplant  of  human  organs,  and  the  new theology”  –  had 

created a cohort of  “sensitive young people” prone to grow “restless  and uncomfortable 

when they see unsolved problems around them.”  The astute educationist would struggle 838

to understand their outlook and give them something — i.e., more freedom to learn things 

that were interesting to them  —  to appease this potentially dangerous restlessness.

That  much  of  this  fast  pace  of  change  could  be  related  to  rapid  economic 

development was  a  given in  Living  and  Learning,  yet,  as  befitted a  liberal  committee  so 

influenced by Rostowian modernization theory, mediated by the likes of O.J. Firestone, such 

a development was never called “capitalism.” In truth, although it presents an appearance of 

acknowledging how much Ontario’s  society and economy have changed since the 1930s, 

Living and Learning has an other-worldly atmosphere. The socio-economic character of the 

Ontario the Report seeks to transform is never even approximately laid out. Although there 

are  glancing  references  to  population  levels,  recent  demographic  changes,  increased 

urbanization, and so on, Living and Learning is content for the most part to operate without 

a clear delineation of the economic and social characteristics of Ontario. In particular, the 

province’s regions are given almost no empirical  attention or analytical  weight.  A reader 

 Living and Learning, p.173.838
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would come away from Living and Learning with only the most approximate understanding 

of the province’s economic history and geography — a curious omission in a document so 

intent  on responding “objectively”  to  its  society.  He or  she  might  be  impressed by  the 

efficacy of such abstract phenomena as “automation,” which, typically of its time, Living and 

Learning  thought presaged a time when most Ontarians would confront the problem of 

having too much leisure time;  and by the “severe dislocation of  values”  stemming from 

“today’s social and technological changes.”  Yet all such descriptions remained on a very 839

abstract level. 

Throughout, the text adopts a Janus-faced approach to capitalist modernity. Living 

and  Learning,  one  might  say,  was  simultaneously  strongly  in  favour  of  capitalism and as 

strongly opposed to many of its consequences. It saluted the postwar prosperity that had 

transformed  the  province:  “Our  present  industrialized  society  has  made  great  strides. 

Greater mobility, more leisure time, increased communications, and greater buying power 

have all added to the personal comfort of Ontario people.”  It demanded, in the name of 840

the development of “our rich natural resources,” the rectification of the great and serious 

phenomenon  of  “brain  waste”  that  left  those  resources  waiting  for  the  attention  of 

“technicians,  scientists,  planners,  artists,  and  poets.”  Living  and  Learning  hailed  the 841

urbanization that had created a “bubble and excitement of ideas” and worried that those 

outside urban centres might become “intellectually disadvantaged.”  It was typical of the 842

 Living and Learning, p.28. 839

 Living and Learning, p.34. 840

 Living and Learning, p.42.841

 Living and Learning, p.33.842
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primarily big-city orientation of Hall-Dennis that when it came to reflect on rural living, it 

thought first and foremost of the city-dwellers “who weekly migrate in thousands to cottage, 

lake, and ski slope,” thereby attesting “to the strength of the call of the country.”  The 843

main text of Living and Learning  limits itself,  in its discussion of Ontario’s  overall  social 

profile,  to the observation that the province had about seven million people,  a  third of 

whom lived in metropolitan Toronto.  844

Granting Herbert Spencer status as an esteemed authority on education, Living and 

Learning has no qualms about justifying education in highly utilitarian terms. If one hoped to 

see Canada and Ontario “survive in this highly competitive age of electronics, specialization, 

and  automation,”  young  Ontarians  had  to  be  “better  educated  and  more  fully  and 

competently  trained.”   Kieran  Egan’s  critical  observation  that  implicit  reliance  upon 845

Spencer’s educational thought opened the door to the most reductive forms of utilitarianism 

is amply confirmed by Hall-Dennis.  The “full flood of industrialization and automation” 846

was  coming  upon  educators  and  administrators,  who  had  no  choice  but  to  pay  close 

attention to the implications of this development for vocational and general education.  A 847

fast-modernizing economy was simply bound to reshape the field of education; there was 

little anyone could or should do to resist it. 

 Living and Learning, p.32. 843

 Living and Learning, p.27. 844

 Living and Learning, p.9.845

 See Kieran Egan, Getting It Wrong $om the Beginning (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2002), 846

Chapter One.

 Living and Learning, p.12. 847
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Thus Living and Learning is happy to agree with O.J. Firestone in urging that “money 

and effort spent on education is money and effort well spent,” and notes the “handsome 

dividends” that “an investment in human resources” might well make possible.  It was also 848

content to repeat nostrums linking income with “the amount of formal education” and to 

appeal to data revealing “that the world of education and the world of work cannot function 

totally independent of each other.”  It reported the statistic that “four- and five-year high 849

school  graduates  earn  about  one-and-a-half  times  as  much  as  those  who  have  only  an 

elementary school education, and university graduates earn almost twice as much as the 

former and three times as much as the latter.”  Bolstered by repeated declarations from 850

the Economic Council of Canada that “money spent on education is a sound investment,” 

Hall-Dennis took a sanguine view of the “steeply increased” costs of education. For their tax 

dollars, Ontarians were buying an educational system capable of delivering prosperity for all 

and social mobility to their children.  The committee was, in that sense, of a piece with the 851

Keynesian welfare state that had grown up since 1945.

At the same time, Living and Learning resisted the notion that 

the economic demands of society can be made to determine what is done in education. 
The society whose educational system gives priority to the economic over the spiritual 
and emotional needs of man defines its citizens in terms of economic units and in so 
doing debases them. There is a dignity and nobility of man that has nothing to do with 
economic  considerations.  The  development  of  this  dignity  and  nobility  is  one  of 
education’s tasks.  852

 Living and Learning, p.9.848

 Living and Learning, p.26.849

 Living and Learning, p.26.850

 Living and Learning, p.170. 851

 Living and Learning, p.27. 852
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It  was  important  for  the  entire  community  to  place  “nobility  of  purpose”  ahead  of 

“indiscriminate gain.” Failure to do so might create “confusion in the young.”  Sounding 853

almost like the contemporary advocates of student power, Living and Learning was opposed 

to  any  notion  that  schools  be  considered  the  equivalents  of  factories  –  “even  learning 

factories.”  However  well-established  might  be  the  “efficient  administrative  philosophy” 

instantiated in “so many antiseptic, cold, uniform, box-like schools surrounded by asphalt 

play  yards,”  Hall-Dennis  argued  against  it,  in  favour  of  “imaginative,  flexible,  beautiful 

learning centres” that would testify to “the greatness of man.”  Echoing pop sociologist 854

and  critic  Vance  Packard,  and  its  beloved  McLuhan,  Hall-Dennis  was  sufficiently  “anti-

capitalist” to be critical of the “hidden or obvious persuaders” affecting Ontario children as 

they watched television.  855

Classes exist in the world of Hall-Dennis. Yet they do so in a nineteenth-century 

Gladstonian way, one that pitted “the masses” against “the classes.”  Those in the “classes” 

who were  misguidedly  convinced of  their  own cultural  superiority  were  out  of  place  in 

modern Canada. Those in the “masses” who performed honest labour were society’s salt-of-

the-earth mainstays, hard-working, manfully independent and worthy of respect. Living and 

Learning was not wholly oblivious to the class realities of postwar Ontario, and Living and 

Learning even devotes a sub-section to “Work and Leisure,” illustrated by a hard-hat-wearing 

man working with a pick.  It also works to bolster its  socially progressive credentials  by 

praising all  the salt-of-the-earth Ontarians who perform their jobs well,  “no matter how 

 Living and Learning, p.34. 853

 Living and Learning, p.60. 854

 Living  and  Learning,  p.79.  The  phrase  “hidden persuaders”  was  drawn without  attribution  from Vance 855

Packard’s book of the same name. 
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menial or dull. It is the men and women who carry out these jobs who make it possible for 

our super-mechanical world to articulate smoothly, harmoniously, and humanely.”  It urged 856

Ontarians to recognize various levels and expression of skill, “from plumbing to cooking; 

from operating a switchboard to driving a truck; from playing hockey to folk singing.” They 

should acknowledge “the dignity of work at all levels” and respect “all people who carry out 

this work, be it physical or intellectual.” The secondary and post-secondary training that 

such folk received merited “genuine acceptance and appreciation.”857

The  “perpetuation  of  classes  of  citizenship”  arising  “from  lack  of  economic 

opportunity or geographic location” and perhaps condemning individuals so afflicted with an 

inability “to participate to the full in the fruits of education and training” was in no way a 

good  thing.  Having  steeped  itself,  as  we  saw  in  Chapters  Four  and  Five,  in  cultural 858

deprivation theory, the authors of the report even pointed out that “[c]hildren from homes 

or  environments  outside  the  middle  class  culture  may  be  unable  to  understand  and 

appreciate  what  goes  on  in  school,  and  the  school  may  have  a  similar  difficulty  in 

communicating  with  their  parents.”  Living  and  Learning  thus  concedes  that  Ontario 859

schools are culturally distant from many non-middle-class students and parents,  without 

examining with any rigour why the school system should be so culturally limited.  Hall-

Dennis  also  pointed  out  that  the  pursuit  of  “noble  ideals  such  as  the  respect  and 

understanding of all mankind, the self-realization of the individual, and a national identity” 

 Living and Learning, p.45. 856

 Living and Learning, p.45. 857

 Living and Learning, p.11.858

 Living and Learning, p.170.859
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presupposed a prior capacity to put food on the table. And so, “there is an interplay between 

the world of  work and the world of  learning,  and educational  planners must take these 

factors into account.”   860

Yet one cannot push Living and Learning too far down a sociological path without 

distorting its ideological framework of analysis, which was basically that of fin-de-siècle new 

liberalism.  That many individuals similarly positioned in the socio-economic order might 861

over time come to similar conclusions about their past, present, and future, ones that put 

them in a structural conflict with other groups of individuals, was simply not part of Hall-

Dennis’ social imagination. Throughout, the “subject-position” from which the report can 

be  read  without  conceptual  strain  is  that  of  a  middle-class  individual  with  access  to  a 

comfortable  lifestyle.  The  archetypal  “Ontario  child”  was  assumed  to  be  comfortably 

ensconced in the middle class, enjoying a “world of skill  and service,” with commodities 

drawn from around the world:  

His  breakfast  orange  juice  comes  fast-frozen  in  a  throw-away  can.  His  milk  is 
homogenized  and  his  bread  enriched.  His  fruit  arrives  fresh  from Latin  America, 
Mexico, Florida, California, Spain, or the Middle East, making every day a harvest day. 
His breakfast cereal is grown, prepared, and distributed by an army of specialists from 
the agronomist to the engineer,  from the economist to the psychologist,  from the 
advertising writer to the package designer.  862

 Living and Learning, p.25.860

 In fact, Living and Learning explicitly eschews a “sociological analysis of the Ontario community,” and limits 861

itself to providing a “general view of the social scene,” one it concedes is lacking in depth, proceeds from a 
partial perspective, and comes from people who were themselves products of the period they described. Yet it 
nonetheless felt that such a depiction of the “spirit of the times” was a necessary part of its overall mission. 
Living and Learning, p.45.

 Living and Learning, p.37. In short, reminding ourselves of Colin Duncan’s definition of modernity, this child 862

consumed little of what his family produced, and produced little of what his family consumed.
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Generalizing  about  the  province’s  children,  Hall-Dennis  imagined  that  in  the  present, 

“today’s child” was in a position to take for granted air conditioning and transistor radios.   863

True,  some  children,  growing  up  “unstimulated,  ignored,  and  speech-impoverished  in 

culturally-deprived  environments,”  distant  from  the  cities  and  hobbled  by  outmoded 

legacies of the past, as was the case with impoverished Indigenous people, were regrettably 

outside this mainstream -- a “grave injustice.”  Such disadvantaged people should be helped, 

through education, to become free-standing and equal citizens like other Ontarians.   “In 864

most  families  of  Ontario,  we  have  children  who  enjoy  security  and  parental  support 

expressed in a great variety of ways,” Living and Learning pointed out. “We also have children 

in this rich province who are starving for attention, receiving inadequate diets,  living in 

filthy, crowded rooms, lacking privacy, and destined to be losers in our society from a very 

early age.”  It was up to the winning majority to hold out a hand to society’s losers. Hall-865

Dennis was well aware that “children of lower income families tend to enroll more often 

than others in vocational subjects,” and roundly declared that such a trend “must no longer 

occur through force of economic circumstances,” without specifying how economic realities 

were to be kept at bay.   Living and Learning  acknowledged that modernity sometimes 866

entailed “poverty…slums…despair.” But it also declared that the free pursuit of knowledge in 

and  of  itself  would  permit  talented  and  energetic  individuals  to  “break  the  shackles  of 

ignorance,  of doubt,  and of frustration.” Such individuals would speed the creation of a 

 Living and Larning, p.39. 863

 Living and Learning, p.42.864

 Living and Learning, p.39. 865
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!  299

society in which all were “equal in dignity if not in ability.” A romantic critique of the ills of 

modernity was thus complemented by an optimistic belief in the capacity of educated and 

talented  individuals  to  rise  above  them.  That  classes  might  have  a  more  robust, 867

consequential existence in a modern industrial society is a ‘sociological’ insight Living and 

Learning nowhere develops.

Both in its abundant visual imagery and in its text, Living and Learning  ultimately 

relies  upon  an  organic  theory  of  society:  rich  and  poor,  urban  and  rural,  worker  and 

employer are all part of a greater whole, and the health of each part of the social body is 

important  to  its  overall  functioning.  Such organicism suffused fin-de-siècle  liberalism and 

found a particularly prominent place in the writings of John Dewey.  “Somehow a way 868

must be found to narrow the distances between people in society, and to find at each step 

some unit of respect, some recognition of place for each individual,” the report urged. It 

then went on to cite a passage from Jacob Bronowski’s The Face of Violence that affirmed the 

central tenets of organicism: “society is not a pyramid, but a body, and the cells must be 

neighborly.”  In such quasi-sociological passages, Living and Learning paid homage to a sort 869

of egalitarianism, without exhibiting any concern to explore the realities of working-class 

lives in any detail.  In fact, not even the Ontario labour market to which it expected the 

educational system to respond received a detailed exploration. Thus “class” was at most a 

 Living and Learning, p.9.867

 D.C. Phillips, “John Dewey and the organismic archetype,” Melbourne Studies in Education 13, 1 (1971), pp.868

232-271;  Robert B. Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy  (Ithaca and London: Cornell  University 
Press, 1991), Chapter Two. For a more general discussion of organicism in fin-de-siècle new liberal thought, see 
Michael Freeden, Liberalism Divided: A Study in British Political Thought 1914-1939  (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1986).

 Living and Learning, p.45, citing without attribution Jacob Bronowski, The Face of Violence, p.59. 869
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ghostly category, and the reader would emerge from the pages of Living and Learning without 

even a notion of how most Ontarians made their living. 

This  myopia  with  regard  to  life  under  capitalism was  especially  marked  in  the 

report’s  analysis  of  Ontario  schools.  For  an  official  document  issued  by  the  Ontario 

government, Living and Learning was often scathing about the plight of Ontario teachers. 

Teachers  should  be  “professionals”  –  but  Hall-Dennis  conceded  that  many  of  them at 

present were not. Criticisms of the quality of the programs of teacher education, with the 

implication that they drew upon and produced mediocre people, were “well founded.”  870

Teachers were denied autonomy and freedom, given no share in policy-making, were “not 

encouraged to experiment, and receive little recognition as individuals or as vital forces in 

the educational system.”  871

Many  of  them worked  in  schools  that  had  come  to  resemble  factories  in  rigid 

hierarchies.  “In a typical work team in industry, some of the levels,  in descending order 

would be directors,  research engineers,  professional engineers,  technologists,  technicians, 

craftsmen, machine operators, and laborers,” Living and Learning observed. Much the “same 

system of gradation” might be found in schools, where one found “such descending levels as 

superintendents, supervisors, principals, vice-principals, consultants, department heads, and 

classroom teachers.” The report saved itself from the imputation of radicalism by adding 

that this hierarchical pattern was how things seemed “at least in the eyes of many.” Yet, this 

factory/school  parallel  was  described  with  such  vivacity  that  it  seemed  one  that  was 

 Living and Learning, p.129. 870

 Living and Learning, p.136. 871
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plausible to the Committee as well.  The “educational system itself ” often equated “the 872

classroom teacher with the laborer on the working team,” placing him or her at the very 

bottom of  a  (graphically  illustrated)  totem pole,  with the result  that  policy-making was 

distant  from the  classroom.  And  elsewhere,  Hall-Dennis  spoke  even  more  sharply  of 873

“Ontario’s largely hierarchical system” with its “almost militaristic distribution of authority, 

status, and responsibility.”  It also remarked upon the educational system’s tendency to 874

equate “the classroom teacher with the laborer on the working team.”   Such a teacher was 875

distant as any worker from the decision-making that affected his or her working conditions. 

And it noted that, under conditions of modernity, Ontario’s highly bureaucratized system 

meant that the classroom autonomy of teachers had eroded: “When the province and its 

educational system and its schools were small, a teacher could more easily think of himself 

as an individual with work of his own to plan, manage, and perform. But size and complexity 

have  increased  the  risk  of  bureaucratic  control.”  So,  if  the  teachers  were  not  yet 876

professionals, what were they if not workers? If these conditions were regrettable, how and 

why had they arisen?

Teachers  were  not  the  only  ones  alienated  in  this  system.   Similarly  oppressive 

conditions  affected  students.  Especially  in  large  schools,  they  confronted  “impersonal 

attitudes and regimentation.”  The standardized textbooks with which they were afflicted 877

 Living and Learning, p.136.872

 Living and Learning, p.136. 873

 Living and Learning, p.147. 874

 Living and Learning, p.136.875

 Living and Learning, p.171.876
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were costly and educationally indefensible.  The tests they were obliged to write subjected 878

them to equally  indefensible  (“rough and superficial”)  modes of  classification.  In fact, 879

some of the more depersonalized and quantified tests currently in use in the Ontario system 

actually risked causing “serious harm” to those subjected to them.  880

Yet  such tests  were  of  a  piece  with  an educational  system blindly  committed to 

“pressuring children to digest a rigid, structured, graded curriculum within fixed intervals of 

time.”  The  physically  handicapped  endured  “cobwebs  of  protocol”  and  often  grim 881

facilities.  Although pupils  in reform institutions inhabited more cheerful  quarters,  the 882

Committee  was  shocked  by  the  sight  of  children  behind  bars,  many  of  them innocent 

products  of  broken  homes  and  little-helped  by  the  “bulging  files  of  psychiatric, 

psychological, and social work jargon” summarizing their cases.  883

In short, Living and Learning  could be read, accurately if  selectively, as containing 

many choice passages that recalled the proclamations of Students for a Democratic Society 

or  of  the  disciples  of  Herbert  Marcuse.  Yet  such passages  are  always  folded  into  more 

general discussions of the inevitability and beneficence of educational improvement. They 

did not lead to a structural critique of Ontario education. 

 Living and Learning, p.153.878

 Living and Learning, p.166.879
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Testing (New York: Collier Macmillan, 1964), which was widely read in the 1960s as an exposé of the fraudulent 
scientism of quantitative testing in the education system.

 Living and Learning, p.101.881

 Living and Learning, p.117. 882

 Living and Learning, p.118. Echoing this critique was John W. Sullivan’s poem “Justice,” seemingly unrelated 883

to its surrounding textual context and indeed seemingly unrelated to the topic of education in general, but 
included, perhaps, to offer us a judge’s compassionate reflections on an outcast child and shore up Living and 
Learning’s conspicuously displayed commitment to ‘social justice’ (p.148).  
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On the question of the hardships and hierarchies suffered by teachers, an emergent 

line  of  analysis,  contemporaneous  with  the  report  and  fairly  well-known,  might  have 

conceptualized them as white-collar workers, experiencing at least some of the problems of 

proletarianization if also caught up in the contradictory pressures of professionalization.   884

The Department of Education employed thousands of such people, who on the report’s own 

description were working in situations that recalled factories. But, in this framework, they 

could not be considered workers but professionals. If their salaries and working conditions 

did not seem like those of professionals, this was because ‘society’ had failed to perceive the 

‘essence’ of the teacher. Industrial hierarchies did not apply to education; administrators 

were teachers by profession; and the individual teacher was in no way equivalent to the 

worker on an assembly line: “at times he performs functions of each of the levels of the work 

force; he is both a professional and a technician; he is a director, a planner, and an engineer 

in the educational work team.” It was symptomatic of the report’s utopianism that the bleak 

conditions suffered by some Ontario teachers were interpreted as regrettable and corrigible 

departures from a higher ideal implicit in the very idea of the teacher. It followed – although 

Living and Living itself did not make this inference explicit – that it would make no sense to 

unionize teachers, since as free-standing professionals working alongside other free-standing 

professionals, they were (or at least should be) well-removed from anything that looked like 

industrial  labour.  In  pre-modern  Ontario,  poorly-trained,  isolated  and  unjustly  treated 

teachers had been left to eke out lonely (and unjustly governed) lives, without much in the 

 C. Wright Mills, White Co"ar: The American Middle Classes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1951; 1983) had 884

already attained the status  of  a  classic  by 1968;  it  analyzed the position of  teachers  as  well  as  managers, 
secretaries, insurance agents, and lawyers.
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way of professional recognition or government support.  But in modern Ontario, teachers 885

were “achieving a degree of professional status.”  They were effecting this liberation from 886

the past by becoming the professionals that, in essence, they were always meant to be. 

 

***

Living  and  Learning  suggests  that  coping  with  such  vast  socio-economic  changes 

requires a forward-looking approach to the passage of time. Disinterested for the most part 

in considering Ontario’s historical specifics,  Hall-Dennis is nonetheless sure that it has 887

grasped the essentials of historical progress. There are patterns to history, ones so strong 

that, in the future, “History” itself will be able to pass judgment on what has been achieved 

in an earlier time. Progress is both an inevitability and a contingency: it flows ineluctably 

and inevitably,  as  a  natural  process  of  development.  Yet  people  of  narrow vision  might 

nonetheless pervert it and run the risk of conviction at History’s bar. Such would be the fate 

of  Canadians who proved unresponsive to the opportunities  afforded by nature and the 

urgent needs of their fellow citizens. 888

A world transformed required not a preoccupation with the past but an openness to 

the future. Although Hall-Dennis admittedly does devote some attention to the history of 

 Living and Learning, p.17, where it is observed that only “now” is the “Ontario teacher achieving a measure 885

of economic justice.”
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education in Ontario, it does so in such a sloganistic and superficial way that readers would 

come away with no detailed understanding of the history of the system Living and Learning 

aspired to change.  Egerton Ryerson (1803-1882)  is  predictably  hailed as  the builder  of  a 

“system which has worked well and which has been of immense benefit to the people of 

Ontario and to other parts of Canada in the first hundred years of Confederation,” but 

Living and Learning  alleges that since his heyday, the system was left alone without “any 

pronounced demand” for thoroughgoing change.  In its highly schematic interpretation of 889

the history of education in Ontario, this one Great Man stood in for the entire nineteenth 

century. That Ontario had been rocked with intense debates over its educational system – 

focused on compulsory schooling, the secularization of universities, the advent of technical 

education, French-language rights, the design and purpose of the curriculum, and so on – 

was something to which Hall-Dennis paid scant attention. The result was that Hall-Dennis 

could present itself as something entirely new. Living and Learning does later refer to such 

“progressive milestones” as the 1937 Programme of Studies for Grades 1 to 6, but merely to imply 

that  this  Depression-era  document  was  wise  enough  to  anticipate  the  views  of 

“educationally enlightened and advanced authors today,” i.e., Hall-Dennis.  Overall, Hall-890

Dennis represented a grimly critical account of the past of the Ontario educational system, 

which it said had been prone to make “desperate and belated attempts to grapple with a 

 Living and Learning, p.10.889

 Living and Learning, p.70. 890
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crisis.”  For example, as with other provincial systems, although it had been given warnings 891

about a post-1945 shortage of teachers, it had not heeded them.892

Hall-Dennis did pay tribute to the “dedicated and underpaid teachers” who “labored 

in loneliness and often in isolation” in the era of the one-room schoolhouse,  and it  did 

notice the contributions the local school boards had made to the province. Yet both “the 

small school and the local school board” had 

outlived  their  day.  The  complexities  of  modern  education  demand  larger  units  of 
instruction and administration. More sophisticated facilities, increased costs, greater 
urbanization,  requirements  of  industry,  improved  methods  of  travel  and 
communication, and many other factors have made obsolete the small school and the 
small unit of organization.  893

Modernity  in  education  might  entail  considerable  cultural  costs,  but  its  demands  were 

irresistible.

In its derisive characterizations of the educational Dark Ages preceding the liberal 

enlightenment it advocated, Living and Learning revealed its deep hostility to most of the 

precepts and traditions of Ontario schooling. Cruelty had once pervaded schools, as it did 

our “social heritage” as a whole, which so often entailed “higher and lower authorities giving 

nearly all adults the right to inflict pain or penalties on those beneath them and so perhaps 

make their own suffering more tolerable.”  (This passage directly echoed Phillips’ position 894

described in Chapter Four). Here was a system – so the Committee alleged – characterized 

“by inflexible programs, outdated curricula, unrealistic regulations, regimented organization, 

 Living and Learning, p.172. 891

 Living and Learning, p.172.892

 Living and Learning, p.12. 893

 Living and Learning, p.94. 894
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and mistaken aims,” within which one found “alienated students, frustrated teachers, irate 

parents, and concerned educators.”  In the 1960s, it continued to be mired in a “maze of 895

regulations and traditions of the past.”  There were grim elements, in short, in both the 896

past and present of Ontario education. 

Yet now, under conditions of modernity, it was time to set things right.  Rigidity 

must  yield  to  flexibility;  artificially-induced  pain  must  give  way  to  natural  pleasure; 

traumatic and alienating tests must give way to gentle evolutionary passages; static classes 

must become mobile; even classrooms might be transformed from box-like containers into 

more  organic  and  nurturing  “pods.”  Speaking  specifically  of  “administration,”  but 897

deploying a metaphor applicable to its sense of the overall uselessness of critical history, 

Hall-Dennis spoke of the need “to scrape away the moss” which would reveal the essential 

educational bedrock.  It was essential to realize that “[t]oday’s school is not a mirror of the 898

past. It is the present in action and a beacon for the future.”  The “gray, prosaic, inhuman 899

reality” of much of Ontario’s education system was repeatedly invoked. Often this was in 

reference to the grim conditions of the distant past, in which poorly-paid teachers eked out 

lives of “lonely isolation,”  while their students endured the “lock-step structure of past 900

times.”  Yet the legacies of these Dark Ages lingered into the present.901

 Living and Learning, p.10. 895

 Living and Learning, p.54.896

 Living and Learning, p.14.897

 Living and Learning, p.136.898

 Living and Learning, p.173.899

 Living and Learning, p.147. 900

 Living and Learning, p.14. 901
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For example, it was still the case that at schools and teachers’ college, the “traditional 

method” of teachers doing most of the talking and students doing most of the listening still 

prevailed. “It was assumed that a special package of knowledge was presented at intervals by 

the teacher, ritualistically pumped into the children, drilled, and then tested to see whether 

the content had taken like a vaccination,” Hall-Dennis remarked. “The constant buzz of a 

teacher’s voice to a tongue-tied captive audience was accepted as desirable practice.”  A 902

prime  reason  for  such  ineffective  and  elitist  teaching  was  the  hold  of  a  province-wide 

curriculum, the product of “[r]emote curriculum constructors.”  Yet,  like so much of the 

Ontario  system,  it  seemed,  such  curriculum  enforcers  now  confronted  the  merciless 

judgment of the present. It was their lot to “wither away as anachronisms,” to be replaced 

with “imaginative, resourceful, and qualified teachers” empowered to “create a curriculum of 

learning experiences on the spot.” The day of an educational system governed by a “total 

structure” dictating curriculum had mercifully passed, for “[s]uch an approach is in complete 

antithesis  to  a  learning  program  which  seeks  to  develop  the  potential  of  every 

child.” Living and Learning did not hesitate to draw upon an “Enlightenment/barbarism” 903

binary  to  describe  a  transition  it  was  happy  to  describe  and  for  it  did  not  hesitate  to 

prescribe.904

The learning methods of the past were the primitive antitheses of the progressive 

methods of today.  In the past,  Ontario schoolchildren had been beset with demands to 

memorize facts.  Conceding that some such memorization might have a place in a good 

 Living and Learning, p.57.902

 Living and Learning, p.60.903

 For example, Living and Learning, p.60: “A child who is learning cannot fail. The chastisement of pupils for 904

not meeting set, rigid requirements, is almost a form of barbarism in our day.”
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many specific contexts, Living and Learning nonetheless denounced a “past” in which “such 

practices were meaningless and out of context, and were considered as the foundation of 

education.”  Rote learning was appropriate for animals, not for human beings.   Hall-905 906

Dennis conveyed its opposition to such pedagogical methods through the most visceral of 

metaphors.  “Mouthing undigested, uncomprehended words can be as disagreeable as the 

forced eating of a lumpy pudding,” the report complained. “Neither approach leads the child 

to the art of dining or the enrichment of living.”  The child in the traditional school was 907

“expected to learn, memorize, mimic, regurgitate, and duplicate the pearls of wisdom to 

which he is exposed. He is expected to be stuffed or programmed like a computer at any 

hour of the school day, and to be filled with enthusiasm for every golden nugget cast in his 

direction.”  Traditional courses had led to a “deadening routine,” to “inert rather than 908

lively  ideas;  and  to  an  end  of  creativity.”  Although  the  metaphors  were  mixed  and 909

awkwardly developed, they did work to convey the intensity of Hall-Dennis’ resistance to 

conventional pedagogy.

Hall-Dennis’  emphatic  antipathy  to  an  educational  past  it  imagined  in  a  highly 

simplified way came through even when it seemed to be paying homage to that past.  A 

somewhat psychedelic illustration with cut-out figures,  all  of  them faceless,  representing 

eight pioneering thinkers of the philosophy of education -- St. Thomas Aquinas, Pestalozzi, 

Spencer, Dewey, Whitehead, Comenius, Froebel, Rousseau —  suggested how dismissively 

 Living and Learning, p.52.905

 Living and Learning, p.59.906

 Living and Learning, p.55.907

 Living and Learning, p.54.908

 Living and Learning, p.69.909
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Hall-Dennis regarded the body of thought from which, nonetheless, it felt free to selectively 

borrow, almost invariably in ways that confirmed the text’s  unexamined romantic liberal 

assumptions [See Fig. 2].  Out of this ethereal pantheon, it leaned most conspicuously 910

upon such liberal thinkers as Herbert Spencer, John Dewey, and Alfred North Whitehead. 

Openly  drawing  upon  the  thought  of  the  controversial  Spencer,  the  committee  cited 

approvingly  his  dictum that  education  should  be  geared  to  present-day  circumstances. 

Before deciding upon a system of education, one should first objectively analyze “life to 

determine  the  leading  kinds  of  activity  of  which  it  is  constituted  and  deciding  what 

knowledge is of most worth in connection with each activity.”   Dewey’s Democracy and 911

Education (1916) was hailed for its congenial insights into “Education as Growth,” wherein 

the  child’s  educational  evolution was  validated almost  as  an  end in  itself.  And Alfred 912

North Whitehead was brought forward to defend the proposition that “No more deadly 

harm can be done to young minds than by depreciation of the present. The present contains 

all that there is. It is holy ground; for it is the past, and it is the future.” For the young, only 

the present and the future mattered; the past was merely “water gone under the bridge, and 

the only familiar constants are novelty and change.”  913

It would only be a slight exaggeration to argue that, for all its psychedelic illustrations, 

references to the communications revolution and adamant presentism, the fundamentals of 

Living and Learning’s implicit theory of education had been completed by 1930. Insofar as it 

 Living and Learning, p.66.910

 Living and Learning, p.70.911

 Living and Learning, p.70.912

 Living and Learning, p.67.913
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made some scant room for historical knowledge, Living and Learning believed it should fulfill 

a firmly whiggish function, 

to  make  the  student  aware  of  the  customs  and  procedures  which  have  developed 
through long periods  of  trial  and error;  to  acquaint  him with the institutions  and 
organizations through which these flow, to make him knowledgeable of the values for 
which his predecessors fought, and that determine the common purpose; and to give 
him experience in making decisions that touch on his and his society’s destiny.  914

That all  of these emotive terms –  “values,” “common purpose,” “society’s destiny,” etc. – 

referred to essentially contested concepts suggested just how much whiggish commonsense 

had penetrated into Living and Learning’s theoretical core. 

Living  and  Learning’s  presentism  thus  drew  support  both  from  high-powered 

philosophers  and  from legions  of  young  people,  for  whom modernity  meant  a  future-

oriented sense  of  time.  Although,  with typical  equivocation,  the  committee  declares  its 

interest in having the “highly valued parts of our inheritance … polished and enlivened for 

inclusion as material likely to be encountered in appropriate opportunities for learning,” it 

explicitly affirms its allegiance to “education for adaptability to a changing world and less 

insistence on conformity to past and present.”  That there might be time-honoured bodies 915

of knowledge to be transmitted to a coming generation was regarded as the “traditional and 

still conventional view.” Such a position rightly aroused resistance from educationists geared 

to active learning for the future and sympathetic to the idea that “instruction” should be 

replaced by the provision of “favorable opportunities for the child to learn.”  916

 Living and Learning, p.34.914

 Living andLearning, p.67.915

 Living and Learning, p.69.916
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Situating its “educationally enlightened and advanced” perspective in history, Living 

and Learning  very briefly implied its  own descent from the 1937 Programme of  Studies  for 

Grades 1 to 6  –  seen as being much in advance of its time –  and thence back to Egerton 

Ryerson. Yet, notwithstanding such distinguished if isolated forebears and because of the 

pervasive  “inability  or  reluctance to recruit  or  educate teachers  for  anything more than 

forceful instruction in facts and skills,” much of the history of schooling in Ontario was 

consigned to the bin marked “barbarism.”   In this firmly teleological sense of history as 917

progress, the key Hall-Dennis mission of constructing “a statement of aims appropriate for 

education  today”  could  be  undertaken  with  scant  consultation  of,  or  even  a  cursory 

understanding of, the educational traditions that had shaped the province.918

Through  education,  humanity  had  the  capacity  to  remake  itself  and  its  world, 

without deference to age-old traditions of secular and religious thought. In this philosophy, 

the “needs and dignity” of the child were foremost.  It  took as its  “ultimate goal”  the 919

“achievement  of  equal  opportunity  for  all  through  education.”  From this  humanistic 920

perspective,  education  was  the  “formal  cradle  of  truth-seekers,”  and  such  individuals, 

devoted to “the loftier  ideals  of  truth,”  were the mainstay of  a  “free society.”  If  certain 

“factors in our society” tended to work to “throttle the free flow of individual thought and 

action,” they could be counterbalanced by schools wherein the individual as truth-seeker 

was  protected.  From this  enlightened  and  humanistic  standpoint,  education  “should 921

 Living and Learning, p.70.917

 Living and Learning, p.73.918

 Living and Learning, p.17.919

 Living and Learning, p.17. 920

 Living and Learning, p.21. 921
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inspire in children a love of man everywhere” and “break down the barriers of ignorance and 

blind intolerance.”  922

Notwithstanding the presence on the committee of a number of figures drawn from 

the  Catholic  system,  Hall-Dennis  generally  discounted  religion  as  a  force  shaping  the 

educational  system.  Thomas  Aquinas,  though  depicted  in  the  cartoon  of  the  great 

educational thinkers [Fig.2] was nowhere discussed; neither his ideas nor the specific moral 

and social preoccupations of Catholic educationists were given any weight. It is conceded – 

far into the text of the report – that fully 381,460 pupils in Grades 1 to 8 -- i.e., 38% of the 

relevant total --  attended Roman Catholic schools in 1967, but according to the Report, 

Ontarians  as  a  whole  were  caught  up  in  a  secularizing  trend:   “The  existence  and 

effectiveness of God are openly and widely challenged: the changing standards of sexual 

morality,  the position of the church on birth control,  its involvement in issues of social 

justice  —  the  raising  of  all  of  these  issues  indicates  that  the  people  of  Ontario  are 

questioning many basic religious beliefs.”  923

Hall-Dennis’ humanism was most in evidence in its strategic deployment of images 

of human beings, about whom we learn nothing except that they are generally young and 

photogenic. A montage of children’s faces [see Fig. 1] even functions as a divisional marker: 

introduced on p.47 in black-and-white to separate parts of the report, it recurs in blue on p.

174  to highlight “A parting word” which concludes the main text of the report. We learn 

nothing about them; they are as generic and unspecific as images in an advertisement. The 

humanism of  the  text  was  visually  conveyed to  readers  through techniques  that  bore  a 

 Living and Learning, p.46.922

 Living and Learning, p.27.923
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strong resemblance to mass-market advertisements. “Our children,” the text proclaimed, are 

“exquisite  …  and  elegant  in  their  diversity”:  such  a  textual  appreciation  of  their 

attractiveness was complemented by scores of photographs displaying their physical beauty 

to the presumably appreciative consumers of such images.  Having expressed its concern 924

about a society deluged with misleading advertisements, Living and Learning was reminiscent 

of a lengthy advertisement itself. The “individual” was thus everywhere in the report – and 

nowhere. He or she was there in innumerable images but absent as an identifiable subject 

with a history, personality, or future. Individual art-works, presented to be expressions of 

children’s creativity, were reprinted without acknowledging the artists; in some cases, that 

which seemed to be “children’s art” was likely brought into being by an adult.  Whatever 925

educational  democracy  meant,  it  did  not  mean  acknowledging  the  aesthetic  agency  of 

individual children.

The “dignity of the individual” was at stake in the abolition of the “fixed positions of 

pupil and teacher, the insistence on silence, and the punitive approach,” but throughout the 

report this individual is glimpsed primarily as an abstraction. As free discussion, inquiry, and 

experiment replaced fear-induced rote learning,  democracy would flourish –  nurtured by 

confident  and enlightened individuals  emerging  from Ontario’s  schools  characterized by 

“relaxed” relationships between teachers and pupils.  Subtler patterns of subordination and 926

 Living and Learning, p.47. 924

 With regard Fig.11,  for example, it is difficult to reconcile the style of the depiction of the teacher — 925

suitable  perhaps for  a  five-year-old —  with the sophisticated abstraction evident  in  the treatment of  the 
assembled students, carried out with a technique and subtlety likely beyond the reach of most small children.

 Living and Learning, p.14.926
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hierarchy-construction, ones that often persist in a host of different institutional settings, 

were never acknowledged. 

In the Hall-Dennis imagination, the “individual” was juxtaposed with “society,” with 

few  if  any  considerations  for  other  mediating  social  categories  or  forces:  capital  and 

capitalism, race and racism, religion and science, gender and sexism are all conspicuous by 

their absence as significant categories of analysis allowing access to a deeper comprehension 

of power relations. Speaking often of “man” to stand in for the entire human species, in the 

generic  sense soon to be criticized by second wave feminists,  Hall-Dennis  often plainly 

imagined  “man”  to  be  exemplified  by  “men.”  It  briefly  flagged  research  indicating  the 

gendered dynamics at work in the education of young boys and girls, which worked to the 

disadvantage of the former; but when it came to imagining one girl’s path through the new 

and  improved  system,  its  treatment  stereotypically  portrayed  her  as  a  follower  of  her 

passions,  unlike  the  much  more  academically  focused  males  whose  biographies  it  also 

described.  For all its self-advertisement as the work of a with-it committee au fait with the 927

cultural  revolution  sweeping  Ontario,  Hall-Dennis  proved  singularly  inattentive  when it 

came to registering the signs that, by the late 1960s, indicated the depth and seriousness of 

second wave feminism.

Since children were located in a “distinct phase of life,” which had not always been 

recognized to be the case, it was not clear to these liberals whether they enjoyed rights as 

 Living and Learning, p.87, for example, tells the story of “Susan,” who is allowed to follow her interest in 927

making clothes in school and converts to a drama class because she has a crush on “Greg”: “It is impossible to 
say whether it is Greg or the method used in this school’s curriculum, which causes Susan to enroll in a regular 
course in drama, to win a part in a school play, and to study oral French after being introduced to French 
theatre,”  the  report  remarks  archly.  “The  credit  cannot  be  allocated  because  both  Greg  and  freedom of 
association are parts of a students’ experience in this school.” 
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individuals on their own account.  Living and Learning saw itself as an affirmation of the 928

idealism of  the United Nations,  and in particular  as  an exemplification of  the principle 

articulated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of the United Nations that declared 

that “Everyone has the right to education”.  Certainly parents did. Children were a much 929

less clear-cut case.

For the most part,  children’s feelings and opinions were ventriloquized throughout 930

the report. Whether as rights-bearing subjects children were entitled to refuse a direct order 

from their educational superiors was a topic the report left alone. It seemed to imagine that, 

in  the  new atmosphere,  there  would  be  no  such  conflicts.  The  U.N.  Declaration  had 

declared it to be the right of parents to shape their children’s education; whether children 

themselves could influence or countermand their decisions was uncertain. 

Hall-Dennis  contrasted  the  rights-based  individualism  it  championed  with  the 

patterns in pre-liberal “primitive societies” whose children “have been usually indulged.”  931

The “individual” it praised was, rather, the product of western civilization, who had come 

 Living and Learning, p.41. 928

 Living and Learning,  p.11.929

 Hall-Dennis did report on (and then promptly distanced itself from)  one brief submitted by a student 930

group demanding a complete overhaul of religious education in Ontario public schools. The “pupils in Grade 8 
of an urban school submitted a brief in which the main contentions were these: There should be no religious 
education of the kind then given in Ontario public schools, but study of comparative religion, preferably as an 
option in secondary school, well taught to counteract prejudices; and there should be only silent prayer in 
school exercises”; interestingly, “necessary drill or routine exercises” were still to be done in school, leaving 
“creative work” to be done at home.  
“The Committee does not necessarily subscribe to these youthful presentations,” Hall-Dennis remarked.  “It 
merely offers them as proof that children as well as adults, have opinions about their educational experience. 
They deserve, at the least, a sympathetic ear” (p.99).

 Living and Learning, p.67.931
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into his own only in the nineteenth century.  Living and Learning is replete with ringing 932

declarations affirming universal rights for every child, each one of whom “is entitled, as of 

right, to the opportunity of access to the educational and training facilities for which his 

talents qualify him; that no condition of race, religion, language, or background shall  be 

allowed to impede his progress to full citizenship in all its plenitude.”   Liberal democracy 933

on this reading did not entail an often ruthless clash of social forces and ideologies, but 

proceeded on the basis of broadly-based cultural consensus about rights. Hall-Dennis even 

echoed Thomas Jefferson in the Declaration of Independence in proclaiming the “inalienable 

right  of  all  Ontario  children  to  the  best  education  possible  within  the  limits  of  their 

abilities.”  In the liberal cosmology of Hall-Dennis, individuals responded as individuals to 934

life’s challenges. From its opening pages, Living and Learning proposes that “man’s unending 

search for truth” is that which “will take all who respond to its call out of their poverty, their 

slums,  and  their  despair.”  Those  who  do  not  so  respond  are  perhaps  not  among  the 

“talented” capable of climbing “heights of achievement” and providing their children with 

“the experience of  success.”  The ideal  of  free  enquiry  in  and of  itself  was  capable  of 935

delivering individuals from their poverty. 

Citing John Dewey, Hall-Dennis favoured the formula of “the child in society,” which 

it  interpreted to mean that  each child  “should not  be treated as  an isolated entity,  but 

educated for life in a society which respects his individuality.” Where conflict remains, the 

 Living and Learning, p.67. True, the “Judeo-Christian tradition” had developed the idea that the human being 932

is a child of God and ancient Athens had treasured the individual’s intelligence, but authentic individualism 
was a relatively recent, and by implication beneficent, development (p.72).

 Living and Learning, p.11. 933
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Committee tends to side with the individual and to ask only for social responsibility that is 

demonstrably right and essential for the good of all.”  When Hall-Dennis thought about 936

honour  rolls  or  athletic  prizes,  its  first  thought  turned  to  the  students  who  had  been 

excluded and whose individuality was thereby impaired. 

According to Living and Learning, democracy implied “freedom to think, to dissent, 

and to bring about change in  a  lawful  manner  in  the interest  of  all.”  It  was  more of  a 

“dynamic liberating force” than a mere system of government: 

It can thrive and flourish only when its citizens are free to search continually for new 
ideas, models, and theories to replace outmoded knowledge in an effort to serve an 
ever-increasing populace tomorrow. A true democracy is a free and responsible society, 
and one aspect cannot exist or have meaning without the other.

 In a democratic society, “opportunities for science, philosophy, the humanities, and the fine 

arts”  flourished  side  by  side;  they  were  not  the  province  of  an  “intellectual  elite,”  but 

permeated “the atmosphere of a free society, and can be grasped and acted upon by great 

numbers  of  people.”  Liberal  democracy  meant  every  human  being  was  “deserving  of 937

respect, identity, and the right to develop toward the fulfillment of his unique potential,” 

whether that person was the “gifted and talented individual” at risk of undernourishment or 

the “slow learners and the handicapped” at risk of being labeled failures: “In the democratic 

society  all  men are  of  equal  importance,  and none is  expendable.”  And it  was  in  the 938

school, the nursery of democracy, where the free-standing individuals of the future were 

shaped:  “Freedom to  search  for  truth  at  every  educational  level  is  one  of  the  stoutest 

 Living and Learning, p.67. 936

 Living and Learning, p.21. 937

 Living and Learning, p.21.938
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ramparts of a free society, and this defense we must never yield if we are to protect our way 

of life.”  A “general education in a democratic society” must have at its heart the great goal 939

of ensuring “the continuance of the liberal and humane tradition”  and it should focus, not 940

upon stressing the many things that divide people, but “the necessary bonds and common 

ground between them,”  in  particular  the “feeling of  compassion”  that  was  “the greatest 

strength  and  bulwark  of  democracy.”  In  the  Hall-Dennis  universe,  “the  democratic 941

classroom is both the incubator and the cradle of democracy, and the teacher is its parent 

and guardian.”   Nothing less than the survival of liberal order itself was at stake in the 942

transformation of Ontario’s schools. 

All  “scientists,  intellectuals,  and  artists”  share  a  responsibility  “to  extend  their 

knowledge and special talents into social action,” as part of their solemn commitment “to 

preserving  a  free  society.”  Those  who  worshipped  “intellectual  pursuits  and  scientific 943

endeavors  for  their  own  sake”  were  mistaken.  The  “nourishment”  of  freedom required 

schools imbued with liberal values, ones in which students had before them the “habitual 

vision of greatness,” the examples of “the ideas and aspirations which have been a deep and 

moving force in the lives of great men,” without which they ran the risk of “inspirational 

blindness.”  The capacity of ordinary people to access such thoughts was one of the most 944

 Living and Learning, p.21. 939

 Living and Learning, p.21. 940

 Living and Learning, p.21.941

 Living and Learning, p.121. 942

 Living and Learning, p.21. The report here was inspired by words from Georges-Henri Levesque and John 943

Kenneth Galbraith. 

 Living and Learning, p.21. The report was here paraphrasing insights from Whitehead.944
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“exciting” and “thought-provoking” aspects of the day; now “a multitude” could access ideas 

and inspirations “once the privilege of an elite.”  Hall-Dennis suggested a stark dichotomy 945

between  “indoctrination”  and  “complete  freedom  to  discover,  evaluate,  think,  and 

decide.”  If a pedagogy entailed involved the imparting of information regarded as true, 946

without individual students permitted to accept or reject it, it amounted to indoctrination, 

which “most educators” regarded as inimical to “intellectual integrity.”  Yet — to anticipate 947

some of the criticisms of the report to be covered more fully in Chapter Nine — was there 

not something reminiscent of “indoctrination” in Living and Learning itself, in that its liberal 

humanism  was  never  presented  as  one  possible  ideological  framework  among  others? 

Throughout  a  text  that  so  often  worked  with  the  implicit  binaries  of  civilization  and 

barbarism, did one enjoy “complete freedom” to reject, or radically to question, the first?

The “national ideology” of the people loomed large among “the various societal and 

cultural factors which influence the climate in which the education of Ontario’s children 

takes place.”  This “national ideology” was never fully specified, but Hall-Dennis likely 948

meant liberal democracy in its Canadian variant — the belief-system that instructed “the 

people” on their rights and freedoms. The “tone of educational philosophy” was very much 

affected  by  this  complex  of  factors,  which  were  all  turn  affected  by  (past,  present  or 

emergent) “changes in society.”  Among its many other deficiencies, traditional education, 949

with “a rigid, structured, graded curriculum within fixed intervals of time,” inherently meant 
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a degree of  elitism and exclusion:  “If  a  narrow curriculum is  considered immutable and 

untouchable, it follows inevitably that those who cannot benefit from its perfection, must 

be put aside and separated in time and space from their peers.”  950

It is true that Hall-Dennis fleetingly concedes that there can be “no society without 

conflict.”  Yet  the  “conflicts”  it  had  in  mind  were  not  those  pitting  socio-economically 

situated groups against  one another over questions of  power,  prestige and property,  but 

revolve around more metaphysical  issues:  “Life contends with death, pleasure with pain, 

duty with freedom, and the social  good with individual gain.”  Society —  seen to be a 951

holistic organic unity endowed with consciousness and a purpose — has “educational aims,” 

often formulated in terms of noble ideals.  It was not divided into competing classes or 952

groups with their own educational aims. Moreover, no sooner had Hall-Dennis conceded the 

possibility of conflict than it then proceeded to consider the agencies likely to resolve it. 

When the committee members pondered such conflict-resolving institutions, they did so as 

anxious  liberals,  worrying  that  “too  many  individuals  are  encouraged  to  give  over  their 

individual power to huge, impersonal, bureaucratic agencies.”  Thus an example that might 953

seem to  be  a  complication for  an  interpretation of  Hall-Dennis  that  stresses  its  liberal 

ontology actually confirms this tendency: even when discussing social conflicts, its attention 

immediately turns to how they might impinge upon the freedom of the individual citizen 

striving “to give expression to his legitimate needs and demands.”  Although mainstream 954
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political  science  in  the  postwar  period  was  moving  rapidly  away  from the  Jeffersonian 

idealization of democracy to pluralist interpretations of politics based on enduring interest 

groups jockeying for influence and power, there was little trace of this perspective in Hall-

Dennis.   It  remained  resolutely  Victorian  in  its  liberalism:  there  was  no  room in  this 

imagined world for deep-seated conflicts based upon entrenched and opposed interests.

In short,  throughout the pages of  Living  and  Learning,  forward-looking humanity, 

made up of free-standing individuals,  could free itself from the shackles of the past, and 

society could jettison all that impeded it from realizing an enlightened, rational and liberal 

future.  The  dismal  patterns  of  education’s  past  were  fast  receding.  Where  once  had 

prevailed a Dickensian system of rewards and punishments, entailing dreary rote learning 

and corporal punishment, now one found evidence of a new world arising, one in which 

going to school was a “pleasant growing experience.” Where once one found a lock-step, 

quasi-military mechanical and even cruel processing of individuals, now one found at least 

the seedlings of a nurturing system that allowed children and youths to pass organically and 

painlessly into adulthood without alienation or trauma.955

***

To  realize  the  progressive  future,  humanity  needed  to  undertake  a  cultural 

revolution, one that entailed a greatly enhanced capacity to stand back and reflect upon the 

big  patterns  of  social  and economic  change.  Strongly  influenced by  Marshall  McLuhan, 

Living and Learning proclaimed that humanity was on the brink of seismic cultural changes, 

many of them attributable to new media of communications. There were many signs that 
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linear,  traditional,  focused  approaches  to  communication  were  passé;  multi-linear,  multi-

media, innovative, multi-directional and diffuse strategies were, conversely, au courant. Expo 

’67,  for  example,  suggested  to  Hall-Dennis  that  learning  theorists  needed  to  adapt 

themselves to a world in which “the mixed media approach” provided just one example of 

the power of new and imaginative ways to communicate a message. In particular, Living and 

Learning suggested how deficient were those behavioural schools that emphasized a simple 

“Pavlovian Stimulus-Response formula.”   Under conditions of modernity, much more was 956

learned subliminally than logically; “multiple images seem to stimulate ideas in the mind.”  957

Perhaps – following the lead of one communications specialist – a “mind blitzed is a mind 

burst open and alert for intellectual combat;” or perhaps McLuhan was right to think a 

“posture  of  detachment  and  non-involvement”  was  likely  to  result  from  the  media 

revolution  he  described.  If  some  theorists  thought  such  a  sensory  overload  might 958

constitute  “softening-up  operation,  a  rigidity  breaker,”  and  thus  represent  an  approach 

“which could become a significant and basic part of the learning experience if we become 

concerned with speeding up attitude changes,”  Hall-Dennis worried about the potential 959

of such media blitzkriegs to undermine the dignity and autonomy of the individual. In either 

case, educators had no choice but to pay close attention to the new wired world around 

them.  
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Living and Learning creates a palpable atmosphere of a society undergoing such an 

astonishing set of changes that its central assumptions and values were at risk. It believed 

that “our youth” in general were demonstrating 

a desire to experience things more through the senses, and this desire manifests itself 
in several new patterns of behavior — not the least of which are the use of psychedelic 
drugs, earlier and more gregarious sexual experience, more noise, more color, more 
movement, creating a brash, vibrant, kaleidoscopic, ‘go-go’ world.”  960

Engaged in a “restless search for truth,” they were often inclined to reject past values and 

wanted “to share in the decisions of the community. They were also affected by “the sexual 

revolution,” “the looming threat of annihilation,”   “hallucinatory drugs,  wars,  violence, 961

sex, and social pressures,”  and all the “increasing complexities that are companions to our 962

way  of  life.”  Headlines  screamed  of  discontent,  drugs,  and  depression;  Hall-Dennis 963

distrusted anything that might “contribute by default an unhappy, alienated mass of sick 

citizens.”  Explicitly disagreeing with Marshall McLuhan’s presentation to the committee, 964

Living  and  Learning  was  particularly  worried  about  alienated  drop-outs.  “Many  of  our 965

schools have ‘dumped’ these young people,” it complained; “re-entry is almost impossible, 

and an army of unskilled human beings is forming on many an urban and rural corner. Some 

call  them ‘alienated youth.’”  Alongside this  textual  worry about drop-outs was a  large 966
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illustration of young women at a pizza party, drinking soft drinks and laughing. Were they 

the drop-outs of the future? If so, had we failed them? How could one avert their evolution 

into  “confused  withdrawal-from-life  types?”  There  was  a  widening  generation  gap 967

separating  many  young  people  from  their  parents,  one  that  “an  understanding  and 

compassionate” teacher could help to mend.  968

Although  Hall-Dennis  did  not  mention  “hippies,”  they  surely  lurked  in  many 

passages as a silent warning of what alienated youths might become.  For all its apparent 969

iconoclasm,  Living  and  Learning  was  gravely  worried  about  students  dropping  out  of 

mainstream life. Although it professed its commitment to giving young people a right to 

speak  out  and  protest,  it  also  worried  (without  much  clarity)  about  the  “dangerous” 

exploitation of such protest.  History had “demonstrated too clearly” how “lonely ones can 970

lose their weakness when joined together and that they have the potential to find courage 

and be strong in brutal acts and in mob action.”  These passages were accompanied by 971

psychedelic illustrations in bright purple and pink. 

How could ‘society’ – as always, an organic and conscious entity -- come to terms 

with such problems as alienation?  In part through much more reflexivity on the part of the 

its leaders. Living and Learning drew upon Erik K. Erikson’s “Memorandum on Youth” to 

bolster  its  point  that  youthful  anti-authoritarianism and  openness  to  new experiences, 
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including  those  previously  forbidden,  were  signs  of  a  new humanist  universalism.  Such 

experimentation  seemed,  both  to  Erikson  and  Hall-Dennis,  a  reflection  of  the 

“technological  and  scientific  promises  of  infinite  progress.”  Aroused  by  such  expert 972

insights,  awakened educators  could  hasten to  attend to  “health  and emotional  needs  of 

pupils.” Key elements in this rescue narrative were “health services, including psychiatric 

assessment and counseling.” Whenever teachers encountered issues with respect to family 

and community relationships, they should be free to call upon “qualified personnel.” Schools 

alert to “physical and emotional growth; sexual ethics; and the dangers of excessive smoking, 

alcoholism, and drug addiction …” would obviously require the advice of experts in these 

areas.  The abstract intellectual was suspect; the down-to-earth expert supplying practical 973

insights into real-world questions was celebrated.

 At least in one of its many moods, Living and Learning holds out the hope that a “co-

ordinated, systematic approach” informed by “expert long-term and short-term forecasts” 

might bring about the “sound performance of educational service in Ontario.”  In the past, 974

“developments in education” had often entailed “desperate and belated attempts to grapple 

with a crisis,” as evident in the government’s inattention to a looming shortage of teachers 

in the 1940s.  Now the challenge was to study the present in order to plan for the future. 975

Although  critical  when  it  chose  to  be  of  jargon-ridden  social  sciences  with  their  cold 

pedantic practitioners, Hall-Dennis saw no contradiction in citing ‘scientific’ results when 
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they suited its polemical purposes. Throughout Living and Learning, the expert, “competent” 

and far-seeing counselor was an “integral part” of the educational process.  For example, 976

“most recent findings based upon research and clinical studies” proved in Hall-Dennis’ eyes 

that “special emphasis must be placed upon the early years.”  Noticing in 1968 that every 977

day brought new insights into the “immense complexity” of “a child’s mind,” Hall-Dennis 

then used this detail to urge caution before adopting this interpretive model: 

The lesson of this immense complexity is that blanket statements, old judgments, and 
off-hand treatments of the learning process are not satisfactory and should be viewed 
with  caution.  No  one  factor,  no  one  method,  no  one  endearing  [sic]  human 
characteristic, can be seized as a magic wand which will transform children into life-
long learners and adventurers.  978

Both the endorsement and the equivocation were typical of Living and Learning.

As were the text’s seemingly opposed emphases upon the inexorable march of the 

new forms of communication and the imperative requirement that schools somehow limit 

their potentially alienating effects. Living and Learning suggested that Ontario schools simply 

had no choice but to adapt to the new media: under conditions of modernity, they were 

competing  around-the-clock  with  the  “rival  learning  academies”  that  the  mass  media 

implicitly constituted. If they adopted an approach that lacked “excitement, timeliness, and 

relevancy” and seemed “tarnished” and “lacking,” they risked losing out to their mass media 

competitors.  979

 Living and Learning,14. Elsewhere, Living and Learning expressed a marked lack of confidence that the future 976

could be known through forecasts, a point further elaborated in Chapter Nine. 
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Yet,  at  the  same  time,  Living  and  Learning  feared  the  very  media  revolution  it 

sometimes  extolled.  Specific  instances  of  spatio-temporal  modification  —  films  and 

television — might even entail “the dangers of thought control, passivity, and a stultifying 

uniformity.”  The  “effects  of  instant  communication”  were  “startling”  and  “difficult  to 980

appraise educationally.” So was McLuhan’s confident prediction that instant communication 

from every part of the world augured the decline of conventional linear narratives.  981

If Ontario’s children contented themselves with living their lives as mere spectators, 

they risked discovering “that life is a hollow experience, joyless and disappointing,” once it 

was  reduced  to  a  series  of  “contrived,  unrelated  happenings,”  decontextualized  “great 

moments,” and “sensational thrills.”  Although television made it possible for teachers “to 982

bring into the classroom “personalities and voices, scenes and places, the great and near 

great,” all of them “excellent supplementary materials,”  it also might reduce children to 983

the status  of  passive  consumers  of  messages  they did not  understand.  Perhaps  the new 

schools could help children withstand the barrage of consumer culture, “to be humanely 

literate, so that they may, with clarity and a sense of commitment, read, understand, and 

communicate the new words, signs, symbols, values, and knowledge bombarding them.”  984

Hall-Dennis  worried  that  “Ontario’s  child,”  having  grown up  with  television,  had  been 

trained “to watch passively scenes of violence and beauty, as well as commercials designed to 

mould his desires and excite his appetites.” Whether he or she acted on the basis of the 
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subliminal televised messages was dependent “upon his ability to evaluate, to discriminate, 

to be consciously aware of hidden or obvious persuaders.”985

Something close to a Frankfurt-School-like suspicion of the “culture industries” was 

at work in at least some passages of Hall-Dennis, although in the just-cited the inspiration 

— suggested by the reference to “hidden…persuaders” — was more likely supplied by pop 

sociologist  Vance  Packard.  Other  passages  similarly  critiqued  parents  who  mistook 986

bestowing material objects on their children for genuine parenting, fobbing them off “with 

impulsive payments of money, flashy toys, and superficial acts of ‘palship,’ rather than with 

gifts of love and understanding.”987

Was modernity —  the “technatomic period” in the language of Hall-Dennis  — 988

heaven  or  hell?  Heaven:  this  “remarkable  age  of  change”  meant  breakthrough  after 

breakthrough in human knowledge and capacity. Since 1945, Living and Learning proclaimed, 

making yet another display of its commitment to the story of history as one of progress, 

“advances in technology and new knowledge have far exceeded the entire accumulation of 

knowledge  since  the  discovery  of  the  wheel.”  Computers  were  “magnificent 989

accomplishments,” and if placed in proper perspective – as supplements to human creativity 

–  they offered educationists  many new possibilities.  And hell:  modernity  might mean 990
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imbalance, loneliness, confusion, the blurring of the boundaries of individuality itself. This 

frightening side of modernity was epitomized by one blurred photograph of a crowd racing 

through a  concourse –  perhaps in  Toronto’s  Union Station–  in  which it  was  difficult  to 

distinguish one individual from another [Fig. 3a]  and another of a young girl gazing out 991

disconsolately from a grid-like apartment building {Fig. 3b].  Living and Learning reminded 992

its readers that both “great architects” and “social scientists” had issued warnings about “the 

loss of identity in our egg-crate glass apartments and office buildings.”   993

It must be said that, although Living and Learning launches into its more concrete 

discussions with the observation that it has “explored the nature of today’s child and his 

learning experience, examined some of the characteristics of his environment, and defined 

the issues related to the search for aims in education,”  even the most sympathetic reader 994

is likely to conclude it has done no such thing. Rather, what its philosophical introduction – 

and recurrent subsequent meditations – did do was offer formulations of liberal optimism 

that  characteristically  suggested  to  Ontarians  that  they  could  be  simultaneously 

romantically dissatisfied with the bleak anonymity and factory-like atmosphere of modern 

schools and reassured them that a better future, organized by enlightened educationists, was 

in the works. Utopianism à la Hall-Dennis always involved a dualistic perspective: a warm-

hearted evocation of humanity’s essential unity and creativity, combined with a romantic 

sense that a mechanized, automated world was placing such humanism at risk. 

 For a filmic example of the same visual strategy for representing alienation, see Godfrey Reggio’s film 991

Koyaanisqatsi (1981). 
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***

Living and Learning  is  a  profoundly romantic document,  meaning (in part)  that it 

implicitly critiqued both the past and present of the modern world. It often used a strategy 

Michael Löwy and Robert Sayre have termed “critical irrealism,” i.e., the strategic use of 

“the opposition between a marvelous, imaginary, ideal, utopian world and the gray, prosaic, 

inhuman reality of the modern world.”  The text of Living and Learning is suffused with 995

organic, even sexual imagery. The “means of change” must be put to work, so that “the seeds 

of a more fruitful way of life” might germinate.  The very land of Canada was open to 996

Canadians “who bend her to their will” and “seed her.”  Visually, such romantic naturalism 997

was conveyed by representations of children enjoying themselves in bountiful wheatfields  998

[Fig.  19]  and  young  infants  smiling  as  they  receive  the  loving  attention  of  mothering 

females.  They were juxtaposed to repeated dystopian written descriptions of rigid and 999

sterile rules and structures and to visual images of urban crowds, each individual adrift in a 

“lonely  crowd”  on  Toronto’s  Yonge  Street.   If  the  conspicuousness  of  Hall-Dennis 1000

“marvelous, imaginary, ideal” world is obvious – countless photographs reveal the carefree 

 Michael Löwy and Robert Sayre, Romanticism Against the Tide of Modernity, trans. Catherine Porter (Durham 995

and London: Duke University Press, 2001), p.12.
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joy of children, all of whom are literally “utopic” in the sense that they come from no clearly 

distinguishable times and places – its denunciation of the “gray, prosaic, inhuman reality of 

the  modern  world”  is  more  discreetly  expressed,  as  one  might  expect  in  a  report 

commissioned by the Ontario government wherein one finds warm-hearted salutations to 

Premier Robarts and Minister of Education Davis. 

A characteristic preoccupation of the 1960s and 1970s was that automation would 

bring about a society in which a new generation confronted the challenge of  too much 

leisure time. From a romantic perspective, such moderns should not rest content to waste 

away their hours passively watching television. They should be educated to want much more 

than that: “There must be education for leisure time, for a more mature culture, and for a 

greater  sense  of  personal  responsibility,  and  the  curriculum  must  be  designed 

accordingly.”1001

Although it might seem Hall-Dennis fell into contradiction when it simultaneously 

praised the spontaneous learning of children stimulated by the magical charisma of teachers 

and also extolled the social-scientific expertise of planners and efficient bureaucrats, this was 

not how Living and Learning saw things. Romance and science went together. In fact, just as, 

under  conditions  of  modernity,  children  were  to  be  freed  from  the  locked-step 

regimentation of yesteryear, so too would administrators, principals, counselors and teachers 

find  themselves  liberated  from  the  system’s  past  irrationalities.  As  a  statement  from 

sociologist John R. Seeley at a Toronto conference on recreation in 1966 had it, “For the first 

 Living and Learning, p.13. For the currency of such opinions in post-1945 Canada, see L. B. Kuffert, A Great 1001
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time for all men, time may be not time to be put in, or passed, or served as a sentence, but 

time largely for living, time as the priceless medium of life, not the clock-chopped master 

and monitor of the joyless round of ‘active’ days.”  In short, in rebuttal of Löwy and Sayre 1002

— and of many of its own grim descriptions of twentieth-century life — Living and Learning 

often maintained that technology and science might be liberators of individual creativity. 

Living and Learning worried that under conditions of modernity, citizens stood the 

risk of losing their “great and vital heritage through default, ennui, or lack of commitment.” 

The solution to this dilemma lay in heroes, “truth-seekers,” willing to defend our culture 

against attacks upon the “precious treasures” of “truth and freedom.”  It was important 1003

that such heroes not be distanced, analytical, cold-hearted thinkers. There is throughout 

Living and Learning a keen suspicion of rigorous, abstract intellectuals articulating difficult 

and complicated positions. Such ungrounded (and generally unnamed) intellectuals were apt 

to think that language was “an end in itself,” and forget the “distinction between words and 

the ideas  for  which they stand.”  Their  influence portended a  bleak future,  in  which 1004

expertise-addicted  specialists,  each  focused  on  a  specialty  with  its  distinctive  language, 

would be unable to hear “the little voices of the soul, which warm the heart and inspire the 

mind, but can never really be equated with cold logic.”  In this dystopia — so manifest in 1005

the grey conformity of the cities —  children would be denied the joy of learning when 

young, and so would find wisdom unavailable when they grew old. It was sadly true under 
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conditions of modernity that “adding years to one’s life has become simpler than knowing 

how to add life to one’s years.”   1006

Conversely, the heroic educators imagined by Living and Learning were warm-hearted, 

sympathetic  and  sensitive  individuals,  who  revered  every  child’s  “natural  curiosity  and 

initiative.”  To create a better future for Ontario education required romantic heroes. It 1007

called  out  for  educators  and  others  who,  in  a  world  of  “fragmented  accomplishments,” 

would “dare to seek coherent doctrines which will define a better world for all mankind.” 

Such men and women would “arouse the hunger for truth and wisdom, accompanied by a 

courageous ‘divine discontent.’”  Such romantic heroes were vested with almost divine 1008

powers  to  inspire  the  young.  Hall-Dennis  comes  close  to  saying  that  it  was  upon  the 

charisma  of  such  great  teachers  that  the  coming  of  utopia  depends.  Just  as  “in 

Michelangelo’s  painting  in  the  Sistine  Chapel,  the  finger  of  God touches  the  finger  of 

Adam,” so too might the teacher mysteriously convey to a child “an inspirational spark.” 

Such “leaps of the mind” defied the machine logic of the age: they could not be “programed, 

manipulated, or conditioned, by the most modern intensive immersion efforts.”  Rather 1009

than gadgets and gimmicks, such miracles required the charismatic and inspirational power 

of a great teacher. One of this great teacher’s primary responsibilities was to put his or her 

pupils in touch with similarly heroic individuals from the past, who by example could inspire 

youths of today to shape up and make something of themselves. “They should be in contact 
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with living ‘heroes’ in all  walks of life,” Living and Learning  proclaimed. “They should be 

inspired by stories of the Vaniers, Banting, Best, Penfield, and Osler, to name a few of our 

Canadian heroes, along with all the men and women of the world today and yesterday who 

helped men walk with greater dignity.”   Moreover, with one eye as usual on the system-1010

challenging radicalism it feared was rising in Ontario, Living and Learning expressed the hope 

that such heroes, by releasing children’s creativity and immersing them in  “exciting learning 

experiences,” would deliver the established order from some of its problems, because it was 

“the bored, disinterested, and uninvolved in learning whose minds and energies wander to 

the forbidden, the exciting, the challenging wherever they can find it.”   1011

Such educational giants foreshadowed a time when, rather than just “cool, objective 

young men and women with fingertip-control of information,” one would also encounter 

educated people trained to feel as well as think,  capable of appreciating beauty in the 1012

ordinary  and  well  aware  that  “aesthetic  experience  is  a  basic  need  of  all  men  in  their 

universal  struggle  to  add  meaning  to  life.”  Such  romantic  heroes  —  like  Living  and 1013

Learning  itself  —  were  not  bound  by  hidebound  procedures,  arid  definitions,  or 

mechanically-expressed objectives: they resisted limiting themselves to formal statements. 

There was another sense in which Living and Learning  was a profoundly romantic 

document: it was very much a twentieth-century version of nineteenth-century romantic 

nationalism, one whose schemes for schools were interwoven with the hopes of the nation. 
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(That a nation was an organic entity capable of dreams and hopes had been a thesis dear to 

romantic nationalists since the 1820s).  Against the mechanically-induced “melting pot of 

uniformity,” Canadians defended the more organic “social fabric” of founding cultures open 

to  ethnic  diversity.  Against  the  Americans,  who  had  experimented  with  a  “sharp 

revolutionary break with the past,” Canadians had followed the “more difficult of the two 

roads to nationhood.” Their road led them to the acceptance of “the evolving social fabric.” 

   They found in this “mosaic” a protection against the “many pressures of conformity 1014

with which technology assails us.”   The “national ideology” reflected “the dreams and 1015

hopes  of  the  nation.”  The  “soul  of  the  people,”  found  in  the  Canadians  who  bent 1016

Canada’s  land  “to  their  will,”  had  withstood  such  conformity,  but  many  Canadians 

nonetheless  felt  threatened  by  an  accelerating  Americanization  that  brought  foreign 

ownership and foreign culture to their country.1017

Canadians –  with Ontarians implicitly serving as their exemplars --  were a chosen 

people, carriers of a universal message of liberation to humanity. (It was perhaps because 

Ontario – or, to be more precise, Southern Ontario -- was, in essence, the pith and essence 

of the country that Living and Learning spent almost no time reflecting on the experiences of 

other  provincial  education  systems.)  Yet,  ironically,  Ontario  children  were  taught  their 

history so poorly that they had little conception of their own country. Drawing upon the 
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researches of the OISE-supported National History Project, Living and Learning condemned 

Canadian history-teaching as precisely the approach to education it opposed: 

Vast amounts of energy are devoted to the consumption of factual  content that is 
biassed  [sic]  in  selection,  places  undue  emphasis  on  personal  achievement,  is 
constitutional in nature, and is almost totally unsuitable as a tool to understanding 
today’  problems.  In  such  an  exercise,  the  student  is  all  too  frequently  a  passive 
recipient of content of which he has little comprehension and for which he has even 
less use.  1018

Canadian  history  as  such  seemingly  played  almost  no  part  in  the  imagining  of  the 

curriculum of tomorrow, which did make room for the “History of Science,” “History of 

Music,”  “Historical  Drama,”  and  “Canadian  Life”  –  all,  it  seems,  departures  from the 

lamentably linear and fact-based approaches characteristic of Canadian history teachers.1019

Hall-Dennis was not immodest in its ambition, which was not to articulate a “vision 

of  education” for  Ontario or  even for  Canada as  a  whole,  but to articulate a  “vision of 

greatness  and  dignity  for  the  individual  through  the  exercise  of  public  and  private 

responsibility” that might work to the “good of all men.”   “There is no country in the 1020

world where there are fewer impediments to the good life for all,” Hall-Dennis proclaimed. 

“We have an opportunity to build here upon the northern half of this continent a nation of 

educated  and  healthy  people.”  Nature  itself  –  which  blessed  Canadians  with  a  land 

“singularly free of those uncontrollable hazards to be found in so many parts of the world” – 

made it possible for Canadians to create a “showplace of man’s humanity to man,” a beacon 

of liberal enlightenment to humanity as a whole. Failure to respond to this vision of Canada 

constituted a betrayal of history itself: “We will rightly stand condemned by history if we fail 
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to provide what our people need and what our resources and our kn0w-how make readily 

possible.”  Thus,  although  ostensibly  suspicious  of  “nationalism,”  Living  and  Learning 1021

unmistakably  bestows  upon  Canada  a  humanity-changing  destiny  underwritten  by  the 

beneficence of nature itself.

It was in the name of helping Canada – of bringing “into harmony” the “two founding 

peoples with themselves and with those from other lands who have chosen to be Canadians” 

– that Hall-Dennis championed educational bilingualism and multiculturalism, both of them 

fulfillments of Ontario’s special responsibility to the country as a whole.  Articulating a 1022

sentiment that has since become a cliché, although perhaps Hall-Dennis helped make it 

one, the Committee contrasted the “melting-pot of uniformity” with a Canadian mosaic, a 

model  of  tolerance speaking to all  the nations of  the world “with cultural  and language 

problems.”  Reforming  Ontario’s  schools  thus  was  nationally  significant  –  because  the 

province played such a role in “holding Canada together” – and globally consequential, since 

the province and country held out a beacon of enlightened hope to a divided world.  At a 1023

time when the country as a whole was engulfed in often bitter debates over bilingualism and 

biculturalism,  both  reflected  in  and  furthered  by  the  hearings  of  the  federal  Royal 

Commission  on  Bilingualism and  Biculturalism,  Hall-Dennis  was  among  the  first  major 

voices to recommend an official recognition of “Canadian multiculturalism.”1024

 Living and Learning, p.9. This imagined Canada is seemingly free from floods, tornadoes, hurricanes, forest 1021

fires, blizzards, and mosquitoes.   
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While deploring a “nationalistic  approach to education and the Canadian way of 

life,”  Hall-Dennis  nonetheless  endorsed  the  suggestion  that  “text  materials  and  related 

materials should be produced in Canada as far as possible, without, of course, sacrificing 

availability  or  excellence  for  Canadianism.”  One  major  element  of  this  Canadianism 1025

entailed the accommodation of Ontario’s “almost 100,000 children of French parentage, 

attending French-language schools,” who were often forced “to make their way in English-

language  secondary  schools.”  In  ringing  tones,  Living  and  Learning  declares  that 1026

“[n]otwithstanding the difficulties of administration and personnel now existing, all  boys 

and  girls  in  the  schools  of  the  province  must  be  given  the  opportunity  of  becoming 

conversant with both English and French so that in the next generation our citizens may be 

competent  to  communicate  freely  with their  fellows of  the  other  tongue in  Quebec or 

elsewhere.” This was the price of national unity, and Ontario should pay it gratefully, because 

“its people will also reap rich dividends culturally and economically…”  It would be quite 1027

realistic  to  see  the  Report  as  a  forerunner  of  the  contemporary  practice  of  French 

immersion,  although it  combined its  support  for  traditional  French/English  bilingualism 

with an endorsement of multiculturalism.1028

It was also important, from this nation-building perspective, “to espouse the needs 

and aspirations of our Indian citizens, and to foster the dignity of a heritage that is rightfully 

theirs,” although this consideration did not disrupt a reading of Canadian history in which 
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“the English and the French” were “the original nation-builders of this half-continent.”   1029

Drawing upon au courant discussions of the “culture of poverty,” Hall-Dennis — fortified, as 

we  saw  in  Chapter  Four,  by  the  findings  of  selected  experts  —  thought  “Indians”  had 

suffered  “severe  damage”  to  their  “cultural  personality”  and  lacked  the  “technological, 

economic, and political skills to share in the affluent society.” Only time and effort would 

transform  them  into  “self-supporting  and  participating  citizens  in  our  present-day 

society.”  Living and Learning endorsed Father Renaud’s belief that “Indian communities 1030

are still  functioning in a prescientific  and empirical  way,” as befit communities based upon 

centuries  of  hunting  and  food  gathering.  The  report  included  representations  of 1031

(apparently) Indigenous children, one of them [Fig. 8b] depicted in front of a log-cabin-like 

structure,  frowning suspiciously  into  the  camera  (this  image was  even used twice,  once 

adjacent to a discussion of the special needs of students in outlying areas and again in a 

discussion explicitly focused on the “Indians in Canada”)  and another shown sitting slack-1032

mouthed at a rough desk accompanied by a dog [Fig.8a], adjacent to a description of a “sad 

little boy” stigmatized for being a slow learner.  1033

Apart from the transfer of all educational services for Indians on reservations from 

the  federal  authorities  to  the  province  –  seemingly  an  unequivocally  good  thing  not 

requiring in-depth consultation with native people themselves -- how the “Indian Question” 

might be addressed was uncertain. Living and Learning was convinced that the upshot of any 
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resolution of  this  question must  entail  the transformation of  these “Indians”  into “self-

supporting  and  participating  citizens,”  i.e.,  free-standing  individuals,  who  identified 

themselves  as  a  “respectable  and valid cultural  entity  within the fabric  of  the Canadian 

community.”  With respect to Indigenous children, Hall-Dennis called for the “plans to 1034

bridge the gap for an Indian child between a pre-industrial civilization and the 20th Century 

technical  age,”  without  really  specifying  what  these  might  be.  It  failed  altogether  to 1035

notice what a later generation would regard as the most glaring of all the questions raised by 

Indigenous  schooling  —  the  residential  schools  that,  since  the  third  quarter  of  the 

nineteenth  century,  had  educated  generations  of  native  children,  often  under  cruel  and 

quasi-penal conditions.1036

Finally, promoting an understanding and accepting attitude towards the 81 language 

groups  from  160  countries  that  made  up  the  Ontario  “mosaic”  was  crucial  for  the 

committee.  Hall-Dennis  was convinced that Ontarians were newly confronted with a 1037

world no longer governed by national or provincial boundaries. If in the past, educators had 

assumed that “all children come from a middle-class, Anglo-Saxon background and that the 

English language as spoken by the teachers is familiar and meaningful to every child who 

enters a school,” they now confronted many children from entirely different backgrounds, 

ranging from the Azores to Hong Kong.  The “New Canadians” —  “abruptly uprooted 1038
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from the communities they knew so well,  jet-propelled through thousands of miles,  and 

landed in  strange,  impersonal  centres”  —  were  to  be  treated  with  understanding.  Hall-

Dennis praised such immigrants, on the revealingly liberal grounds that they were drawn 

“from the more enterprising citizens of their own country.” As for their children, “[t]hey are 

as intelligent, fun-loving, and eager to learn as any other children.”  1039

***

Living and Learning was itself an experiment in communications. It contains visual 

images by the score, constituting between its covers a McLuhanesque barrage of stimuli, 

leaving in the “blitzed” mind something akin to the overall impression of watching dozens 

of  music  videos  on a  contemporary  cable  channel,  or  perhaps  more analogous  still,  the 

fractured mediascape of the internet.  Was the “blitzed” mind an open mind?  The 1040 1041

report had wondered about that,  and surely some of the thinking behind its  distinctive 

mode  of  presentation  must  have  been  heavily  influenced  by  McLuhan,  whose  own 

publications often played with the same tension between words and visual images. As Living 

and  Learning  remarked,  “even  older  people  must  learn  to  respond  like  the  young  to  a 

multiplicity of impressions, concurrent or in a montage, which jump about rapidly in time 

and space and from the objective to the subjective for no apparent reason.”   1042

The report carried scores of photographs, often without any apparent connection to 

the accompanying text: the visual images and the words set up a counterpoint that eludes an 
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easily linear reconstruction. How exactly did representations of hundreds of joyous children 

playing and exploring necessarily strengthen or weaken the case for a revamped curriculum? 

How did illustrations drawn by children, or by adults pretending to be children, strengthen 

the case for progressive education? Yet there can be little doubt that the illustrations made a 

difference to how the report was received: no one would likely remember Hall-Dennis and 

Living  and  Learning  today  had  the  report  come out  as  a  soberly-presented  government 

publication.  The remarkable photographs and illustrations make Hall-Dennis  an unusual 

document  indeed in  the  history  of  government  commissions  in  Canada.  Here  was  a 1043

commission report in the shape of a coffee table book. 

Both celebrators and critics of modernity are often drawn to the devices of dystopia 

and utopia as  ways of  highlighting the alternative futures  they believe to be implicit  in 

present-day conditions. (In Chapter Six we saw how Hall-Dennis exemplified these patterns 

in  its  travels).  Many  of  the  Living  and  Learning  illustrations  seem intent  on  helping  us 

imagine the report’s dualistic vision – though, because they are neither titled nor captioned, 

all such readings of them must be confessedly based on something less than certainty. 

We have already touched upon the elements of present-day Ontario that Living and 

Learning considered grim portents of a chaotic disturbing future. This, we might say, is the 

“Frown  of  Modernity,”  often  indicated  by  images  of  unsmiling  youngsters.  The  two 

phenotypically darker boys [Figs. 8a, 8b] we are perhaps entitled to assume are Indigenous 

inhabitants of the North – by virtue of their location in the report as a whole – are not 

smiling; the one whose image is repeated seems to be on the verge of tears while, in front of 

a buildings made of logs, he eyes the camera warily [Fig. 8b]. Images of bleak apartment 

 A subsequent Alberta commission did replicate many of the textual/visual strategies of Hall-Dennis and 1043

perhaps went even further in its enthusiasm for psychedelic imagery.
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blocks  [Fig.  3b]  and  of  rushing,  anonymous  crowds  [Fig.3a]  suggest  the  city’s  alienating 

effects  and  its  challenges  to  individualism.  With  respect  to  education,  the  potentially 

alienating effects of technology are conveyed by one garish image of an anthropomorphized 

computer, ingesting a bead of anonymous items through his “ear” and ejecting them through 

his “mouth,” whereupon the items, after being conveyed by an assembly line, disappear once 

more into the machine again [Fig.5].  An even more grimly amusing image is  that of  an 

equally  anthropomorphized  robotic  machine,  equipped  with  headphones,  who  has 

seemingly ingested a number of severed heads, some of them in evident distress as they 

absorb what might be their language lessons [Fig.6.] Some of the day-glow cartoons making 

fun  of  the  school  as  a  crazed  robot  would  not  have  been  out  of  place  in  the  many 

underground newspapers sprouting up across Southern Ontario. 

A photograph depicting educational television in the classroom more ambiguously 

suggests how ETV might malfunction, as a visibly distracted and unhappy looking crowd of 

children are barely attuned to a television monitor towering over their heads [Fig.4]. The 

pointless futility of punishments in the school system is conveyed by one simple graphic 

with  the  handwritten  words,  “I  must  not  talk  out  in  class,”  written  out  as  lines  for 

punishment:  it  seems  significant  that  the  pupil’s  offence  was  to  express  his  individual 

opinion,  presumably  in  the  context  of  a  rigidly  traditional  setting  [Fig.  7].  And  figures 

apparently representative of cultural deprivation – at least this is where they are located in 

the text – figure, not only in the already-noticed cases of the Indigenous children, but also 

(perhaps)  in  an  image  of  seemingly  working-class  (certainly  dishevelled  and  unkempt) 

children at play in a city sidewalk, with a trash-can and broken baby-stroller adding to an 
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atmosphere of squalid urban realism.  A unifying theme in many of these photographs is 1044

their emphasis on linearity: obviously in the case of the “punishment lines” [Fig. 7], but also 

there in the rigidly spaced lights hanging over the bustling crowd [Fig.3a], the harshly lit 

jutting-out balconies in as just a rigidly-spaced pattern on the apartment building’s exterior 

[Fig.3b],  the  lines  of  the shutters  and wall  paneling enclosing,  prison-like,  a  bored class 

watching a televisual presentation [Fig.4],  the box-like enclosure containing the light-ball 

like heads in the educational robot [Fig.6],  and row upon row of surveilled examination-

writers, seated at long  rectangular desks laid out like so many coffins in a mortuary [Fig. 23]. 

Far  more prominent  than such images  of  urban stress  in  Living  and  Learning  are 

representations of the “Smile of Modernity,” in which the children of the 1960s provide 

striking  images  of  happy  childhoods.  The  first  full-page  photograph  within  the  report 

reveals five children happily working together at a drawing activity; that two are standing 

and three sitting, with one happily munching on a writing implement, conveys the relaxed 

and friendly atmosphere in which youngsters can be truly engaged with learning [Fig. 9]. 

Further in, four boys are represented as they engage in a Deweyish exercise in concrete 

discovery learning, as they construct a structure out of blocks and planks [Fig. 10], their 

contented  co-operation  complemented  by  a  classroom  whose  notice-board  provides 

information on “A Good Breakfast.” Even a spelling lesson can be fun, as a gaudy child-like 

painting suggests in a depiction of a teacher at work at the blackboard; whatever the rote-

like aspects of the lesson, it can hardly be too onerous, since even the word “Monday” has 

been misspelled [Fig. 11]. Something of the joy that comes from using a ‘happy’ technology is 

conveyed by a beaming headphone-clad youngster exchanging a greeting with his or her 
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teacher, in vivid contrast to more garishly depicted dystopian results of applying computers 

and other gadgets indiscriminately [Fig.12]. What a modern progressive classroom should 

look  like  –  the  accompanying  text  informs  readers  about  “interesting  in  integrated 

instruction through team teaching” —  is  conveyed by another full-page picture [Fig.  13] 

showing  a  class  of  students  in  a  learning  centre:  there  are  books  on  the  shelves  and 

conventional chairs, but all but one of the students are seated on the floor or standing, as 

they consult books and make pictures about them, while their teacher makes a fine showing 

as a classroom democrat by squatting down at their level while she consults their art-work. 

The progressive classroom of today is spontaneous, friendly, yet orderly, with all the students 

seemingly deeply absorbed in their work. The “school” is no longer a place of confinement 

but a place of enjoyment: one image depicts a hall designed with Bauhaus-like efficiency to 

house artifacts and artworks, which might depict either one of Ontario’s most sumptuously 

modernist schools or, conversely, one of the art galleries to which the accompanying text 

urges teachers to take their students. In any case, the point of the unidentified image seems 

to be one of highlighting the clean lines, bright light, and modernistic sensibility of the best 

of  the  Ontario  educational  experience  [Fig.14],  which  is  no  longer  in  any  sense  to  be 

confined to the school itself. (The Art Gallery of Ontario, we recall from Chapter Three, 

had conveyed a similar message in its brief). And further evidence of how schools can be 

transformed into centres of culture are present in Fig.15, a montage of three photographs 

depicting children gazing upon fine art, teenagers poring over microscopes in a laboratory, 

and what is perhaps a teachers’ lounge, evidently there to show us the spirit of peaceful co-

operation in the bright, well-furnished, and modern school [Fig. 14b]. 
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All such images of a smiling modernity suggested elements of the better educational 

future far-sighted visionaries were bringing into being. Yet, what made Hall-Dennis a fully 

utopian document in its visual strategy was not so much these images drawn from schools, 

as the profusion of others that did not pertain directly to education at all.  In scores of 

images of children’s drawings, happy faces, beautiful landscapes, and joyous occasions, Hall-

Dennis presented the Ontario public with an extended advertisement for childhood itself — 

almost a travel brochure from the glowing alternative universe that would come to pass if 

the new schools were allowed to flourish. Thus, a young girl in party clothes delightedly 

counts the five candles on her birthday cake [Fig.15]; three boys walk through a dream-like 

landscape in which clouds billow behind a stand of romantically stark trees, while a sky 

belonging to a different photograph is depicted underneath them, creating an overall effect of 

individuals confronting the feeling of transcendence in a sublime and majestic nature – the 

antithesis of the bleak apartment blocks and crazed train station of the city  [Fig. 17]; the 

child’s sense of adventure is suggested by a toddler using  a rolled-up tube of paper as a 

pretend telescope [Fig.18]; two girls stride through a bucolic sunny wheat-field, alongside a 

text about rural living [Fig.19]; and another blonde-haired tyke places her nose, with evident 

delight, into a fragrant blooming flower [Fig. 20]. (She is, one might say, a visual and literal-

minded rendition of the idea of the “flower child.”) The last full-page photograph in the 

entire report depicts a blurred boy racing, with evident enthusiasm, into an equally blurry 

future – conveying a sense of speed, excitement, purpose, and energy [Fig.21]. No crushed 

and alienated individual, he is dashing with confidence, one imagines, into the future – the 

antithesis of the whirling, churning, directionless humanity in Fig.3a. Living and Learning 

earned instant notoriety with its cover illustration, depicting eight children gallivanting in a 
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flower-strewn meadow, contentedly self-absorbed in their active play [Fig.22];  the inside-

cover illustration was of a full-colour extract from a child’s  painting, with one plate the 

mirror-image of the other: its effect is of an innocent and joyous riot of colour, with each 

figure bearing a triumphant smile [Fig. 16a]. 

The  photographs  and  illustrations  are  what  many  people  remember  about  Hall-

Dennis  and  Living  and  Learning:  it  is  so  redolent  of  an  era  of  bell-bottom  jeans, 

adventuresome notions of typography and design, and high hopes that, for some nostalgic 

for this time, analyzing this moment seems as cruel as dissecting the splendid child/butterfly 

taking  flight  in  a  wondrous  explosion  of  energy  and  creativity,  another  “child-like” 

illustration that was almost certainly not drawn by a child [Fig. 16b].  In this utopia, the 

children would enjoy 

the freedom to explore the full range of their senses; to appreciate subtle differences; 
to be aware of beauty wherever it is to be found; to see, to touch, to smell, to hear, to 
taste, so that each in his own way will strive to find and express the meaning of man 
and human destiny. Perhaps, through aesthetic experience, he will find the virtue of 
harmony,  of  silence,  of  solitude,  of  quiet contemplation—the oasis  in a world that 
makes man weary of noisy progress.  1045

What distinguishes these images from the others is their complete disconnection 

from the topic ostensibly under discussion: education in Ontario. They operate on a level of 

generality  that,  in  essence,  suggests  something  about  humanity  as  a  whole.  Here,  one 

surmises, are images of the utopia that Hall-Dennis imagines — in which representations of 

nowhere and no time convey insights into the eternal verities of human nature. In this way, 

Living  and  Learning  can  be  situated,  not  among  most  other  reports  of  government 
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commissions, but alongside such photographic collections as The Family of Man, of which 

Roland Barthes observed:

…from this pluralism, a type of unity is magically produced: man is born, works, laughs 
and dies everywhere in the same way; and if there still remains in these actions some 
ethnic peculiarity,  at  least one hints that there is  underlying each one an identical 
‘nature’, that their diversity is only form and does not belie the existence of a common 
mould …[Yet] to reproduce death or birth tells us, literally, nothing. For these natural 
facts  to  gain  access  to  a  true  language,  they  must  be  inserted  into  a  category  of 
knowledge which means postulating that one can transform then, and precisely subject 
their naturalness to our human criticism. For however universal, they are the signs of 
an historical writing ….1046

This critique applies with particular force to the ‘images from nowhere,’ i.e. from utopia, 

that dot the report. And Barthes’s point that the power of such images works to rob that of 

which they speak of all historical specificity applies more generally to the visual strategy of 

the report as a whole.  Like so many romantic utopian documents, Living and Learning often 

dealt with essences, vague categories, noble convictions, and planetary ambitions. 

Announcing that each and every child “has the right to learn, to play, to laugh, to 

dream, to love, to dissent, to reach upward, and to be himself,” was a sentiment perhaps 

better suited to a greeting-card than a serious report on education reform.  That “the 1047

child as a human being and as a learner must have precedence at all times” announced an 

unobtainable dream.  Utopianism à la Hall-Dennis found its most direct expression – or 1048

corniest, depending on one’s taste – when the Committee concluded its call for the New 

Tomorrow with  a  lengthy  quotation  from the  popular  musical,  Man  of  La  Mancha,   a 

selection that has been featured in innumerable high school convocations:

 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (Frogmore: Paladin, 1957).1046
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To dream the impossible dream,
To fight the unbeatable foe,
To bend with unbearable sorrow,
To run where the brave dare not go.
To right the unrightable wrong,
To love, pure and chaste from afar
To try when one’s arms are too weary,
To reach the unreachable star.”  1049

In the extraordinarily exalted rhetoric of Living and Learning, the 1960s constituted a “new 

dawn,” an age in which those who aspired to be “stewards of the future” should not bury 

their talents “in the soils of satisfaction.”  Yet there was a yawning “utopian” gap between 1050

the report’s  declared ideals  and the often perplexing and incomplete proposals  for their 

realization. This distance between utopia and reality shall  be a major theme of the next 

chapter.  

      

 Cited, Living and Learning, p.47. 1049

 Living and Learning, p.9. 1050



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 





!  351

Chapter Eight 

Reading Living and Learning, II:  

The Specifics of Passive Revolution 

Modernity, we have suggested, provides us with an indispensable key to grasping the 

moment of  Living  and  Learning.  As we defined this  term in  the  Introduction,  and then 

refined it in the previous chapter, modernity in the world of education, i.e. progressivism, 

entailed  a  complex  response  to  postwar  socio-economic  changes.  Specifically,  it  meant 

registering  and  responding  to  the  advent  of  Fordism,  with  its  mass-production,  state 

institutions  and  planning  policies  regulating  the  business  cycle  and  supporting  mass 

consumption,  and  greatly  elevated  level  of  state  involvement  in  social  life,  as  western 

capitalism entered its  ‘trente  glorieuses’  of  expansion and prosperity.   In the case of Hall-

Dennis, this meant noticing the transformed spatio-temporal relations inherent in post-1945 

Fordism,  including  global  labour  markets,  accelerated  rates  of  automation,  and  mass 

affluence. Second, it meant a future-oriented and specifically humanist orientation towards 

history, one that entailed a distrust of hierarchy and tradition, a belief in the exercise of 

human capacities,  and a sharp appreciation of the risks and opportunities of the future, 

which impinged more directly and immediately upon postwar moderns than did the past. 

Third,  it  meant a  pervasive sense the accelerating rate of  change in the postwar world, 

perceived as a cultural revolution that placed traditional values at risk and (often) leading to 

a romantic critique of the coldness and impersonality of modern life. Such romanticism was 



!  352

coupled with the hope that classical forms might be reformed to allow for the survival and 

flourishing of the liberal traditions of individualism, freedom and formal equality. Fourth, it 

entailed a heightened sense that in such a time of dramatic change, it behooved thinkers 

and planners to stand back and develop new techniques for arriving at the truth and for 

planning the future. Finally, it entailed a form of utopianism, meaning the projection into 

present-day society of representations of a possible future — in this case, images that told of 

the  unbounded creativity  and joy  of  individuals  in  the  future,  freed from the irrational 

impedimenta of the past. Liberalism, progressivism, romanticism and utopia were thus all 

tightly bound together in the zeitgeist that shaped Hall-Dennis and that Hall-Dennis in turn 

attempted to transform.   

This  chapter  turns  from general  statements  in  Living  and  Learning  that  afford us 

insight into its overall stance with respect to modernity to a consideration of its specific 

proposals for education in Ontario. It argues that the report has often been misrepresented. 

It is remembered, often by those nostalgic for the Sixties, as an epitome of the hopes and 

dreams of its time. Its unusual visual communications techniques, with its numerous images 

of liberated children and garish pink-and-purple cartoons making fun of the system, along 

with hazy recollections of the content of the report, have created a ‘Myth of Hall-Dennis.’ 

This was the moment, it is said, when staid administrators let their hair down and yielded to 

a spontaneous, ultra-radical urge to transform Ontario education from top to bottom. Here 

was Queen’s Park on acid.  

As our previous chapter explained, some New Left rhetoric did penetrate the Hall-

Dennis universe, yet it is an error to imagine that Hall-Dennis was intent on overthrowing 

the established educational order. Rather, it meant to safeguard that order, first by alerting 
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its rulers to the disruptive potentialities of alienated youth, second by short-circuiting some 

of  the  processes  that  led  to  youth  becoming  alienated  in  the  first  place,  and  third  by 

imagining a “modernity without tears.” This chapter’s central argument is that,  far from 

envisaging  a  complete  overturning  of  the  Ontario  educational  system,  which  is  what  a 

literal-minded reading of some of its passages might suggest, Hall-Dennis was actually quite 

limited, conservative and partial in its approach to Ontario’s educational system. 

Specifically, this chapter suggests that, with respect to capitalist social relations and 

the changed perceptions of time and space they entailed, Hall-Dennis generally welcomed 

the new social realities of global capitalism and, working within a liberal framework, worked 

to  accommodate  students  to  them.  Although  it  harboured  democratic  and  humanist 

philosophical reservations about “streaming” students, in part because some employers had 

told the committee they did not want such narrowly-trained recruits, it ventured at most a 

partial modification of the pre-existing system. In keeping with its tendency to regard most 

traditional  educational  traditions  as  outmoded  and  most  of  the  pre-1945  history  of 

education in Ontario as a write-off,  useful at most as a “primitive” foil to its “advanced” 

progressivism, it tended to dismiss local control over education.  Yet the implication of such 

a downgrading of local control was the elevation of the power and status of the Department, 

whose powers of control in this imagined future were to be strengthened. The Department 

of Education should be strengthened and its monopoly position respected; there should be 

more of an un-mediated relationship between the Toronto-based politicians and planners 

and each principal  and teacher.  Third,  Hall-Dennis  did  seek to  instantiate  its  romantic 

critique of the coldness and impersonality of modern life and the regimented character of 

grade levels,  marks,  report cards,  and so on. But it  did so not as a “total  revolution” of 
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education in Ontario but as a partial revolution focused in particular on the early grades. 

Vital  parts of Ontario’s  entire education system –  day nurseries and universities,  private 

schools and separate schools –  were outside the sphere of this utopian reform, yet their 

continuing salience would surely limit its impact. Hall-Dennis wanted educators to stand 

back from the system they governed so they might access the latest research and techniques 

–  but it  did not countenance strategies (such as the ones it  associated with OISE)  that 

implied a too-stark break with the liberal humanist assumptions and practices it considered 

should be commonsense in Ontario. And fifth, although educational utopia as concretely 

imagined by Hall-Dennis did indeed entail incorporating some schemes that ran counter to 

“commonsense,”  i.e.,  ungrading  and  the  abolition  of  a  student’s  lock-step  progression 

through  chronologically-defined  classes,  the  success  of  such  schemes  in  practice  relied 

heavily on the imagination and work of heroic principals and teachers.  Upon such free-

standing  individuals  did  the  Hall-Dennis  utopia  utterly  depend.  It  was  a  question  of 

incorporating elements  of the seemingly revolutionary educational schemes current in the 

1960s.  The  liberal  order  could  be  safeguarded  by  strong  individuals  acting  out  of  their 

sincere conviction in the eternal verities of their framework. The revolution is upon us, 

Hall-Dennis urgently advised contemporaries — but it can be handled without difficulty by 

far-seeing leaders, and important elements of its program can be “conscripted” and rendered 

relatively harmless. 

***
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Hall-Dennis can be read as a significant statement about state capitalism in Canada 

in the 1960s. Respect for capitalist social relations and their spatio-temporal implications 

suffused the report and its specific recommendations reflected this orientation. Yet they 

often clashed loudly with its humanistic, liberal, democratic utopianism. Again and again, 

Living and Learning arrives at antinomies it can neither resolve nor even express very clearly 

— yet which were evident to many people as they engaged with the concrete implications of 

the report’s recommendations.  This pattern can be traced through five themes raised in the 

document: education-as-industry; the business/education interface; the changing position of 

teachers;  the governance of the system and the reduction of local boards; and the fiscal 

burden of education.

First, Living and Learning proclaimed that education was one of the “largest industries 

in Canada … particularly true in Ontario.” The statistics were impressive: in 1967, “about 

1,800,000  Ontario  children  attended  over  5,700  schools,  totaling  more  than  65,000 

classrooms, taught by about 75,000 teachers (including roughly 10,000 persons performing 

administrative  and  supervisory  jobs  in  education),  in  400  million  pupil-days.”  The 1051

projections for 1968 — reported in large pink type — called for 1,900,000 children in the 

system taught by 80,000 teachers, with a general legislative grant of $543 million.  1052

A reader in quest of small-is-beautiful arguments – perhaps influenced by the free-

schooling examples of Summerhill  and Everdale –  has come to the wrong place, because 

Living and Learning, whatever misgivings it sometimes expresses about modernity, advocates 

All figures referenced in this chapter may be found immediately before its beginning.
 Living and Learning, p.62. 1051

 Living and Learning, p.63.1052
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specific  bigger-is-better  policies.  Ontario  students  had  a  right  to  a  school  environment 

reshaped to meet the technical imperatives of modernity: 

In  this  period  of  technological  advancement  and  modern  amenities,  it  is  not 
unreasonable to plead for schools that have adequate libraries of books, films, tapes, 
programmed materials, and other resources, with spacious areas for study and well-
equipped  learning  laboratories  adjoining  the  libraries  as  well  as  compact  TV and 
motion picture projection rooms, music rooms, cafeterias, and areas to any of which 
pupils or groups of pupils may go in spare time or for special purposes.  1053

The library of the new school would remain the “major resource centre,” but it would be 

complemented  by  an  instructional  materials  base  undertaking  all  the  work  of  “central 

ordering and storage of routine supplies and for duplicating of seatwork, tests, and school-

produced lesson aids.”  Notwithstanding its substantial misgivings about ETV, as explored 1054

in  Chapter  Six,  and  oblique  references  to  its  uninspiring  (“narrow,  didactic”)  provincial 

implementation,  Living  and Learning  is  nonetheless committed to seeing a significant 1055

expansion of this service in Ontario. It was resistant to a system of “centrally disseminated 

programming,”  but this meant, it seems, that much of a greatly extended broadcasting 1056

experiment  was  to  be  undertaken  by  the  district  boards.  All  of  these  suggestions 

presupposed vast new expenditures of educational products and services from the private 

sector. The producers of textbooks and blackboards, now “no longer sufficient as the basic 

tools for learning,”  were in for a bumpy ride. The suppliers of broadcasting systems, the 1057

 Living and Learning, p.89.1053

 Living and Learning, p.143.1054

 Living and Learning, p.15. As usual, this critique of ETV in Ontario is not presented in such a way that it 1055

might target specific people or policies, yet in its context, the passage does seem to refer to the province, not 
to the world in general.

 Living and Learning, p.15. 1056

 Living and Learning, p.143.1057
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builders  of  the  new schools,  and  the  suppliers  of  computers,  were  conversely  likely  to 

flourish.  1058

The new schools should be sunny, elegant, inspiring (looking perhaps like the airy, 

art-adorned,  sparely  furnished  hall  featured  in  the  illustration  that  accompanies  the 

discussion of the “well-equipped school” [Fig 14a].   The architecture of the new schools 1059

should provide an appropriate setting for (what they took to be) the ultra-modernity of their 

pedagogy. As Living and Learning had it, the “new look” in education would require “a new 

look at school construction,” one that entailed school buildings that were “more flexible and 

functional in design,” well-designed for the “sharing and integration of services as measures 

of economy and efficiency.”  Far from factories, the schools that anticipated the future 1060

were places  in  which work and played flowed together,  with a  guilt-free “fun and noisy 

atmosphere.”  Surrounded  by  parklands,  they  had  inviting,  warm  interiors.  In  these 1061

schools’ beauty one found a distillation of their warm and compassionate regard for every 

child, for “[c]hildren thrive when they can touch, breathe, see, hear, and feel beauty.”  1062

Schools were not factories and should not look like factories – so Hall-Dennis said farewell 

to the “many antiseptic, cold, uniform, box-like schools” that (by implication) were c0mmon 

 Fortified by expert opinion that had surfaced in a February 1967 White House Report on Computers in 1058

Higher Education to the effect that computers should be regarded as indispensable items in the schools of 
tomorrow, Living and Learning’s  recommended a significant provincial  investment in computers.  Living and 
Learning, p.61.

 Living and Learning, p.89.1059

 Living and Learning, p.17. 1060

 Living and Learning, p.57. 1061

 Living and Learning, p.60.1062
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in Ontario and hello to the schools of tomorrow: “imaginative, flexible, beautiful learning 

centres” offering “testimonials to the greatness of man.”   1063

Hall-Dennis judged the “modern Ontario school” to be attractive in design, although 

perhaps  betraying  a  certain  “lack  of  imagination”  and  prone  to  adopt  an  “antiseptic, 

institutional appearance.”  It reported with enthusiasm on Site,  a publication from the 1064

Department  of  Education  Division  of  School  Planning  and  Building  Research,  with  its 

imaginative programs for landscaping as well as “school sites that are in keeping with the 

activity-oriented curriculum supported by this  Committee.”  It  visualized schools  that 1065

would do so much more than merely shelter the learner; the “very appearance” of such a 

school “must be an invitation to adventure.” It imagined schools that could expand or shrink 

according to the demands of the new program, and ones in which conventional classrooms 

had  given  way  to  open  spaces  and  learning  pods.  On  this  question,  its  utopianism 1066

attained a intensity of detail worthy of Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backwards: 

Schools of today and tomorrow might be expected to have classrooms with carpeting 
to permit children to work on the floor and some with a small platform for drama; 
costumes  and  masks,  puppets  and  marionettes,  a  classroom  library  of  books, 
magazines,  special  lamps,  and pictures;  a  typewriter,  picture-making equipment for 
sketches, murals, and posters; still and motion-picture cameras; projection equipment, 
including a screen and drapes to darken the room; radio and TV, certainly a tape-
recorder and tapes, and perhaps a record player and records; duplicating equipment; a 
workbench and sink, scientific equipment; and adequate storage space for material and 
supplies.  1067

 Living and Learning, p.60.1063

 Living and Learning p.88. 1064

 Living and Learning, p.88.1065

 Living and Learning, p.89. 1066

 Living and Learning, p.89.1067
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Yet of course, such lavish constructions and reconstructions, in addition to demanding novel 

post-classroom pedagogical practices, would cost a vast amount of money – in a province 

that, as Hall-Dennis noted, was already growing louder with complaints from taxpayers over 

the bill for education.  Hall-Dennis does concede it is asking for a significant revision in 

Ontario’s  public  finances  –  for  the  provincial  assumption  of  “an  ever-increasing 

responsibility  for  educational  costs”  was  a  prerequisite  of  “the  equality  of  opportunity 

through  education”  –  but  it  provides  few  concrete  estimates.  As  Chapter  Nine  will 1068

discuss in further detail, the report’s disregard of such grubby details marked the report in 

critical minds as one that was full of dreams and empty of substance.

In addition to offering implicit and explicit support to a Fordist and potentially very 

profitable expansion of the educational “plant,” with vast new investments in technology, 

Hall-Dennis  also uneasily  supported tighter  links  between business  and education.  That 

students should be trained for jobs by the school system caused great uneasiness in the 

world of Hall-Dennis. This uneasiness stemmed from committee members’ sincerely-held 

and ardently-expressed support for liberal democracy, backed up, as earlier chapters have 

revealed, by quotations from both the Bible and from Thomas Jefferson. Even the gentlest 

references to the schools’ practical function within a capitalist labour market made Hall-

Dennis uneasy: in its assessment of the “statement of aims” issued in 1950 by the Report of 

the  Royal  Commission  on  Education  in  Ontario,  for  example,  Living  and  Learning  judged its 

predecessor’s focus on developing “competence for a suitable profession” excessive, while it 

wanted more emphasis on such aims as the inculcation of “basic virtues” and on developing 

 Living and Learning, p.11. 1068
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aptitudes for recreational pursuits.  Living and Learning poured scorn on the notion that 1069

schools might facilitate students’ entry into the labour market with “marketable skills.” “In 

this age,” such a category was “loaded with fallacies.” The educational system could not 

possibly “keep up with the market” nor predict its future requirements.  “What education 1070

can and should do is to accentuate the humanity in people,” Living and Learning  roundly 

declared. “The basic aim of education is to develop manhood, not manpower.”  1071

Living and Learning was adamantly opposed to having a “class system” in education, 

which was redolent of the Dark Ages it was so anxious to escape – a time when the children 

of  gentlemen  went  to  schools  supplying  a  classical  education,  whereas  most  “ordinary 

children” were stuck with common schools. Modernity in North America had meant the 

near-universal  imposition  of  “a  single-track  system,  through  public  schools  for  all  and 

superimposed high schools for more and more and eventually almost all.”  Hall-Dennis 1072

noted that vestiges of this old elitist system survived into the 1960s, in “separate classes for 

the  intellectually  superior,  separate  schools  for  vocational  and  academic  students,  and 

 Living and Learning, p.70.1069

 Yet, in another passage, Living and Learning had lamented the inability of past governments to respond to 1070

well-based projections of teacher shortages in the 1940s and 1950s.

 Living and Learning, p.108.1071

 Living and Learning, p.67. This generalization did not tally with the continued existence and cultural power 1072

of private schools in Ontario. 
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separate  curriculum categories.”  Such “survival  of  class  distinction”  was  to  be  deplored; 

Ontario schools should accommodate students “without invidious distinctions.”   1073

Thus, any talk of the streaming of students – creating separate bodies of students on 

the basis of their interests and intelligence, often through such categories as “vocational,” 

“commercial,” and “academic” – set off the committee’s democratic alarm-bells.  Living 1074

and Learning was against all streaming “by general intelligence or overall achievement.” It 

took  this  position  partly  on  the  grounds  that  such  procedures  might  reflect  more  the 

expectations of teachers than the attributes of children, and also because they divided pupils 

“on the basis  of  socio-economic background.” It  believed that even “considerably below 

average” pupils could be integrated with their fellows, since the new school was going to 

emphasize  individual  pupils  rather  than  progression  through  grades  and  educational 

experiences rather than structured courses. Even in the same time-frame, students could be 

provided with “options at different levels of intensity.”  Hall-Dennis did not wish to see 1075

children prejudged. It did not favour an educational system that proceeded on the basis of 

decisions shaped by “stereotyped attitudes, or [by] conditions of class, economic status, or 

environment.” To safeguard the “welfare of the individual child,” the system must marshall 

the resources of its competent counselors and engage in full consultation with parents and 

 Living and Learning, p.67. It is interesting to note, with reference to the application of cultural deprivation 1073

theory  in  Ontario  education,  that  two  camps  had  emerged  of  educators  with  respect  to  “disadvantaged 
children,” one of which advocated  group games, singing and art and another which emphasized handling 
numbers, experimentation in science, and letter and word games; Living and Learning  reports that in some 
Ontario centres, “disadvantaged children are ‘educationally pressured’ for two hours daily as a supplement to 
the regular morning kindergarten experience.” It does not speak out against this glaring instance of singling 
out and isolating particular children by top-down intervention (p.114).

 Typically, Living and Learning offered no actual data about such streaming, in actuality a marked tendency 1074

of the 1970s, nor did it build upon O.J. Firestone’s modernizing insights to provide readers with an analysis of 
the education/industry interface in Ontario.

 Living and Learning, p.83. 1075
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guardians, before any child was sent in a technical or commercial direction; nor should any 

such decision be made “too early in a child’s school program or in an arbitrary manner.”  1076

So far, so democratic – yet, of course, this passage leaves open a substantial loophole. After 

competent counselors, parents and guardians had non-arbitrarily decided, at the right stage 

in  her  school  program,  that  a  student  should  be  an  electrician  and  not  a  poet,  they 

seemingly  had the right to make this  decision.  And what if  the student objected? Such 

conflictual possibilities were difficult to imagine in utopia, and Hall-Dennis declines to be 

explicit about them. 

In some of its more revealing passages, Living and Learning reported on grassroots 

responses to its demand to find out what people were thinking about Ontario education. 

Former students who submitted their opinions to the commission were, by a wide margin, 

particularly exercised by the lack of occupational guidance they had received, which was 

“not  taken  seriously  by  the  staff  and  …  indifferently  handled.”  That  this  discussion 1077

emerged  so  late  in  Living  and  Learning  suggested  that  it  was  never  made  central  to  its 

architecture;  moreover,  if  one  upheld  the  banner  of  “Manhood,  Not  Manpower!”  such 

down-to-earth objections were unseemly. Those of the “socio-economically disadvantaged” 

who demanded more in the way of job training from their schools were, evidently, out of 

luck.   The utopianism of Hall-Dennis on de-streaming lay in the fact that it had devoted 1078

so little attention to the exigencies imposed upon the education system by the capitalist 

labour market. Students and parents who wanted schools to allow for a smoother path into 

 Living and Learning, p.12, emphasis added. 1076

 Living and Learning, p.97.1077

 Living and Learning, p.114.1078
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that  market  were  implicitly  viewed  as  not  understanding  the  aims  and  purposes  of 

education, whereas, in a non-utopian framework, they might be thought to have had a more 

realistic grasp of education’s social function than did the commissioners. 

Hall-Dennis  imagined  a  new  curriculum  --  whose  background  was  explored  in 

Chapter  Five  and  whose  practical  implications  will  be  discussed  shortly  –  that  fed  the 

creativity and imagination of  each child,  conceptualized as  a  free individual  making the 

decisions that would tend to an agreeable future for herself.  Yet the overall capitalist social 

structure within which all such decisions would be made, for a vast population of students, 

was  nonetheless  backhandedly  conceded:  the  “curriculum must…give  full  effect  to  these 

requirements,” i.e. those resulting from “the growth of industry and results of the industrial 

revolution.”   The vagueness of the passage suggests the uneasiness of Hall-Dennis, as it 1079

struggled to reconcile its humanistic vision of each child spending twelve years in creative 

self-discovery  with  the  dynamic  forces  and  tendencies  of  capitalist  modernity,  with  its 

inescapable logics of the division of labour and the routinization of working life. 

Moreover,  Living  and  Learning  explicitly  commits  itself  to  the  proposition  that 

“industry,” i.e. capital, had “a role to play in practical and technical education” —chiefly in 

completing the training of the student with instruction suited to particular jobs.  It also 

committed itself to a future in which young people would be able to earn and learn “by 

working and going to school concurrently.”  In the actual world, then, there was to be a 1080

very direct and powerful penetration of the schools by private employers; moreover, because 

the  report  never  said  otherwise,  it  was  difficult  to  imagine  such  business-oriented 

 Living and Learning, p.12, emphasis added. 1079

 Living and Learning, p.171.1080
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instruction following the model of relaxed creativity and informal marking championed by 

Hall-Dennis throughout the system. At some point, a budding electrician was likely going to 

proceed through a highly structured program and ultimately be subjected to an examination 

–  a lock-step process necessary for accreditation in the trade. Some of the techniques of 

wiring  a  house  might  entail  romantic  expressions  of  individual  creativity,  spontaneously 

generated through a process of discovery learning. Many others, one might suspect, were 

likely to involve the rote learning of particular techniques and the traditional examination of 

the skills over which the budding electrician claimed her mastery.  Militant opposition to 

streaming was thus contradicted by Living and Learning’s explicit openness to the prospect 

of employers directly influencing the shape of many students’ educations. 

On this question of streaming, the report was caught in unresolvable contradictions, 

extolling on the one hand democracy and the individuality of students yet dismissing on the 

other what (by a “wide margin”) the system’s former students were saying; and declaring its 

egalitarian and democratic education system free of the grubby taint of the economy on the 

one  hand  while  on  the  other  acceding  to  having  considerable  elements  of  that  system 

shaped by business. 

Such contradictions were also in evidence in Living and Learning’s assessment of the 

social relations of the education system itself. On the one hand, Hall-Dennis was entirely 

enthusiastic about the professionalization of teachers. No fewer than 9,000 new teachers 

had entered the profession in 1967; 13,000 enrolled in department summer courses; 15,000 

earned special certificates.  Salaries of classroom teachers ranged dramatically, from a low 1081

 Living and Learning, p.62.1081
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of under $3,000 to a high over $14,000 per annum.  That Ontario still allowed people to 1082

teach with only one year’s training after Grade 13 put it out-of-step with most jurisdictions 

in the West and with some Canadian provinces. Here was a remnant of the old days that 

called out for reform.  Living and Learning  reported “much complaint” in Ontario that 1083

mediocre  students  were  becoming  teachers  because  of  this  loose  licensing  practice.  1084

Fortunately,  it  remarked,  now teachers  were  attaining  “the  qualifications  and  attributes 

necessary for the establishment of a true profession: social  and legal  status;  a university 

education, or its equivalent, for all members; a dedication to the service of others; and a 

level  of  remuneration in  keeping with the status,  preparation,  and service  rendered.”  1085

They were exchanging ideas with each other at “professional conferences sponsored by the 

five teachers’ federations, the Ontario Educational Association, and other groups,” as well as 

through “participation in teacher exchange programs, and visits to demonstration classes 

and ‘lighthouse’  schools,”  all  of  which encouraged “the sharing of  worthwhile  ideas  and 

experiences.”  “It is important that all teachers be aware that they belong to a profession, 1086

that they are a vital part of that profession, and that its future lies with them,” Living and 

Learning proclaimed. “As teachers become more professionally minded, it is both natural and 

proper that they should have more control over matters that concern them as professionals, 

 Living and Learning, p.62.1082

 Living and Learning, p.129.1083

 Living and Learning, p.129.1084

 Living and Learning, p.134.1085

 Living and Learning, p.131.1086
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such as curriculum, work load, recruitment, teacher education, certification, postgraduate 

education, and administrative procedures.”  1087

A sign of teachers’ enhanced professional status could be found in their enhanced 

salaries.  Yet when one looked at the discrepancies between administrators’  and teachers’ 

salaries — some directors made as much as $35,000, some beginning teachers as little as 

$4,600 —  it  became  obvious  that  many  of  the  best  teachers  would  be  lured  to  more 

lucrative administrative positions. Rather than endure this upward brain drain, Hall-Dennis 

recommended that the “outstanding teacher” should be paid as much as his or her principal; 

it was obviously contrary to the spirit of Living and Learning  that the outstanding teacher 

should be financially penalized simply for remaining in the classroom.   1088

Having been told – by whom was never clear – that the profession of teaching was to 

rank  among  the  “four  giants  of  the  future,  the  others  being  scientific  research,  food 

production, and health services,” Living and Learning urged every teacher to live up to his or 

her professional standards: “the teaching profession can be only as great as each member 

desires  and  enables  it  to  be.”  Living  and  Learning  wanted  to  accelerate  the  full 1089

professionalization of teaching. There should be “one basic professional qualification for all 

 Living and Learning, p.135.1087

 Living and Learning, p.140.1088

 Living and Learning, p.134. 1089
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teachers.” In the near future that qualification should include both a university degree and 

least one year of professional education.1090

 Hall-Dennis looked forward to the day when more and more teachers had bachelor’s 

degrees,  and  a  “reasonable  number”  had  attained  postgraduate  standing.  Living  and 1091

Learning views the “Ontario teacher” as a professional who was finally achieving “a measure 

of  economic  justice,”  along  with  “a  degree  of  … status”  commensurate  with  his  or  her 

position.  Although it acknowledged the role of the teachers’ professional organizations 1092

in “promoting the welfare of their members,” Hall-Dennis felt uneasy about with the way 

the  Ontario  Teachers’  Federation,  in  a  union-like  way,  kept  pressing  the  issue  of  better 

wages, when in fact the “Federation exists to assist its members to become professional 

persons working toward the best education of young people.”  1093

Teachers must realize that they are much, much more than well-paid workers. Living 

and Learning  cited the words of Alan A. Klass writing on “What is  a Profession?” Klass 

conceded there was much dreary compulsion in teaching, but insisted that beyond such 

things “lies the mile of voluntary effort, where men strive for excellence, give unrequited 

 Living and Learning, p.133. One advantage of this beefed-up standard of qualification was that it would 1090

facilitate the exposure of teachers to more progressive doctrine. See Living and Learning, 71, for a discussion of 
how  a  “broader  acceptance  of  enlightened  ideas”  might  take  place:  “Conditions  are  now  favorable  for 
educational  advance;  there  is  evidence  of  widespread  progressive  thought  in  briefs  presented  to  the 
Committee, in popular journals, and in the provincial Department of Education itself. Not least in importance 
is the prospect of higher minimum educational requirements for teachers, a reform long advocated by the 
teaching profession.”

 Living and Learning, p.140.1091

 Living and Learning, p.17. Needless to say, Hall-Dennis does not advocate an educational system in which 1092

unionized teachers engage in collective bargaining.

 Living and Learning, p.140. Living and Learning also recommended a unification of teachers’ association that 1093

would complement the goal  of  creating “a unified system of education from K to 12,”  although how this 
outcome was to be achieved in the real world of Ontario education, with its distinct separate and public wings, 
remained undisclosed.
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service to the good, and seek to invest their words with a wide and enduring significance.” 

Such conscientious professionals were fired by a sense of dedication to society as a whole. 

Through their private endeavours, a given profession “achieves greatness.” Thus a profession 

might be considered to be “the result of the association of men and women of superior type 

with a common ideal of service above gain…”  1094

Herein lay another antinomy. By and large,  teachers were now well-paid,  honoured 

professionals. That was a good thing. They had become free-standing individuals with the 

professional  status  they  deserved.  Yet,  Living  and  Learning  steered  clear  of  any  of  the 

literature  on  professionalization  that  might  have  complicated  its  roseate  view  of  this 

development.  Were  professionalized  teachers  not  likely  to  develop  the  specialized 1095

vocabulary that Hall-Dennis otherwise disparaged? Like their counterparts the whole world 

over, might they not start to exert formal or informal monopoly controls over entry to their 

profession?  Was  it  not  likely  that,  as  in  all  other  professions,  a  hierarchy  of  powerful 

teachers would develop, one not easily reconciled with democracy? Given the presence of so 

many committee members drawn from the upper echelons of teachers’ associations — Hall-

Dennis boasted five teacher members, one from each of the five affiliates of the Ontario 

Teachers’  Federation  —   that  such  critical  questions  about  professional  power  and 

professional privilege were not pursued aggressively was perhaps not too surprising. 

There were further contradictions. A key element of Hall-Dennis as a response to the 

“technatomic era” was its embrace of technology -- always remembering, of course, that all 

 Living and Learning, p.135.1094

 Among the sociologists, they could easily have consulted the works of  C. Wright Mills and Max Weber, 1095

whose views on professionalization are canvassed in George Ritzer, “Professionalization, Bureaucratization and 
Rationalization: The Views of Max Weber,” Social Forces 53, 4 (June 1975), pp.627-634. 
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such new technology must be handled in a humanistic, sensitive and democratic manner (as 

illustrated  in  the  contrast  between  Fig.  4  and  Fig.  12.)   ETV continued  to  arouse  the 

committee’s  worries.  Since,  under  conditions  of  modernity,  “much  of  the  traditional 

function of transmittal of a common cultural heritage has been assumed by television and 

other mass media outside the school,” educationists had no choice but to go along with it. 

All would be well if teachers rose to the occasion. It fell to them to pick programs that 

would activate rather than pacify the student, 

by  arousing  his  curiosity;  by  helping  him to  look  more  carefully  at  a  subject;  by 
transporting  him,  vicariously,  in  time  and  space  to  far-off  events  and  places;  by 
presenting for him various viewpoints on an issue; by creating situations leading to 
discussion or reflection;  by showing him how to perform a skill;  and by providing 
experiences  which  enable  the  viewer  to  form  his  own  generalizations  or 
conclusions.  1096

The aim was to achieve that balance between “conformity and individuality” for which Hall-

Dennis persistently yearned.  1097

Yet  one  practical  implication  of  this  vision  of  technically  savvy  teachers 

humanistically guiding their students into McLuhan’s global village was that in the school of 

the future, teachers were almost certain to spend much of their time maintaining machinery, 

obtaining curricular materials, planning for their effective use in the curriculum, perhaps 

even becoming media creators themselves. Living and Learning was aware of this problem. It 

recommended that schools  hire technicians responsible “for maintaining,  delivering,  and 

setting up equipment, ordering audio-visual materials on requests from teachers, taping and 

playing television programs, and so forth.” The presence of such specialized workers would 

 Living and Learning, p.159.1096

 Living and Learning, p.159.1097
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ensure that the system obtained “a better economic return for the large budgets spent on 

audio-visual apparatus and materials, by proper inventory and maintenance by more efficient 

ordering and operation, and by a greatly increased utilization by the teachers who would be 

spared the mechanical aspects of using modern communications media in their teaching 

areas.”  Thus, with appropriate public investment, the “technological revolution” need not 1098

mean beleaguered teachers struggling with unfamiliar equipment. Audio-visual coordinators 

and school technicians would allow teachers to turn their attention “from the ‘hardware’ to 

the  educational  content  of  the  programs  and  materials.”  Teachers  could  also  rely  upon 

specialists to update film catalogues, issue a single master television schedule, and so on.1099

On this point, Living and Learning’s language was eminently “Fordist.” It assessed the 

prospective savings to the system that such productive economies might effect.  No one 

could dispute that “new waves in the technological revolution” were certain to affect the 

schools; educationists might modify, but they could not radically change, their impact upon 

the schools.   There was great hope that new techniques might assist in the teachers’ 1100

professionalization: the application of modern technology to the “clerical and other non-

professional tasks” demanded of teachers might free up one-third of their working day.  1101

Yet the antinomy, from a non-utopian standpoint, was that of working for conflicting goals: 

egalitarian schools stocked with warm-hearted independent professionals on the one hand, 

the expansion within them of a proletarian army of secretaries and technical assistants on 

 Living and Learning, p.143. 1098

 Living and Learning, p.145.1099

 Living and Learning, p.143.1100

 Living and Learning, p.141. 1101



!  371

the other. It was the contradiction inherent in framing twentieth-century bureaucratization 

and  professionalization  in  the  moral  and  economic  frameworks  of  nineteenth-century 

liberalism: one almost imagined these teachers as so many reiterations of the independent 

family doctor, none of them so forgetful of his or her independence that anything like a 

union or a monopolistic association could ever take hold.

A further contradiction resided in Living and Learning’s confidence that the future of 

Ontario education lay in an enhanced and centralized bureaucratic apparatus. Hall-Dennis 

knew that the Ontario educational system was massive and run by a large bureaucracy, and it 

acknowledged “the rigidities which can develop in any bureaucratic system with a very long 

history  of  traditions,  practices,  Parkinsonian  growth,  and  a  network  of  protocol,”  the 

penultimate remark making reference to the influential article published by Cyril Northcote 

Parkinson in The Economist that made fun of the extent to which bureaucracies expanded 

over time by making work for themselves with their own interests in mind.  1102

Yet a glancing reference to Parkinson hardly substituted for a realistic assessment of 

state bureaucracy in the modern world,  especially if  that bureaucracy were made such a 

central part of the reforming agenda. Hall-Dennis mounts no protest against — indeed, it 

celebrates — the disappearance of thousands of local school boards in Ontario, “from 5,600 

in 1945 to 1,600 in 1967,” to be followed up by yet more consolidation after 1968. That such 

a process entailed the radical erosion of local control over education – by one measure an 

indication of “democracy” in action – seemingly caused it no concern, in stark contrast to its 

proclaimed ideal of defending at least some local participation in such ventures as television 

 Living and Learning, p.62. 1102
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broadcasting.  A smaller number of boards, each of them with a sizable tax base, would 1103

mean that the provincial government could more easily equalize educational opportunities 

across the province —  thus address,  for example,  the cultural  deprivation supposedly so 

characteristic of Northern Ontario.  1104

Living and Learning thus expressed no substantial misgivings about the loss of local 

control entailed by the elimination of so many local educational authorities. Although aware 

of the “Parkinsonian” patterns of expansion in state bureaucracies in Ontario, it seemingly 

exempted  the  imagined  new educational  administration  from them.  Salaries  within  the 

Department of  Education,  a  supplier  of  so much of  the personnel  and expertise of  the 

committee, were also to be boosted, on the reasoning that the “creative, dynamic educator” 

was likely to go “where his worth is recognized financially and a sense of innovative freedom 

more readily  prevails.”  Such heroic  bureaucrats  were going to cost  money.  That  such 1105

better-paid educational bureaucrats in the boards were likely to develop a caste-like sense of 

superiority with respect to the rank-and-file teachers they governed, which is a prediction 

many sociologists of bureaucracy would have been happy to share with Hall-Dennis, was not 

a  consideration.  The  antinomy  was,  then,  that  a  report  that  called  for  educational 1106

democracy simultaneously advocated processes likely to eventuate in an unaccountable and 

caste-like bureaucracy.

 Living and Learning, p.12. 1103

 Living and Learning, p.153.1104

 Living and Learning, p.155.1105

 Sociological analyses of bureaucracy as a socio-political phenomenon were hardly obscure in the 1960s; for 1106

decades, Weber’s study of this issue had found many readers. North Americans were most familiar with The 
Theory  of  Social  and  Economic  Organization,  trans.  A.M.  Henderson  and  Talcott  Parsons  (London:  Collier 
Macmillan, 1947).
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Finally, Living and Learning was at its most otherworldly when it came to the question 

of who was to pay for this vast experiment it recommended. Overall, Living and Learning was 

a recipe for greatly increased spending, without much in the way of acknowledgement of 

fiscal limits. Hall-Dennis did concede that homeowners were burdened with a “visible and 

excessive burden,” but left the resolution of this problem to other people:  “Obviously, this 

is an important issue. The Committee has recommended a search for new ways of financing 

educat ion.”  Chal lenged  to  supplement  i t s  utopian  rhetor ic  with  speci f ic 1107

recommendations, Hall-Dennis merely issued a vague call for more research and reflection 

—  doubtless  to  be  orchestrated  by  the  ever-swelling  ranks  of  the  bureaucrats  in  the 

Department of Education.

There was a utopian quality to this discussion: having decided upon a vastly changed 

educational economy, Ontarians of the future were going to pay for it happily, even through 

a  tax  system Hall-Dennis  acknowledged  was  ill-suited  to  the  task  at  hand.  Living  and 

Learning  proceeded,  that  is,  under  the  blithe  assumption  that  potentially  huge  fiscal 

sacrifices would be made in order to achieve a glowing future, without any consideration of 

the actual local and provincial political realities that might challenge any such a project. In 

this respect, as throughout the five socio-economic themes we have pondered, there seemed 

a  dramatic  mismatch  between  the  report’s  fervently  espoused  utopian  vision  and  its 

indifference to the actually-existing institutions and people required to fulfill it. 

The  new model  school  boards  –  providing  schools  offering  comprehensive  K-12 

programs through which students could pass in a great diversity of ways without the trauma 

of failing grades or even moving physically moving from school to school (since many of the 

 Living and Learning, p.171. 1107
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new schools might be campus-like facilities bringing a host of levels of activities together); 

along with a host of services, from preschool diagnostics to facilities geared to the physical 

and mentally handicapped; the employment of many new people as professional consultants, 

administrators,  media  facilitators,  and  so  on  –  were  not  likely  to  be  inexpensive 

propositions. They demanded a “large enough tax base to be able to support the kind of 

program implied by the previous criteria…”  That bigger buildings and bigger boards and 1108

bigger administrations might also mean more costs and an accentuation of Parkinson’s Law 

was not a possibility Hall-Dennis seriously considered. 

***

How,  specifically,  did  Living  and  Learning  respond  to  a  second  imperative  of 

modernity – its humanist orientation, distrustful of mere tradition, yet hopeful (if also at 

times also anxious) about the freely-forged future? How did modernity’s “future orientation” 

impinge on the practices implied by Hall-Dennis?

Perhaps  the  clearest  indications  in  this  respect  come  from  the  discussion  of 

curriculum of the new schools – i.e., how those outlining how teachers and administrators in 

utopia were to plan out their futures. In Living and Learning’s chapter on curriculum, “The 

Learning  Program,”  Hall-Dennis,  along  the  lines  laid  down  by  the  curriculum  sub-

committee (as discussed in Chapter Five) insisted that the curriculum had to be flexible and 

wide-ranging, taking in “all those activities in which children engage under the auspices of 

the school.”  This included what they would learn,  how they would learn it,  and how 1109

 Living and Learning, p.153.1108

 Living and Learning, p. 75. 1109
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teachers would help them do so.  These activities would include watching films, visiting 1110

“an industrial plant,” compiling a report on “wild flowers seen in the woods nearby, studying 

in the library, and planning and managing “a social event.”  The individual student would 1111

be  at  the centre  of  a  newly-imagined program of  study.  The curriculum also  had to  be 

considered as a “dynamic process” in every way, never a mere “table of contents,” quickly 

consumed and as  quickly  forgotten.  As  a  “living  instrument,  created  and directed  by 1112

people within a school,” it should engage not only the child but also the child’s whole world, 

As  such,  it  would  “emerge  as  a  force  affecting  relationships  among  teachers,  parents, 

administrators,  and  all  people  in  the  community.”  Plainly  put,  curriculum  was  not 1113

something to be trifled with.

Hall-Dennis  --  perhaps  seeking  to  avoid  possible  clashes  with  teachers  and 

administrators ‘on the ground’ -- shied away from concrete prescriptions on curriculum. As 

the  committee  saw  it,  providing  such  prescriptions  would  exceed  their  “expertise”  and 

contradict the “principle of local initiative and autonomy.”  Instead, it offered a “broad 1114

design” for curriculum in Ontario.  Yet, incongruously, it also presented, in almost mind-1115

boggling detail, samples of the curriculum of the future, as it might affect the school as a 

whole [Fig.24] and one hypothetical student, “Stephen” [Fig. 25].

 Living and Learning, p. 75.1110
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Educational practice under the ancien regime whose demise Hall-Dennis foretold and 

celebrated  was  governed  by  outmoded  concepts,  ran  the  argument.  Adopting  graded 

textbooks and sorting students out by grades had undoubtedly seemed like good ideas to 

Egerton Ryerson in the nineteenth century. They were elements of an approach suitable for 

“instructing pupils in the fixed and limited schedule of facts and skills prescribed at the 

time.” But now, such rigidities no longer applied.  Not just grades and official textbooks, 1116

but also subjects themselves, were no longer appropriate entities under the conditions of 

modernity. Subjects might have been useful when “the concept of the inter-relatedness of 

ideas was ignored in school curricula,  and when only a select few received more than a 

minimum of education.” In such a pre-McLuhan world, they might have passed themselves 

off as summations of “knowledge, skills, and ideas in a particular field … logically ordered for 

instructional  purposes.”  Education’s  ancien  regime  curriculum emphasized content,  and 1117

proceeded on the assumption that unless students were introduced to subjects in a logical 

manner, they would never organize it on their own. Under conditions of modernity, such 

reified categories as “subjects” and “content” were no longer plausible.

Such disciplines as history and mathematics were to survive in the new system, but 

merely “as aids in the student’s search for skills and understanding rather than as bodies of 

content to be mastered, or as organizing criteria for such purposes as timetables, evaluation, 

and teacher certification.”  The formal, traditional courses in such disciplines had tended 1118

 Hall-Dennis also brings forward as  the main reason for the growing inappropriateness of  grading the 1116

interesting fact that over the past 50 years it had become harder to eliminate or retard the progress of pupils 
by failure, a barely-noticed complication in its narrative of a Dark Age Ontario only slowly awakening to the 
truths of progressive education.

 Living and Learning, p.76.1117

 Living and Learning, p.77.1118
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to a “deadening routine,”  to teachers rushing to complete the course on time, to pupils 

feeling the pressure to memorize facts for tests,  to rushed experiences that discouraged 

“learning by discovery,” to “inert rather than lively ideas; and to an end of creativity.”  1119

Historical  instruction,  in  particular,  often  introduced students  to  a  dreary  wasteland of 

inconsequential facts; there was little room for the subject of history per se in Hall-Dennis’s 

imagined future.1120

Education  focused  on  content  was  to  be  largely  displaced,  in  the  new order,  by 

education based on process. Following Whitehead, educationists on the qui vive vested the 

individual learner with the power and responsibility to shape his or her own enlightenment. 

As Living and Learning put it: 

When knowledge was limited, when the concept of the interrelatedness of ideas was 
ignored in the school curricula, and when only a select few received more than a 
minimum of education, there was little reason to question the value of subjects. Each 
of  them was  composed  of  what  may  be  called  knowledge,  skills,  and  ideas  in  a 
particular  field  –  all  logically  ordered  for  instructional  purposes.  And  modern 
schooling that is content-oriented, or arraigned around subject-disciplines, seems to 
be based on the premise that unless subject matter is presented to the pupil in a 
logical  sequence,  or  an  organized  pattern,  he  will  never  organize  it  himself.  But 
schooling that takes into account both the learner as an integrating organism and the 
subject matter pertinent to the dynamic interests of the learner cannot be organized 
around subjects which are patterns of the logic of other people.  1121

 Living and Learning, p.69.1119

 It is true that “Stephen” will study some quasi-historical subjects, but his curriculum does not include any 1120

entry for history in general, not even a general history of Canada. It is possible he will encounter historical 
themes  in  such  areas  as  “Historical  Drama,”  “Home and  Community,”  “World  Regional  Geography,”  the 
“History of Music,” and “World Politics.”

 Living and Learning, p.69.1121
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Thus, the modern child would work as an individual investigator, probing “the frontiers of 

understanding” opened up by the knowledge explosion.  Only later – much later – would 1122

such explorations “crystalize” into subjects with “defined structure and content.”  1123

Thus, in the new schools, there was to be a “learning continuum,” with a curriculum 

“designed for an essentially unified school period of thirteen years including kindergarten.” 

There  was  to  be  “no  horizontal  or  vertical  division  of  pupils  into  such  groupings  as 

elementary, secondary, vocational, or academic, or above and below average.” And barring 

special arrangements for pupils in “certain specific learning situations,” there was to be “no 

segregation or division into categories for pupils as a regular practice.”  1124

And yet,  as  the committee argued,  “it  would be confusing to send the pupils  on 

voyages of discovery over a vast ocean of knowledge … without charts of some sort.”  So, 1125

it provided for three general areas in which all curricular possibilities would be contained: 

Environmental Studies, Humanities, and above all, Communications. Environmental studies 

would take in the natural sciences, the “geographical elements” of social studies, and applied 

mathematics.  It  would also involve elements  of  agriculture,  of  “manual  arts,”  home and 

consumer electronics,” and vocational training as well.  Humanities, in turn, had a still 1126

broader scope, encompassing all of “man’s ideas and values –  those abstract yet powerful 

concepts which shape our lives, yet have no tangible form of their own.”  These would 1127

 Living and Learning, p. 75. 1122
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include fine arts, the “physical arts,” philosophy, and the “religious ideals of various peoples 

around the world.”  Communications was in many ways the most expansive category of all 1128

–  encompassing  “all  aspects  of  learning  that  relate  to  man’s  interchange of  thought.”  1129

Exactly why this Trinitarian formula exerted such attraction on the Commission is difficult 

to decipher —  especially  since all  three categories were so porous that almost anything 

might be placed in any one of them.  

Moreover, although presented as equally significant, one of them, the Holy Ghost so 

to speak, was surely more equal than others. What could be reasonably excluded from a" 

aspects of learning about human “interchange of thought?” Communications took in the 

“ability to speak and listen, to read and write, to record and film, to paint, to dance.”  1130

Further, it absorbed social studies, (pure) mathematics, business and commerce, manual arts, 

“and almost all of man’s activities in which ideas are transmitted and received.”  It would 1131

also serve as the root of all other curricular activity. In the primary years, communication 

was given pride of place.  Only later, in the junior and senior years of the child’s school-life 1132

would more time be devoted to environmental studies and humanities. 

And, as though this elevation of communications to the Queenship of K-12 were not 

enough,  the  committee  also  consecrated an entire  section of  the  report  to  the subject. 

There, they cemented communication’s central place in the proposed curriculum. As they 

wrote: “the major essential for the achievement of virtually any curricular purpose is the 
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acquisition  of  the  skills  of  communication.  Language  is  not  the  first  or  only  means  of 

communication, but it is the sine qua non of education in civilized society.”  As though to 1133

reassure  sceptics  of  McLuhanism,  they  stressed  that  they  were  devoted  to  teaching 

“accepted usage of language and a discriminating vocabulary” and that, in this field alone, 

children were to be tested, so that skills could be “brought to an acceptable standard.”  It 1134

is important to note that, even here, they were unwilling simply to re-introduce discredited 

structures of rote learning. Instead, their idea of measurement entailed a “free and creative 

response” – rather than a “required response” – to the field of available knowledge.  As 1135

they explained:

Modern media  of  communications  have reduced the need for  some conventional 
skills or have made them obsolete. When every place of business has a calculating 
device, there is little use in drilling children for speedy accuracy in the addition of 
several columns and neglecting to teach mental calculations of close approximations, 
the skill one needs today. In the days of colour photography and motion pictures, 
descriptive essays in school can be as anachronistic as the lengthy descriptions in 
novels by Sir Walter Scott. More startling and difficult to appraise educationally are 
the effects of instant communications throughout the world. Certainly, they negate 
the single stream of logical development which, as McLuhan points out, has already 
threatened conventional fiction and drama.     1136

Thus, instead of writing an essay on a particular topic and receiving a mark based upon the 

adequacy  of  its  research  and  cogency  of  its  argument,  one  would  imagine  the 

communication of “a multiplicity of impressions, concurrent or in a montage, which jump 

 Living and Learning, p. 91. 1133
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about rapidly in time and space from the objective to the subjective for no apparent reason.” 

1137

C.B.  Phillips’  concern with instilling responsibility  through curriculum (which we 

discussed  in  detail  in  Chapter  Five)  also  garnered  special  consideration  in  Living  and 

Learning.  A section  entitled  “Discipline  and  Responsibility”  took  on  the  “persistent 

problem”  of  discipline  and  punishment,  which  all  too  often  casts  “a  shadow over  the 

pleasant school atmosphere that is so vital to learning.”  The report followed Phillips in 1138

asserting that  Ontario society was “a  complex structure of  higher and lower authorities 

giving nearly all adults the right to inflict pain or penalties on those beneath them and so 

perhaps make their own suffering more tolerable.”  (His argument was outlined in detail in 1139

Chapter Five). Children in schools were the ultimate victims of this society, “the last resort 

of those who feel the need to demonstrate superiority over someone else.”  1140

Revealingly, however, the committee as a whole worked to take some of the sting out 

of Phillips’  analysis.  For instance, while Living and Learning  did condemn the use of the 

strap, it downplayed Phillips’ forthright approach to violence in schools. Instead, Living and 

Learning  shifted the focus to a milder range of penalties,  including “the writing of lines, 

isolation, detention after school, extra work, and sarcasm” [its position was illustrated by a 

graphic included here as Fig. 7].  Further, it argued that punishment was not necessarily the 

 Living  and  Learning,  p.  92.  Perhaps  because  the  committee  was  aware  of  how avant-garde  these  ideas 1137

remained even after their negotiation over communications and testing, Sister Alice Marie and Ola Reith’s 
radical  take  on  media  was  bypassed  entirely.  Further,  as  we  saw  in  earlier  chapters,  a  warning  about 
McLuhanism -- in particular, his “contention that the media is the message” – was tacked on to this part of the 
report as well. This boundary-breaking notion should be, as the report had it, treated with caution.
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whole problem. More damaging still was punishment delivered inconsistently, “unrelated to 

the  misdemeanor.”  They  argued  that  pupils  had  to  “learn  that  behavior  has 1141

consequences,” and that consistent application of humane punishment was unavoidable and 

even desirable.  They did, however, follow Phillips in arguing that punishment as practiced 1142

in Ontario schools would prove increasingly ineffective as time wore on. As they put it, 

punishment “negates moral responsibility. It fosters cynicism and a belief that the thing to 

do is simply to avoid being caught by those who have the authority to punish. It also causes 

those who are caught to think that they have ‘paid their debt to society’ by virtue of the 

punishment received –  an attitude indicative of amorality and irresponsibility.”  Finally, 1143

something along the lines of the “responsibility concept” (but not named as such) would be 

used as an alternative to punishment, yet it was -- crucially -- to be confined to the school 

alone, rather than beginning in the family, as had been imagined in “Punishment and an 

Alternative Type of Control.” Instead, it would be fostered:

through practice to make moral decisions. Although no fixed rules of conduct are 
taught, certain values or principles emerge in the process – mainly respect for and 
consideration  for  others  and  a  commitment  to  truth,  honesty,  and  fairness.  The 
developmental process in school lies in free discussion, often among small groups of 
pupils, of questions encountered in literature and social science, and sometimes of 
problems that arise in the operation of the school. In addition to its value in relation 
to ethical aims, this approach has the advantage of gaining the respect of pupils for 
the  school  when  they  find  that  the  teacher  respects  their  opinions  instead  of 
dismissing the discussion by giving his views as the right or authoritative answer.1144

 Living and Learning, p. 95.  1141
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In this, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that Living and Learning was ultimately wary of 

alienating  teachers  and  administrators  by  damning  corporal  punishment  outright,  thus 

taking  away  their  ‘last  resort’  of  classroom  control.  Phillips’s  fierce  condemnation  of 

beatings and violence in schools — drawing upon radical currents of educational thought 

sweeping the 1960s — was thus domesticated for public consumption in the final report. 

Along  with  abolishing  corporal  punishments,  Hall-Dennis  also  favoured  ending 

Grade  13,  for  some Ontarians  a  much-feared  hurdle  preparatory  to  going  to  university. 

Echoing the province’s  recent Select Committee on Youth, which had suggested that 12 

years was enough for most students, and pointing out that the rest of Canada did not have 

such a grade, Living and Learning in essence supported a modified form of the grading system 

it had critiqued so massively. It even suggested that students relieved of Grade 13 would be 

saving  a  year  of  their  lives  at  a  critical  time.  Yet  one  might  have  argued,  on  equally 

‘progressive’ grounds, that students who wanted to spend more than twelve years –  even 

fifteen or twenty years or twenty-five years – in the educational system should be entitled to 

do so and relieved of any impression that they were dawdling. Why should their time be so 

regimented?   And  since  all  grade  levels  were  to  be  abolished  anyway,  what  particular 

advantage was there in doing away with just one of them? There was, in short, no sustained, 

pedagogical argument for the abolition of the grade — merely commonsensical observations 

and an implicit confirmation that the overall twelve-year shape of schooling was to remain 

the  same,  whatever  the  alterations  in  the  arrangements  within  these  years.  Similarly, 1145

Living and Learning treated the extension of compulsory school age beyond age 16 as a sort 

of inevitability –  “the subject is  becoming relevant and the time for so doing is coming 

 Living and Learning, p. 15. 1145
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close,”  and with the appropriate expertise  such a  change might be accomplished “in an 

orderly and fruitful way”   — without attempting to insert this reform into its permissive, 1146

progressive framework. Yet, if one was against a rigid lock-step progression through life, why 

should one be in favour of a lock-step pattern of forcing teenagers to be at school after the 

age of 16? Why should one defer to “progress” if it menaced individual freedom? Come to 

think of it, why should school be compulsory at all?

***

“It  is  not  the  intent  of  this  Committee  to  provide  a  detailed  description  of  a 

proposed school curriculum,” Living and Learning  proclaimed –  and then it proceeded to 

spell out in great detail what “the school program” would look like in general and what the 

program  of  one  student,  “Steven,”  would  look  like  in  particular  [Figs.  24  and  25].  1147

Utopianism — certainly in Bellamy and Fourier, as well in much science fiction — frequently 

resorts to the strategy of providing lavishly detailed schemas of the desired future.  In this 1148

case, Living and Learning offered two extraordinary circular diagrams, vaguely reminiscent of 

multi-coloured  eyes.  In  the  first,  it  offered  a  colour-coded  illustration  of  the  “School 

Program,” from Preschool through the Primary (5-8), Junior (9-11), Intermediate (12-14) and 

Senior  Years  (15-17).  Humanities  were  coded  purple,  communications  orange,  and 

environmental studies green. Outside these core areas, electives were to include some which 

 Living and Learning, p.16. 1146
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England 1870-1900 (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2005).
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were “exploratory” investigations in subject fields, others that were “content oriented,” and 

yet others designed to accommodate “various attainment levels.” In the Intermediate years, 

electives might include “Creative and Folk Dancing, Decorative Sewing, Designing a Wall 

Clock,  Electronics  (Boys),  Emerging  Nations,  Fashion,  Geography  of  Southern  Ontario, 

History of Science, ‘Trial by Jury’ (an operetta) and Zoology II.  In the Senior years, they 

might  encompass  Advertising  Journalism,  Film Arts,  Historical  Drama,  Personal  Typing, 

Spanish Composition and Theatre Arts, among some of those in Communications; Business 

Machine  Technology,  Ethological  Biology,  Space  Science,  or  World  Regional  Geography 

among  the  Environmental  Studies;  and  Choral  Singing,  Comparative  Religion,  Ethics, 

Family Living, Logic, Performing Arts, Philosophy Themes and World Politics among the 

Humanities. The circular diagram depicting Stephen’s progress shows his many, many paths 

from his primary core into the senior years. Stephen in his fifth year had been assessed as 

characterized  by  the  following  features:   “poor  physical  co-ordination,  passivity,  some 

creative ability, good tonic sense, and a strong interest in reading.” Entering kindergarten in 

a  school  with  2,000  pupils,  he  encounters  a  program emphasizing  “social  experience,” 

sensitive to the conditions indicated in his profile. His major “interest group” is music,” and 

so he is provided with an “emphasis upon tactile activity and word experience.” Since he is 

in  a  new  school,  he  does  not  want  for  educational  aids  –  “a  tape-recorder,  musical 

instruments, and so on.” Movement into the second-year level is flexible; Stephen joins it in 

April  (since  his  school  operates  a  three-trimester  system).  His  “prime  base”  is 

Communications,  but  he is  also exposed to Environmental  Studies  and Humanities.  He 

begins each day by selecting “one of  six interest  areas in the room which are based on 

reading skills (communication), number concepts, exploratory science, local environment, 
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the arts,  and manipulation skills.”  Naturally,  he has no report card, “but a profile of his 

experiences and skills is kept up to date and this forms a basis of regular consultation with 

his parents, who are also encouraged to visit the classroom at various intervals while it is in 

operation.”  1149

At the end of his third year, he moves into the junior level — though remaining in 

the  same  building  —  a  change  that  is  almost  “imperceptible.”  Stil l  based  in 

“Communications,”  Stephen  starts  to  pay  more  and  more  attention  to  Environmental 

Studies and Humanities. He still selects his topics or activities of interest each day, ranging 

over a variety of skill levels: “Thus his music experience is at the advanced level while his 

number skills are at a level lower than that of most of his peers.” Throughout, “[h]is profile 

is still the major indicator of his progress to the teacher and the parent, and the prime factor 

in adjusting his program to meet his needs.”  1150

Then he enters the intermediate phase. The curriculum still has its “three-sided base, 

but now he finds certain themes emerging in more clear-cut fashion.” His school in fact has 

obligatory subjects: mathematics, English, social studies, and science, which he must take; 

makes provision for him to take four electives a year;  and gives him many options with 

which to fill  up his  “free-time interest area.”  Among his  electives he takes instrumental 

music,  conservation,  and  French;  among  his  interest  studies  are  psychology,  music,  and 

aerodynamics. By his third year he begins to take instrumental music at the senior level, 

which means he must go “regularly  to the senior  part  of  the complex to which he will 

transfer the following year.” At this point, Stephen’s profile “shows definite trends in his 

 Living and Learning, p.84. 1149
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abilities and interests, but no attempt is made yet to channel him into any special area of 

instruction.” Although constrained somewhat by having to choose his studies from the three 

bases  of  curriculum,  his  program is  “still  entirely  based on his  interests  and aptitudes.” 

About two-thirds of school time is spent in these three areas, with the remaining one-third 

of the time spent in a variety of exploratory options. One teacher was responsible for a class 

in  all  three  areas  of  emphasis,  and shouldered the responsibility  of  “counseling  and co-

ordinating of  the pupils’  work with all  teachers,  assistants,  and aids.”  Stephen’s  diagram 

reveals him entering in his concluding years more and more closely into courses governed by 

“post-secondary considerations,” including “Analysis,” “Urban Ecology,” “Physics of Sound,” 

“English Prose,” “Modern Poetry,” “Music Theory and Instruments,” “Instrumental Music,” 

and “History of Music,” as Stephen readies himself, we assume, for a stint in university-level 

music and then, perhaps, a career as a musician. We are reminded that “[t] school is not an 

institution structured to provide a classroom and teacher for every 30 pupils. It is a centre 

for  learning,  and it  offers  a  very  great  variety  of  courses,  planned learning  experiences, 

directed research activities, and opportunities to develop taste, appreciation, understanding, 

and skills in special fields of interest.”  1151

For  all  the  emphasis  Living  and  Learning  placed  on  communications,  the  graphs 

depicting  the  curriculum  and  Stephen’s  path  through  it  are  very  confusing  acts  of 

communication.  They  contain  unidentified  visual  signifiers  –  many  black  lines  seem to 

indicate possible individual pathways and divisional markers, but we cannot be sure; it is also 

not easy to grasp the relationship of one ring with another. The emphasis on circularity was 

a visual confirmation of McLuhan’s point about the decline and fall of linearity in the global 

 Living and Learning, p.86.1151



!  388

village; visually, the graphs resembled the ringed cores of trees — complementing a text that 

insists, again and again, how imperceptible and organic each pupil’s progress will be through 

this continuous educational system. As for overall architecture, so far as it can be surmised 

from Stephen’s case, one notes how strongly and permanently his career is affected by the 

profile compiled about him early in his career: if formal grades are gone, informal judgments 

of his abilities remain formidably powerful. And more important qualifications are built into 

this structure of spontaneity: someone must have the power to tell Stephen when he can 

enter  a  new level;  there  are  four  compulsory  subjects;  as  he  nears  his  years  of  further 

education,  his  courses  are  so  structured  that  they  prepared  him  for  post-secondary 

instruction. Thus the university or college casts its shadow before. Its implicit authority is as 

shadowy as that of the various figures assessing Stephen’s “profile” who decide when he is 

ready to move from one level to another. Summerhill’s vision of educational democracy has 

been tamed: in this utopia, there is still a sensitive, humanistic, and doubtless progressive — 

but nonetheless ruling — committee.

Stephen, if not quite a fully-worked-out romantic hero developing himself through 

the sufferings of life,  was nonetheless imagined as a romantic response to a world Hall-

Dennis  persistently  characterized as  fast-moving,  potentially  overwhelming,  in  which all 

that is solid (including traditional subjects, grades, grade levels and report cards) has melted 

into air.  His freedom to move and explore his interests — within limits — kept alive the 1152

liberal hope that individualism, free choice, and formal equality might flourish in a televisual 

 Hall-Dennis indulges in another romantic trope when it imagines an outcast student: a “lonely little boy 1152

confronted with the almost impossible task of finding his way through a bewildering world. He is frightened. 
He feels miserable. He is made to feel different” (Living and Learning, 101). Yet this was a romanticism that, 
while it implicitly critiqued the heartlessness of a system that had done this to the boy, did not imagine him 
rising up as a rebel with a cause: like the victims of “cultural deprivation,” he is objectified as an object of our 
pity, not the bearer of his own complicated identity.
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globalized and corporate world. Free of grades, liberated from the need to impose invidious 

distinctions on children, individual educators were, in this imagined future, indispensably 

positioned to create nurturing, warm-hearted spaces in a coldly calculating world. In fact, 

they, more than the students, were the true romantic heroes in this utopian fantasy.

There  could  be  no  doubt,  in  Hall-Dennis’  mind,  that  a  cultural  revolution  was 

underway.  The “brash,  vibrant,  kaleidoscopic,  ‘go-go’  world”  beloved of  youths  in  the 1153

1960s  was  generating  at  least  some  disturbingly  radical  signals.  As  we  have  seen,  as 1154

suggested by its very design, Living and Learning wanted to be part of McLuhan’s Revolution. 

It also desperately wanted to contain its implications. Yet, how could liberal democrats of 

the Hall-Dennis persuasion advocate a crack-down on those keen to “exploit” protest? Or 

how could they simply go along with what was perceived to be a revolution, thereby risking 

all their status and authority? Stern questions. Hard times.

Hall-Dennis  suggested a  romantic  answer  to  them:  the  educator  as  hero.  As  the 

curriculum charts and accompanying texts implied, teachers were to be immersed in the 

lives of their students, carefully evaluating their profiles, nurturing them as they organically 

developed  into  fully  independent  individuals.  Rather  than  student  power,  Living  and 

Learning was more interested in teacher power. In tones almost reminiscent of some of the 

more inflammatory New Left critiques of ‘the establishment,’ Hall-Dennis condemned the 

“almost militaristic distribution of authority, status, and responsibility” in the system. Such a 

 Living and Learning, p.28.1153
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hierarchy entailed a distribution of power that was “less and less feasible in education.” But 

now there were “workable plans” to end this near-militarism and institute a much more co-

operative  pattern  of  decision-making.  Now  leadership  could  be  rethought  as  a 

harmonization of roles, to be brought about “wherever people work together for common 

purposes.”  If one is intent on reading Living and Learning  as a manifestation of 1960s 1155

radicalism, its protest on behalf of the teachers offers prime material.

Living and Learning imagined the questions teachers united en masse might well ask.

Are we truly a profession? How can I exercise a greater degree of autonomy in the 
curriculum for  my  pupils?  Why must  our  profession  be  characterized  by  the  vast 
hierarchy of authorities between the teacher responsible for educational practice and 
the minister responsible for educational policy? In view of the eulogies delivered to 
teachers  as  a  professional  group,  why  are  we  so  obviously  on  the  lowest  level  of 
educational  agency with the least  share  of  policy-making authority  and the lowest 
economic status?  1156

Yet, as they rose up angry against these conditions, they could find inspiration in a future of 

almost Napoleonic heroism. For the teachers of  tomorrow were to be stewards of well-

organized classrooms, wherein 

flexible use is made of available resources, and routines proceed with a minimum of 
confusion and interference. In many classrooms, rows of fixed desks and the single 
bookshelf have been replaced by movable furniture and shelves, magazine racks, tables 
and cupboards, designed for displaying and storing books and other aids to learning. In 
a well-organized teaching area, the furniture is arranged or group as the needs demand, 
for  art  activities,  interest  areas,  discussion  groups,  individual  study,  and  other 
purposes.  1157
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Happily freed from their Gradgrind-like roles of utilitarian fact-pumpers, teachers were now 

to be attuned to the development of the child – each and every child – and “more concerned 

with how a pupil learns, thinks, and acts than with the particular facts he has mastered.”  1158

Perhaps no longer the authors of report cards – though Hall-Dennis was quite equivocal on 

this  point  –  teachers  were  to  consult  at  length  with  students,  reporting  on  their 

“development  of  responsibility,”  thus  facilitating  a  “dynamic  student  involvement  in  the 

process of evaluation.”  1159

It was imperative that such educational heroes mediate the outside world for their 

students,  especially  given  “[t]he  accelerated  tempo  of  change  in  society.”  In  an 1160

atmosphere seemingly redolent with youthful radicalism and anger, it fell to the teachers to 

understand and to steer into peaceful channels their students’ strident demands for radical 

change:

The teacher lives in the world that now exists but keeps his sights focused on the 
future.  He  wages  no  battle  of  the  generations  with  his  students,  but  honors  and 
respects them as they are and allows them the dignity he desires for himself. Although 
he may not totally approve of the present world he knows that mere disapproval is 
both useless and negative. His effort is to turn the present to educational advantage. 
The enthusiasm, the concerns, the social problems, the fears and even the anger of 
young people can, with good teaching and counselling, be directed to the attainment 
of worthwhile educational goals.  1161

Teachers were not only responsible for this gentle program of pacification, but they were 

also expected to become technical impresarios: “For all teachers there will continue to be a 
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need to keep abreast of, and sometimes at the frontiers of, developments in research and 

technology.”  Given each teacher’s vast responsibilities, he or she should enjoy individual 1162

freedom, within a system and school that “should be a democratic one.” The teacher should 

never be so “rigidly bound by rules and regulations” that he or she felt freedom was being 

questioned.1163

Teachers might engage in team teaching – Hall-Dennis was a bit skeptical, fearful of 

a return to content-oriented rather than student-centred education – but if they did, the 

experiment might be countenanced only if it led to the further empowerment of teachers 

themselves,  placing them in a “consultative role designed to find and use better ways of 

using the talents and resources of the teacher and the community.”  Certainly an isolated 1164

teacher,  a  remnant  of  the  nineteenth  century,  had  “no  place  in  this  time  of  expanding 

knowledge,  innovation,  and increasingly  high standards.”  In the schools  of  tomorrow, 1165

many teachers would be educating students in “learning pods,” encompassing three, four or 

even  more  of  the  settings  formerly  known  as  classrooms.  Although  in  each  pod,  an 

individual teacher would be responsible for children working as a team, in such an open 

setting their styles and techniques would inevitably inspire their fellow teachers in a pattern 

of constructive emulation. (One is reminded of the Las Vegas teacher we encountered in 

Chapter Six, who was inspired by her fellow educationist as a result of such space-sharing). 

And in  the  schools  of  tomorrow,  many planning  functions  were  to  be  reallocated from 
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principals to teachers, releasing the latter from “the dictates of timetables that are too rigid 

and specific.”  That the teachers of tomorrow were expected to be multi-taskers would be 1166

an understatement. As curriculum planners, as inspirers of students, as the veritable nuclei 

of a vast educational system —  teachers were at the absolute centre of the Hall-Dennis 

utopia, as was graphically illustrated in Fig.26. 

There would, however, still be principals in this individualistic future. In fact, the 

“evident  truth”  was  that  “[t]he tone of  a  school  is  largely  set  by  the  principal.”  The 1167

principal was the “curriculum leader” of the school, and in the future, he or she would spend 

most  of  his  time  with  children  and  teachers  in  psychological,  sociological,  and 
curricular  activities.  He  subscribes  to  the  theory  that  the  aims  of  education  are 
determined  philosophically,  and  he  realizes  that  striving  for  uniformity  through 
standardized tests, external examinations, and other devices and controls has little to 
do with the attainment of objectives in education. Subjectivity is his accepted mode 
for  educational  endeavor;  objectivity  is  desirable  only  in  specific  instances, 
subordinate to the major purposes of education.1168

No less than the teacher was the principal a romantic hero, driven by his or her subjective 

identification with the great task at hand. As the primum inter pares in the democratic school,  

he or she was to plan schools in conjunction with teachers.1169
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The “prevailing philosophical climate”  — which likely mattered, said Hall-Dennis, 1170

more than structural patterns — was strongly influenced by teachers and principals acting 

together.  Indeed,  just  as  each teacher was an individual,  and each principal  was also an 

individual, so each school should also be a kind of individual, free to chart its own course: 

Stephen’s school, for instance, had decided to make four subjects (mathematics, English, 

social studies, science) compulsory. The clear implication was that other schools might do 

things quite differently. For there was no one “uniquely desirable organizational pattern for 

the schools.” Coming up with one “should be the prerogative of the individual school, of the 

principal in conjunction with his teachers.”  1171

Individuals  of  a  superior  type,  largely  motivated  by  higher  considerations  than 

money, teachers and principals were thus the revolutionary agents in the world imagined by 

Hall-Dennis.  Yet,  in  the  1960s,  they  were  imposed  upon  by  their  superiors,  their 

individuality checked. No mere educational worker, the teacher owed his first responsibility 

to his or her students,  not (by implication)  to his or her school board, whose demands 

might even work against the system, “reducing his professional efficiency and thereby his 

service to his students.”  Indeed, the teacher was “the champion of his pupils in the whole 1172

realm  of  educational  administration.”  Hall-Dennis  hinted  at  the  benefits  of  an 1173
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unmediated,  direct  line  of  communication  between  an  equally  idealistic  Minister  of 

Education and the rank-and-file teachers, without saying how it was to be established.  1174

Equally vague was the future role for school boards. From a literal-minded reading of 

some passages, one might surmise they were to be marginalized, as professional teachers and 

principals developed a direct relationship with the Minister of Education. With respect to 

“curriculum planning, school organization, staffing, and the disposition of supply budgets,” 

teachers and principals were, in the new model, to enjoy more autonomy; current practices 

were to be reviewed “with a view to determining areas of administration where uniformity is 

desirable without stultifying individuality.”  Taking at least some of the place of the now 1175

marginalized  local  boards,  an  “autonomous,  non-political  advisory  body  of  citizens, 

representative of the various interests of the people in Ontario” could be brought into being 

to allow “business, labor, industry, the arts, and parents” to have a voice in the system. The 

appointment  of  an  ombudsman in  education,  “an  independent  public  officer  serving  all 

levels of education in matters of dispute,” would also work to undercut the unilateral power 

of  boards.  Such  measures  as  the  council  and  the  ombudsman  would  help  make 1176

bureaucracy in education a boon rather than a blight: 

Properly envisioned and skillfully formed, the ‘bureaucracy’ of education can become 
an example for others to follow. Stripped of its outdated functions and staffed with 
highly qualified, imaginative people, sensitive to the complex needs of a profoundly 
changing society, the Department of Education can offer the high-level performance 

 “Why must our profession be characterized by the vast  hierarchy of  authorities  between the teacher 1174

responsible for educational practice and the minister responsible for educational policy?” it imagined teachers 
asking  (p.123).  The  need  for  clear,  unbroken  communication  between  the  Minister  and  teacher  was  also 
stressed on p.138, without any indication of how such a link might be feasibly established.

 Living  and  Learning,  p.153.  Although,  in  all  likelihood,  the  newly-centralized  school  boards  remained 1175
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that  such a  government service requires.  More than that,  it  can,  through the able 
dedication of its officers, guarantee to every Ontario child access to the learning that 
will satisfy his individual needs and the demands of the future.  1177

In order to ensure that this excellent bureaucracy preserved this stellar record, Living and 

Learning  urged  the  appointment  of  more  bureaucrats  and  advisory  bodies.  These 

administrative innovations represent rare concession in Living and Learning that any system 

of education in Ontario was bound to involve structural conflicts, but it is telling that Hall-

Dennis does not imagine such offices exerting much influence. The “sound performance of 

educational  service  in  Ontario”  would  remain  the  prerogative  of  the  Department, 

responsible for “the identification of society’s goals and the planning for their attainment,” 

and  of  course  the  teachers  and  principals,  the  crucial  players  in  the  new  world  of 

education.  1178

And not just education – in Canada as a whole. In teachers one found the defenders 

of the soul of Canada as a nation: 

If the strength of democracy lies in the strength of each individual, and in his ability to 
make and participate in making decisions [sic],  sharing resources,  and carrying out 
individual responsibilities, then the force which constantly generates individuals with 
democratic attitudes and ideals is both the creator and the protector of democracy.  1179

That force was the school, within which the teacher was romantically conceived as a heroic 

figure, capable of giving shape to the inchoate forces of global modernity and, even more, 

guiding students to the meaning of Canada.
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***

In a time of greatly accelerated change, it  was necessary that educationists stand 

back  and  take  a  hard  look  at  themselves  and  their  society.  They  needed  to  distance 

themselves  from their  familiar  patterns  of  thought  and  re-think,  with  objectivity  and 

courage, the social realities they sought to transform. 

Hall-Dennis seemed to be nothing if not an attempt to jolt Ontarians into looking 

afresh  at  their  educational  system.  Yet  in  many  respects  it  shied  away  from  any 

comprehensive  reconstruction  of  the  system  of  which  it  spoke.  It  revered  scientific 

discovery  and innovation,  and acritically  cited  social  scientific  studies,  seemingly  drawn 

upon at  random and without citing their  location within given research traditions.  And 

when it  acknowledged a  disagreement in  the field of  education,  i.e.  when two or  more 

educational  philosophies  were  discussed,  only  one  of  them  was  given  sympathetic 

treatment. The cards were stacked at the outset against anything that seemingly posed a 

threat to warm-hearted humanism. Thus, “the traditional Behavioristic, Stimulus-Response, 

or modified Pavlovian conditioning tradition” was introduced primarily for the purpose of 

contrasting  it  with  the  “holistic,  Gestalt,  perceptual”  tradition that  recognized that  the 

“total response of the child to a barrage of stimuli is more than the mathematical reactive 

sum of its parts.”  One required no great powers of predicting the future to say which of 1180

these  alternatives  offered  the  better  future  for  Ontarians.  This  binary  was  obviously 

constructed so that one term was not merely the converse, but the superior, of the other. 

Such  statements  of  theoretical  allegiance  provided  one  more  indication  of  the 

general organic romanticism that suffused the report. When Hall-Dennis pitted the New 
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Realists – who assigned “clear-cut and distinct functions to social institutions such as the 

church, home and school” —  against the Pragmatists, who did not regard the school “as 

having a separate entity quite distinct from and unaffected by other institutions in the social 

environment,” there was little suspense about which side Living and Learning was going to 

favour: 

This  Committee… is  inclined toward the whole-child concept and offers a  plan to 
reduce drastically the conflict between the elementary and secondary points of view, 
and  at  the  same  time  to  preserve  opportunities  to  choose  structured  academic 
intellectual courses.  1181

Perhaps  so  —  but  its  curricular  discussions  were  warm evocations  of  the  holistic,  non-

disciplinary  courses,  and  rarely  spoke  a  word  about  the  merits  of  traditional  English 

instruction,  let  alone  history.  No  disciplinary  barriers  should  prevent  the  birth  of  a 

curriculum that placed the “inquisitive, goal-seeking, self-reconstructing minds of children” 

ahead of the merely factual and traditional disciplines. The latter were less likely to bring 

children in touch “with subject matter relevant to their individual interests and needs.”  1182

Thus Hall-Dennis was clearly selective about which social scientific and educational 

traditions  it  favoured.  In  truth,  it  never  subjected  the  Ontario  educational  system to 

anything approaching a realistic, fact-based general reconnaissance. Moreover, it plainly if 

circumspectly  sought  to  pour  cold  water  on  those  who  might  do  so.   The  scientific 

pretensions  of  the  Ontario  Institute  for  Studies  in  Education  (OISE),  created  by  the 

government in July 1965 to undertake intensive research in education, troubled Hall-Dennis. 

In the ambiguous language to which it resorted so often, Living and Learning first praised 

OISE as a unique North American research centre, 
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which now carries a  monolithic responsibility in the areas of  educational  research, 
curriculum development, and graduate studies in education, the last mentioned being 
carried on in close relationship with the School of Graduate Studies of the University 
of Toronto. To carry out its responsibilities, the Institute has gathered academic staff 
representing  many  fields  of  study  related  to  education,  including  historians, 
philosophers,  psychologists,  sociologists,  and  specialists  in  computer  applications, 
testing, and educational planning.   1183

Yet  in  noting that  OISE enjoyed “a  monolithic  responsibility  in  the areas  of  educational 

research, curriculum development, and graduate studies in education,” Living and Learning 

signaled  that  it  was  about  to  launch  into  one  of  its  rare  critiques  of  an  identifiable 

institution or program.  1184

There was something wrong about OISE that made the committee qualify its words 

of praise. It disputed its monopoly status – why should OISE be privileged over colleges and 

faculties of education already embarked upon “the pre-service preparation of teachers in 

several  Ontario  universities”?  Should  research  and  training  centres  become  “directly 

involved with full-scale provincial policy-making or implementation of educational policies,” 

this implicitly upstaging the Department of Education itself? And granted that “our society 

needs intellectual architects, visionaries, and planners, along with vigilant, objective critics 

to  assess  periodically  the  state  of  education  in  the  province,”  why  not  allow  them to 

function  in  centres  of  learning  “unencumbered  by  province-wide  implementation 

operations”?  And why  should  OISE be  vested  with  the  responsibility  for  administering 

province-wide and “depersonalized” tests, in particular those pertaining to Grade 13, when it 

was obvious that not only did such activity cloud the institution’s image, but risked inflicting 

 Living and Learning, p.164.1183

 Living and Learning, p.164.1184



!  400

serious “harm” upon young Ontarians?  It was telling that the Hall-Dennis critique of 1185

OISE was  accompanied  by  one  of  its  most  dystopian  visions  of  modernity  —  that  of 

regimented examination-writers sitting at row upon row of tables, arranged dis-organically 

and mechanically in straight lines, undergoing precisely the kind of traumatic ideal Hall-

Dennis opposed [Fig. 23]. 

The upshot of this critique of OISE seemed to be that, while Hall-Dennis firmly 

believed that modernity called out for objective analysis, it as firmly resisted the notion that 

such analysis should be undertaken by a single body inclined to amass its power through 

such dubious exercises as obligatory examinations. Echoing the Tyranny of Testing, Banesh 

Hoffman’s classic manifesto of 1962, Living and Learning condemned OISE for its association 

with such a practice, while remaining discreetly silent about the evaluative procedures that 

it  itself  recommended  when  a  child  was  evaluated  for  transition  from  one  level  to 

another.1186

This romantic critique of OISE suggested that it might be dangerous to go too far 

down the path of educational rationalism. “The Institute must not be allowed to languish in 

isolation or become sterile from indifference,” urged Living and Learning — with the obvious 

implication that it already had shown signs of precisely such tendencies.  OISE reminded 1187

Hall-Dennis  of  a  comment  by  educationist  W.G.  Fleming  in  1966,  to  the  effect  that  a 

successful collaboration involved “shared determination of goals, a voluntary arrangement 
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for joint consultation, and a mutually acceptable distribution of power and responsibility.”  1188

As  so  often,  Hall-Dennis  sought  a  compromise  position:  rather  than  a  distanced  body 

propounding  the  “science  of  education,”  it  wanted  an  organization  that  offered  the 

perspective of modernity without sacrificing the to-and-fro of humanistic democracy. Its 

preferred future, once again, was a modernity without tears.

***

Finally, Living and Learning, as we have seen, entailed an element of utopianism – in 

Bauman’s sense of interjecting into contemporary discourse an image of a preferable future 

reality, with the purpose of highlighting the limitations and weaknesses of the present one. 

The  liberated  teachers,  the  spotless  buildings,  the  self-directed  students,  the  amazingly 

worked-out curriculum plans: all were so many ways of saying, “Things can (and should) be 

different than they are.”

Yet, if such utopianism is not to be mere fantasizing, it must plausibly connect with 

the present day it seeks to change. And when we come to the specifics of Hall-Dennis, we 

can appreciate how, for many who read it, it simply did not and could not register. We have 

already  explored  the  extent  to  which,  on  questions  related  to  the  social  relations  of 

education –  class,  finances,  professionalization,  bureaucracy  –  the  Hall-Dennis  approach 

preferred fin-de-siècle organic generalities to more up-to-date explorations of socio-economic 

realities.  Now this  point  can  be  taken  further,  as  we  note  how Hall-Dennis,  although 

purporting  at  times  to  offer  Ontarians  a  brand new day  in  education,  actually  left  vast 
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swaths of Ontario  education untouched. It  confusingly presented what seemed to be a 

radical new vision of the whole that, in truth, only pertained partially to some of the parts.

The most glaring omission – one likely conditioned by the stormy record of earlier 

reports on education in Ontario – was any sustained consideration of separate schools. (As 

was noted in the previous chapter, it was only quite late in the report that the existence of a 

separate system was even noticed.) Hall-Dennis conceded that many Ontario parents did 

not want a non-sectarian educational system, because they preferred a stronger bulwark for 

their children in an age of “vague and perpetually shifting moral values.”  So not everyone 1189

was  likely  to  be  a  happy consumer  of  the  secular  humanism of  the  report.   Living  and 

Learning  noted  a  bit  ruefully  that  the  committee  had  devoted  “considerable  time  and 

consideration  to  this  aspect  of  education  in  Ontario,”  since  the  model  of  continuous 

development from K-12 could hardly be considered a fait accompli if it neglected at least 38% 

of  Ontario’s  elementary  school  students;  moreover,  the  jurisdictional  model  for  the 1190

separate  schools  worked at  cross-purposes  to any rational  project  of  constructing larger 

administrative units as unveiled by Premier John Robarts in November 1967.  Hall-Dennis 1191

ultimately  contented  itself  with  hoping  for  ecumenical  goodwill  as  a  sign  of  “Ontario’s 

maturity.”  1192

An equally grave omission — on Hall-Dennis’s own account — was its exclusion of 

pre-school education. Living and Learning  quoted expert opinions —particularly those of 
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Bruno Bettelhaim and Jean Piaget — that stressed the enormous significance of a child’s 

early years to his or her subsequent educational success. It was at this stage “that the set and 

patterns for learning are established. It is at this stage that the foundations for positive 

mental, emotional, and social health are built.”  Once harm had been done at this early 1193

stage, it might prove irreparable. Did these findings not then argue for the inclusion of early 

childhood education in the school system? 

Hall-Dennis did indeed hope that schools might become all-purpose co-ordinating 

centres, offering “social services to preschool children and their families—prenatal clinics, 

well-baby  clinics,  crèches,  and  nursery  schools,  for  example.”  It  called  for  “close  and 

continuous liaison” with “public health nurses, librarians, community recreation directors, 

and so on.”  But Hall-Dennis did not foresee an Ontario in which the child’s educational 1194

path was co-ordinated from a very early age, even though many of its progressive scientific 

authorities tended to support the wisdom of such a strategy. It even resisted any attempt to 

change kindergarten programs so that,  for certain students,  they incorporated the more 

structured learning program of Grade I. On this issue, a romantic idealization of childhood 

innocence seemingly clashed with a scientific program for enhancing a child’s intellectual 

prowess.1195

Equally telling was the exclusion of private schools from Hall-Dennis’ program. John 

Porter’s Vertical Mosaic – cited gingerly by Living and Learning for its critique of Canada’s 

supposed  egalitarianism –  had  established  beyond doubt  the  extraordinary  political  and 
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cultural power of such institutions as Upper Canada College and its analogues from coast to 

coast.   There were more than 230 private schools in Ontario; nineteen of those schools 1196

had recently made representations to the Department for financial assistance.  Some of 1197

the alternative schools like Everdale apart, they rarely conformed to the romantic precepts 

of Living and Learning. It would be hard to imagine a more glaring exception to the liberal 

democracy championed by the Committee, since such private schools were free to cater to 

the rich and create sub-cultures of privilege; moreover, they might well be able to exempt 

themselves from the realities of any new doctrine of K-12 continuity. Could one really force 

ungrading upon a private institution? 

Yet one can understand why,  even in a supposedly iconoclastic and all-embracing 

document,  the private schools raised touchy issues.  After all,  as  Living  and Learning  had 

recalled, even the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights had affirmed that “parents 

have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to their children.”  1198

On what grounds could a consistent liberal deny rich parents the right to choose the kind of 

education they wished for their children – even one entirely at variance with the permissive, 

progressive  model  favoured  by  Hall-Dennis?  Should  the  property-based  rights  of  the 

prosperous  to  shape  the  lives  of  their  progeny  be  sacrificed  to  the  cause  of  social 

egalitarianism? There were limits to a Victorian liberalism that preferred the “masses” to the 

“classes,”  which  was  that  the  “classes”  were  still  visualized  as  enduringly  powerful 

components  of  society.  And there  were  equivalent  limits  to  Hall-Dennis’  egalitarianism, 
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which essentially left the rich alone to shape their children as they wished, often bestowing 

upon them the  cultural  capital  and connections  indispensable  to  their  later  lives,  while 

subalterns were, often on romantic and populist premises, deprived of rigorous education 

and fobbed off  with an inferior  pedagogy that  would essentially  doom them to inferior 

positions in their own struggle to create an effective counter-hegemony.  1199

On this question a doctrine of liberal  freedom –  the right of the propertied and 

prosperous to freely choose their children’s mode of education, i.e.  “the free will  of the 

people in educational matters”  – cohered with an equally powerful liberal doctrine, that 1200

of the right to property. In a liberal order, what right would the state have to dictate terms 

to private schools? Why should not rich individuals be free to educate their children as they 

saw fit?  Could not such a right even be read into United Nations declarations?1201

Hall-Dennis  was  not  comfortable  with  such  elitist  positions  –  it  was  viscerally 

opposed to hiving off some students off from others – yet confronted with a phenomenon 

that blatantly contradicted even the semblance of its cherished egalitarianism, the best it 

could do was wring its hands. It deemed such an issue “far from simple” and urged the 

 Living and Learning, p.11. This is a distillation of one element of Antonio Gramsci’s critique of progressive 1199

education.  See Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks, Vol. I, ed. and trans. Joseph Buttigieg (New York: Columbia 
University  Press,  1992),  211  (Q1§123).  Gramsci  was  sceptical  of  the  essentialist  emphasis  in  progressive 
education that visualized the child as a spontaneously-unfolding “skein” or “ball of thread” which “the teacher 
helps to unwind. In reality, every generation educates, that is, it forms the new generation, and education is a 
struggle against instincts linked to rudimentary biological functions, a struggle against nature, to dominate it 
and to create the man who is ‘in touch’ with his times.” Gramsci was in favour of aspects of Pestalozzi’s 
pedagogy,  but  critiqued  its  “confused  form of  philosophy,”  ultimately  traceable  back  to  Rousseau.  As  for 
progressive education’s philosophical contradictions, if Gramsci was hardly an opponent of “active” education 
in principle, he was skeptical of the tendency’s philosophical roots in romanticism. After praising Pestalozzi, 
he then critiqued the “confused form of philosophy,” ultimately traceable back to Rousseau. Gramsci, Prison 
Notebooks, Vol. 2, ed. and trans. Joseph Buttigieg (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 139-40 (Q1§123.)

 Living and Learning, p.164. 1200

 For contemporary debates on these issues, see Josh Cole and Ian McKay, “Commanding heights, levers of 1201

power: A reconnaissance of post-war education reform,” Encounters  on Education  15 (Fall 2014):  23-41. http://
library.queensu.ca/ojs/index.php/encounters/issue/view/526 [accessed July 2015].

http://library.queensu.ca/ojs/index.php/encounters/issue/view/526


!  406

province to study it in greater depth. “It is hoped that the study will be conducted in the 

spirit of this Report, which places its emphasis upon the quality, diversity, and accessibility 

of  educational  facilities;  the  need  for  qualified  personnel;  integrated  services;  and  the 

recognition of the individuality of and concern for every child in Ontario, to the end that 

equality  of  opportunity  is  a  reality  in  education.”  Hope in  the world  of  Hall-Dennis 1202

sprang eternal. 

And by excluding universities from its program, Hall-Dennis essentially cut out the 

institutions responsible for advanced research in education and for training many teachers.  

Living and Learning concedes that universities — educators of future teachers as well as the 

recipients of many Ontario students in quest of more learning and professional training — 

are powerful forces throughout the world of education. “What happens at the universities 

has significance for primary education, and the reverse is also true,” the report observed — 

yet this relationship went virtually unexplored in the report.1203

On a practical level, universities and their academic standards cast a shadow over the 

upper levels of the K-12 program.  For all its brave talk about ending the tyranny of grades 

and the lock-step progress through the system, Hall-Dennis was well aware that students 

bound for university would have to fulfill those universities’ requirements and likely sit their 

entrance  examinations.  Even  in  its  fictional  biographies  tracing  students  through  the 

system, working-class “Bill,” “academically oriented and gifted in mathematics,” is required 

to spend many of his periods of instruction working on his university entrance requirements 
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for mathematics and physics.  If universities did not buy into the new permissiveness, 1204

their conventional requirements with respect to courses and grades were bound to have 

ramifications throughout all of Ontario’s educational system.  Yet Hall-Dennis’ curricular 

reforms,  with  their  romantic  resistance  to  all  conventional  forms  of  discipline  and 

assessment, implied a future in which universities applied standards radically at variance 

with those at work in the rest of the system. The universities would have to be “cognizant of 

the  content  and  philosophy  inherent  in  the  curriculum of  the  primary  and  secondary 

schools,” and a future loomed in which there would be much” liaison among all levels of 

education to facilitate progress and smooth articulation.”  In effect, Ontario universities 1205

would be called upon to make the best of a system they played little part in shaping. 

In  short,  if  Hall-Dennis  was  “utopian”  in  the  sense  that  it  projected  hopes  and 

dreams distilled  from an imagined future  into the  present,  it  was  also  “utopian”  in  the 

commoner sense of dreaming up plans without considering the overall structure in which 

they were bound to function. There was a “utopian” gap between its declared ideals and the 

programs through which they were ostensibly to be realized; and a further gap between 

those  programs  and  the  social  and  economic  realities  of  twentieth-century  Ontario  — 

shaped as they were by all the deep-seated historical complexities about which the students 

of this imagined future were to learn so little. As the next chapter will show, many of Hall-

Dennis’s  boldest  projects  came  to  naught  –  and  not  so  much  because  of  the  staunch 

resistance of conservatives, but because they had no authentic, grounded connection to the 

overall system they were intended to change. 
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Chapter Nine 

To Dream the Impossible Dream:  

The Demise of Liberal Utopianism in Education 

Hall-Dennis’ educational reform project did not survive the long 1960s. As the ‘high 

1960s’ crumbled into the dour 1970s, the state-building projects of the 1945-75 era lost their 

luster. The committee’s work soon suffered on several levels. Its underlying philosophy of 

liberal utopianism implied an expanding and ambitious provincial state, yet from all areas of 

the political spectrum powerful voices critiqued that very project. And, perhaps even more 

damagingly,  within the state itself,  a  very different educational  project  emerged,  SEF or 

Studies  of  Educational  Facilities,  an  education  reform  program  whose  philosophical 

presuppositions and practical applications were in many respects the opposite of those of 

Hall-Dennis. 

In  today’s  world,  we  have  become  accustomed  to  think  of  the  sea-change  that 

overtook politics and culture from the mid-1970s to our own era as one that brought about 

neo-liberalism,  with  its  Hayekian/Spencerian  utilitarianism,  market  fundamentalism, 

capitalist globalization, and scepticism of the state (except as the promoter and enforcer of 

global  market  relations).  Historians  are  still  at  work  on  the  interpretation  of  this 1206

 For general reflections on and references for the rise of neoliberalism, see Ian McKay, “A Half-Century of 1206
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development  —  understandably  so,  since  its  main  features  are  the  heavily-contested 

battlefields  of  our  own  time,  and  historical  perspective  does  not  arrive  overnight. 

Nonetheless, as was noted in Chapter One, historian Daniel Rodgers has recently issued a 

remarkable synthetic work in The Age of Fracture that convincingly begins the task of placing 

the  rise  of  neo-liberalism in  a  more  general  intellectual  and  cultural  framework.  This 

concluding chapter first offers a distillation of Rodgers’s thesis. It then proceeds to consider 

the thinkers and activists of the 1960s and 1970s who challenged liberal progressivism in 

education in general. Finally it deals with those who worked on Hall-Dennis in particular. 

Objections  to  the  commission  –  many  of  which  have  already  entered  into  the  critical 

discussion of the present thesis – emerged from the educational ‘left’ and the educational 

‘right,’ and perhaps most damagingly, from the institutional mainstream. Many educational 

experts  themselves,  who  in  some  ways  might  have  been  considered  the  epitome  of 

modernity,  were  estranged  from the  liberal  humanism and  utopianism of  a  report  they 

tended to dismiss as a series of sentimental slogans. Yet even more devastating for Hall-

Dennis was a rival, far less famous project emerging within the Department of Education, 

the SEF, perhaps the most convincing Ontario evidence of Rodgers’s thesis that an ‘Age of 

Fracture’ was emerging. On my reading, the SEF was an all-too-concrete indication that the 

egalitarian utopianism of Hall-Dennis was, almost from the outset, competing with a very 

different  vision  of  schooling  in  Ontario,  one  whose  implied  philosophy  and  applied 

technologies entailed a vision of Ontario education opposed to Hall-Dennis humanism. The 

romance, in other words, was over —  and it falls to those of us pondering its legacy to 

reflect  upon  what,  if  anything,  may  have  been  its  enduring  contribution  to  our  own 
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understandings  of  freedom and  education,  which  is  a  task  taken  up  in  the  concluding 

section of this chapter and this thesis.

***

 In a work that yields rich new insights for postwar educational history, the American 

intellectual  historian  Daniel  Rodgers  has  recently  analyzed  what  he  called  “the  Age  of 

Fracture.” As we noted briefly in Chapter One, Rodgers argues that this period, running 

from the early 1970s to the end of the twentieth century, marked a fundamental shift away 

from a collective notion of the social fabric towards something more fragmented, fluid, and 

contingent.  The age of fracture replaced what Rodgers calls “the age of structure,” which 1207

he  situates  in  the  middle  decades  of  the  twentieth  century.  For  influential  economists, 

politicians, and philosophers, this mid-century period era unquestionably “thick” with social 

collectivity, “history and power.” As Rodgers puts it: 

In  contrast  to  mid-nineteenth  century  notions  of  the  self  as  a  free-standing, 
autonomous  production  of  its  own  will  and  ambition,  twentieth-century  social 
thinkers had encircled the self with wider and wider rings of relations, structures, 
contexts, and institutions. Human beings were born into social norms, it was said. 
Their life chances were sorted out according to their place in the social structure; 
their  very  personalities  took  shape  within  the  forces  of  socialization.  Societies 
divided up people into castes and classes, even as they aggregated them under the 
pressure of the mass media and mass society’s ways of life.  1208

Structure  was  seen  as  productive  or  oppressive  in  equal  measure,  depending  on  the 

ideological angle from which it was viewed. What was beyond dispute, however, was that all 

people,  from the  cradle  to  the  grave,  were  immersed  in  social  structures.  This  was  a 
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philosophical presupposition with political implications: on the left and on the right, that 

human beings were caught up in structures, only partly amenable to their own individual 

wills, was assumed. As we have seen, Hall-Dennis in many moments fully exemplified such 

‘structuralism.’  Both  in  its  negative  and  positive  assessments  of  modernity,  Living  and 

Learning rarely questioned that a great force of change, above and beyond the individual, 

was reshaping the world, presenting both a challenge and an opportunity for all those who 

wished to save the liberal individual and his or her freedoms.      

The move from structure to fracture cannot be easily summarized, Rodgers argues. 

Yet it can be demonstrated through some key examples. One of these is the fate of “Fordist” 

industrial production. As Gramsci used Fordism in the Prison Notebooks, it denoted both the 

newly-powerful mode of industrial capitalism associated the world over with Henry Ford’s 

techniques of mass production and – here was Gramsci’s innovative move – the cultural and 

political  implications  of  this  new form of  capitalism.  Fordism,  as  Gramsci  saw it,  used 

coercion and consent in equal measure to increase industrial production. It worked to quash 

labour unions and police the lives of workers on the one hand, while attempting to entice 

them into bourgeois conformity through high wages and social benefits on the other.  The 1209

goal  was  to  make  “the  whole  life  of  the  nation  revolve  around  production.”  By  the 1210

postwar  period,  this  had  been  achieved  in  North  America,  as  liberal  democratic 

governments at all levels, and with what to a twenty-first-century eye is a startling degree of 

ideological uniformity, agreed to institutionalize ‘structural’ regimes that were seemingly at 
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variance with political precepts they had long defended. That is, in place of allowing the 

market to dominate labour markets, they accepted the legitimacy of trade unions. Instead of 

insisting upon balanced books, they accepted budget deficits.  Instead of welfare regimes 

predicated upon less eligibility — according to which relief to the deserving poor was to be 

accorded only on the condition that it never compete with the wage-rates they might expect 

in the labour market — they constructed and extended universal social programs entailing 

the creation of a social minimum beneath which most people would not be permitted to fall 

and  full-employment  policies  that  meant  that  most  workers  could  find  steady,  often 

unionized jobs at wage levels that gave them access to home and automobile ownership, 

paid vacations, and a sense of familial security. Thus collective bargaining, full-employment 

strategies,  and  enhanced  welfare-state  provisions  for  workers,  along  with  a  battery  of 

provisions  to  smooth the  way  for  the  ever-larger  capitalist  organizations  that  employed 

them, all constituted “Fordism.”   1211

Such structural  arrangements  helped,  in  turn,  to underwrite  the postwar ‘Golden 

Age,’ the trente glorieuses of widespread prosperity and social security. This boom led many 

(not least Hall-Dennis, as we have seen repeatedly) to view the era as one of “irreversible 

social  progress.”  Indeed, the moment of Hall-Dennis is  difficult to imagine in today’s 1212

world of public austerity and pessimism, not only because the full application of its program 

would have entailed untold (and ‘uncosted’) public expenditures, which it never takes time 

to lay out in detail, but also because, on its every page, Living and Learning implies that the 

state not only has a legitimate place in the classrooms of the nation, but that through its 

 For an interesting exposition of this development and term, see Sewell, Logics of History, p. 30. 1211
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capacity to step back and analyze the forces of modernity, and to launch an ambitious state 

program of educational reform, the people’s state can make a better future for Ontarians, 

Canadians, and indeed all of humanity. The report’s very appearance suggests a government 

for which money is no object.  

So far, so ‘structural’ – yet a close reading of Living and Learning also suggests it was 

on the cusp of Rodgers’s Age of Fracture, hinting at some of the assumptions and practices 

that have come to shape the neoliberal commonsense of our own time. If, as we have seen, 

Hall-Dennis in certain moods holds out the hope that a “co-ordinated, systematic approach” 

informed by  “expert  long-term and short-term forecasts”  might  bring  about  the  “sound 

performance  of  educational  service  in  Ontario,”  it  also  notes  that  “[t]he  educational 1213

system cannot possibly keep up with the market, nor forecast what skills it will buy.”  In 1214

fact, “[i]n Ontario and the rest of the country we can predict and plan only for the near 

future.”  In a McLuhanesque world, all that one could safely predict was that wave after 1215

wave of a global communications revolution was going to change Ontario’s schools: 

It is difficult to predict what new forms of communication will enter the school in 
the  years  to  come.  Whatever  their  form,  they  will  represent  new waves  in  the 
technological revolution that is taking place in our schools, albeit more slowly than in 
industry, and which is making it obvious that textbooks and the blackboard are no 
longer sufficient as the basic tools for learning.  1216

Hall-Dennis’ confident interpretation of modernity, in which smiling children found joy and 

creativity  in  glistening  schools,  was  haunted,  in  other  words,  by  its  opposite:  a  largely 
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unknowable future in which Ontario’s children were to be buffeted by global cultural forces 

over  which  no  individual  or  even  nation-state  could  exert  much  control.  Amid  all  its 

progressive  and  whiggish  celebration  of  the  schools  of  tomorrow,  Hall-Dennis 

contradictorily evinces a certain pessimism about the capacity of the state to understand 

society and predict its own future. 

As Rodgers remarks, even through the Golden Age with its booming economies and 

secure  jobs,  one  finds  widespread  criticism  of  the  conformity  of  its  suburbs,  the 1217

meaninglessness of its assembly-line jobs, and dehumanizing commercial culture. For such 

romantic critics, the Trente Glorieuses entailed “corporate conformity, bureaucratic monotony, 

[and]  repressive  morality”  alongside  prosperity.  This  romantic  critique  of  modern 1218

capitalism was also woven into the fabric of Hall-Dennis. Although it is susceptible to a 

‘New Left’ reading, and doubtless reflected the influence of the radicals of the day, it can 

also be interpreted as an early manifestation of an Age of Fracture to which both leftists and 

rightists made a contribution, one of whose attributes was a rejection of the very world of 

prosperous modernity that, in twenty-first retrospect, looks so attractive.

Until the end of the 1960s, Fordism was largely unchallenged — even a “Progressive 

Conservative” government in Ontario could undertake ambitious projects in welfare state 

construction and educational expansion that even a “social democratic” government today 

would  find  politically  unsalable.  And  yet,  the  very  corporate/governmental/bureaucratic 

structures that allowed Fordism to rise so completely after 1945 also created the conditions 

 For an excellent discussion of this theme, see Richard Harris, Creeping Conformity:  How Canada Became 1217
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for its downfall  as well.  For instance, the technological possibilities,  born in the Second 

World War, that allowed for continent-wide industrial production in North America (best 

represented in the U.S./Canada “Auto-Pact” of 1965) also led to the search for new markets 

farther  afield.  Globalized  manufacture,  characterized  by  downsizing,  subcontracting, 

temporary  employment,  and  niche-oriented  production,  “all  tied  together  by 

telecommunications,  computerized  production,  and  cheap  air  travel,”  was  the  logical 

outcome of  these  developments.  This  shift,  in  turn,  undermined  the  sense  of  social 1219

security intrinsic to Fordism. The overstretched web of production grew thinner and more 

prone to crisis.  The “oil  shock” and stagflation of the early-1970s not only revealed the 

vulnerabilities of “late capitalism,” but also the fragility of the Keynesian paradigm that had 

attained such authoritative power within the state. This, in turn, only confirmed what many 

leftists had long felt to be the case: that social structures were constrictive on the one hand 

and prone to crisis on the other. Soon enough, they were joined by rightists who, ever since 

F.A. Hayek’s Road to Serfdom of 1945, had been mounting their own individualistic criticisms 

of structure.

For these critics,  Fordism had failed not because it  had over-extended itself  in a 

volatile newly global marketplace, but rather because its structural nature was out of step 

with economic reality. The “frustrated efforts of the councils of economic advisors” running 

corporations and governments were always bound to fail. Much better to simply embrace 

what  really  drove  the  economy:  dynamism,  fluidity,  individualism,  and  the  market.  The 

“automatically working processes” of deregulated, borderless commerce was always bound to 

exceed, in rationality and efficiency, the planning efforts of mere states.  Microeconomics 

 Rodgers, Fracture, pp. 56-7. 1219
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overtook macroeconomics.  But the transformation did not stop there.  Economists were 

soon reimaging people, society, and the relations linking them. Leading figures of the age of 

fracture  such  as  Milton  Freedman  were  academics;  they  were  also  articulate  public 

intellectuals. When they urged that the “myopic and reactive modal actors” of the former 

era  should  be  replaced  by  neo-liberal  “inflation  managers,”  maximizing  individuals’  self-

interest without regard to any larger concerns, they found a receptive audience.  As for 1220

society, it was now thought to be a market writ large, and “the domain of choice” became 

tangible as a way of life.  It became the job of the state to ensure the conformity of each 1221

major institution to the logic of the marketplace, not to nurture programs and places that 

buffered citizens from it. 

Social theory also moved from a concern with structure to support for fracture by 

the 1970s. As Rodgers argues, this was a phenomenon common to both the right and the 

left. It was an important measure of the new political realities of the 1960, in which the 

Civil  Rights  Movement,  second  wave  feminism,  and  opponents  of  the  Vietnam  War 

hammered real and imagined social structures throughout the decade. The “establishment” 

— to use a 1960s expression — was indeed rocked, and from the mid-1960s came up with a 

series  of  programs,  from wars  on  poverty  to  programs of  Third  World  development  to 

educational reforms that were all strongly influenced by the movements they sought to pre-

empt. Yet such programs were critiqued in turn. Many moved from criticism of the “system” 

to  smaller  arenas,  including  ‘community  development’  and  a  subjective  politics  of  the 

individual life. The personal became the political.   

 Rodgers, Fracture, pp. 65-6. 1220
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Rodgers  uses  two  social  thinkers  to  illustrate  the  shift.  One  is  the  former  New 

Leftist,  and later  key communitarian thinker,  Michael  Walzer.  By the end of  the 1960s, 

Walzer had moved from a sensibility steeped in social  structures –  including analyses of 

class,  labour,  and traditional  socialism –  to  one  focused on fracture,  based on different 

premises entirely. By the time he published Spheres of Justice in 1983, he had arrived at the 

conclusion that social  justice was not to be wrested from oppressive social  masters,  but 

rather achieved from below, without reference to society or the state at all. Walzer rejected 

all “universals” in social theory. In their place, he put “social understandings already at work 

in actual lives.”  The community – or rather, networks of communities tailored to local 1222

circumstances — would be the new basis of social life and social justice. Society would be 

‘demassified’ —   and be all the better for it.  1223

If Walzer represented the philosophical left in the age of fracture, Robert Nozick, his 

former sparring partner at Harvard, represented the right. Yet, as Rodgers argues, they both 

ended up in similar (though not identical)  places.  In his  Anarchy,  State,  and Utopia  (1975) 

Nozick argued that what was wrong with society was social planning – any social planning, 

whether socialist  or capitalist.  Both were unjust,  because both involved coercion. For 1224

Nozick,  there  could  be  no  collective  social  policy  without  a  “constant  and  unceasing 

intervention into the lives of individuals.”  His alternative was,  in essence,  to have no 1225

society at all. In an age of fracture, there was no need for one.  Individuals left alone, acting 
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in  spontaneous  concert  as  particular  situations  arose,  were  well  equipped  to  solve  any 

problems  they  might  face.  The  resulting  arrangements  would  be  strictly  temporary, 

provisional, and fluid. The ethical and indeed ontological priority in all such cases would be 

with the individual actor, “free from all but the minimum state.” As Rodgers points out, this 

fractured version of the social would be a place where “market and commune would flourish 

together, where there would be a multitude of different, parallel communities, waxing and 

waning as individuals joined and left, where in the context of voluntarily chosen rules people 

would (as the countercultural rebels had put it) be genuinely free to ‘do their own thing.’”  1226

Tellingly, in the age of fracture, both of these works immediately achieved classic status. 

A seismic shift was underway, one in which the liberal humanism of Hall-Dennis, 

with its countless textual and visual evocations of human beings developing their human 

natures, was to give way to something very different. As Alice Echols points out, at the 

beginning  of  the  1960s,  even  the  most  radical  new leftists  subscribed  to  a  “humanist” 

liberalism  that,  in  their  minds  at  least,  could  be  separated  from  its  “corporate” 

counterpart.  By the end of the decade however, this clear-cut dichotomy had dissolved. 1227

The growth of U.S.  corporate capitalism, the assassination of Civil Rights and Black Power 

leaders,  and the unbridled militarism in Vietnam had all  come to overshadow a politics 

based on humanistic assumptions and a belief in the steady forward evolution of democracy 

—  as  expressed  in  “youth,  health,  antipoverty,  urban,  and conservation programs”  In 1228

France, the general strike of 1968 ended with a whimper with the government strengthened, 
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not overthrown. In Canada, Pierre Trudeau, a former critic of the federal government who 

in 1967 became its prime minister, enacted the War Measures Act in 1970, suspended civil 

liberties across the country, and came to be associated with “numerous human rights abuses” 

in his quest to quell nationalism in Quebec.  Soon he would bring in the very wage and 1229

price controls that he had earlier denounced as an infringement upon the rights of labour.  1230

What replaced the radical  democratic advances of  the high-1960s was a new pessimism 

regarding the state’s role in post-war life. In this new, more jaded era, “‘the system’ [became] 

the target.”  1231

After  more than two decades of  Keynesian economic growth,  the idea that  wise 

planners could use the machinery of government to manage consumer demand and ensure 

full  employment  now  seemed  unfounded.  Stagflation  (low  growth  and  high  inflation) 

became an economic reality, even though it was on many Keynesian readings an economic 

impossibility. After a generation in which the populace could expect the social safety net to 

catch  them if  they  fell,  the  cost  of  this  net  increased  much  faster  than  government’s 

willingness to pay for it.  The “Golden Age” economy had moved into a new phase, now 1232

increasingly  mysterious  and  “uncontrollable,”  not  least  because  of  the  growing  force  of 

globalization.  As national economic instruments seemingly became less and less efficacious, 1233
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ideas  about economics were becoming more fractious. Although such economists as John 

Kenneth Galbraith continued to promote the idea that what was wrong with capitalism was 

the influence of special interests, who gamed the market in their favour, their position was 

steadily losing ground to those who, reverting to the orthodoxies of the 1920s, thought the 

market  should  be  allowed  to  work  its  magic.  Such  proponents  of  fracture  argued  that 

government control was what had brought the economy to stagflation in the first place, and 

that  what  was  needed  was  a  replacement  of  government  planning  by  the  spontaneous 

workings of the market. In effect, planning itself was their target, for it stood in the way of 

freedom on the one hand, and efficiency on the other. All it offered in return, they argued, 

was coercion. 

F.A.  Hayek  was  their  apostle.  He  asserted  that  planning  of  all  sorts  ran  against 

human  nature  and  social  reality  –  particularly  as  that  reality  reached  new  levels  of 

complexity in the long-1960s. Simply put, human – economic and social – affairs were too 

complex to be centrally administered by any group of people, no matter how well-informed 

or wise they were. Rather, the market could serve as a spontaneous ordering device, which 

ironically had more aggregate wisdom to offer than any human government could possibly 

muster. Further, a reprieve from planning and government control was a boon for political 

liberty. By turning to the market, one gained not only economic efficiency but also a means 

by  which  “our  activities  can  be  adjusted  to  each  other  without  coercive  or  arbitrary 

intervention  of  authority.”  Thus,  Hayek  and  those  who  followed  him subtly  remade 1234

liberalism itself,  from something  “thick”  with  power  to  something  “thin”  and  radically 
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individualized. It is this “thin” liberalism that now goes under the increasingly popular name 

of neo-liberalism, the commonsense of our own day. 

Similar developments became unmistakably evident in education as early as the latter 

1960s. Those who stood for a much diminished state presence in education, and a greatly 

accentuated  freedom  for  individuals,  came  in  from  the  fringes  to  the  centre  of  the 

educational apparatus. Some of them can be associated with the most idealistic educators of 

the 1960s whose impact was so plainly obvious in Hall-Dennis — the alternative schoolers 

from Summerhill  to  Everdale.  But  a  more  potent  current  combined  emergent  market 

orthodoxies with a full-scale assault on public education itself. As we observed in Chapter 

Eight, Hall-Dennis always offered a partial vision of the world of Ontario education; it was 

largely unable to theorize or to prescribe for the many institutions, from separate schools to 

private academies to universities,  that lay outside its  implicit  “public K-12” remit.  In its 

world, that government should be the major player in providing education for children is an 

unspoken  but  powerful  assumption.  It  was  one  that  the  “thinning  out”  of  educational 

thought brought increasingly into question.  Such programs as Head Start  in the United 

States, and such Hall-Dennis notions as a concerted state-funded drive to root out cultural 

deprivation, became ever less tenable in the new era. Humanist liberal education sponsored 

by the state was increasingly seen by politicians and the public as an abject failure. So too 

were many of the progressive precepts it had championed. In some powerful private schools, 

educationists  had  never  fully  embraced  progressivism --  evidently  because,  unlike  Hall-

Dennis, the proponents of such institutions had made a very different calculation of the 

efficacy of traditional cultural capital in a capitalist society. 
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As Diane Ravitch writes, by the later-1960s and the dawn of the 1970s, “the schools – 

because of their role in generating values and teaching ways of knowing –  were directly 

affected  by  antiwar  protests,  the  splintering  of  the  liberal  center,  the  rise  of  the 

counterculture, the growth of racial separation, and demands for ‘relevant curriculum’ be 

everybody who wished to change society.”   The utopianism that marked the high 1960s 1235

was dissolving at a rapid rate. The result was a move from a radical democratic hegemonic 

arrangement  —  “a  clear  sense  of  purpose  about  educational  goals”  —  to  a  troubling 

“uncertainty” with respect to schooling as a pedagogical and social panacea.  If the great 1236

heroes  of  the  high  1960s  were  Jerome  Bruner  and  A.S.  Neill,  the  sage  of  the  age  of 

educational fracture was the Austrian social critic Ivan Illich. Illich began thinking about an 

educational world beyond the school in the late 1960s. His classic work, Deschooling Society, 

was published in 1971. In it, he argued that schools were little more than “funnels,” which in 

all social matters conditioned children and young people to fall back on (failed) institutions 

and institutional thinking.  For Illich, what one learned (compulsorily) in school was the 1237

“institutionalization of values” – a phenomenon which led “inevitably to physical pollution, 

social  polarization,  and  psychological  impotence.”  This,  in  turn,  Illich  stressed,  led  to 

“globalized degradation and modernized misery.”  1238

Illich was echoing many a New Left critique of schooling, yet in the age of fracture, 

the political upshot of his ‘radicalism’ was quite different than it would have been a decade 
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earlier. Illich’s answer to the injustices he exposed was to rid modern society of the school 

altogether.   Illich insisted that children and young people can and do learn much more 

about life and society through “friendship and love, while viewing TV, or while reading, from 

examples  of  peers  or  the  challenge  of  a  street  encounter.”  This  overcoming  of 1239

institutional  education  would  lead  to  “an  inverse  of  the  school,”  in  which  students’ 

relationship  to  the  environment  would  be  foregrounded  through  self-directed  learning 

rather than through the employment of “teachers to bribe or compel the student to find the 

time and the will to learn.”  Instead, “learning webs” were to be set up throughout society, 1240

within which students (of all  ages)  would be put in contact with others which the same 

interests,  and learning would begin in this  more natural,  efficient,  and effective form of 

learning.  Such ‘webs’  would be the very opposite  of  the humanist  liberal,  ‘great  society’ 

schools of the high 1960s. Planning itself was rejected by Illich (as it was by Hayek) as a 

“bridge to nowhere.”1241

There was no direct  path from Hall-Dennis humanism to Illich’s fierce critique of 

institutionalized  education.  Yet  a  close  reading  of  Living  and  Learning  shows  how 

deschooling could emerge from some of its observations and prescriptions. For example, it 

had already conceded the point that mass media provided rival 24-hour “learning academies” 

with which state schools were called upon to compete.  With respect to such intractable 1242

problems as dealing with children caught up in penal reform schools,  it  remarked, “The 
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Committee recognizes that the educational system is only one of the instruments by means 

of which society makes small  and inept attempts to attack such rooted problems.”  If 1243

“society” were so inept, what hope was there it would suddenly become adroit?

***

Although it came out in 1968, just as the Age of Fracture was beginning to uproot 

many  liberal  humanist  assumptions,  Hall-Dennis  was  initially  accorded  a  welcome that 

suggested how completely its predominantly sun-filled predictions for Ontario education 

suited the 1960s zeitgeist. The early response to Hall-Dennis was extremely positive. On 13 

June  1968,  the  Toronto  Globe  and  Mail,  Canada’s  self-proclaimed  “national  newspaper,” 

praised Living and Learning  to the skies. In a glowing editorial titled “No Dust Gatherer 

This,” the influential daily hailed the report as a harbinger of an educational revolution. 

True, in the past, previous educational reports had been quickly forgotten (here the Globe 

likely had in mind the ill-starred Hope Commission of 1950).  But now things would be 

different. Living and Learning, said the Globe, had tapped into a larger and more substantial 

desire for educational change that would “clobber our tradition-hallowed institutions” and 

expose “the creaking obsolescence of our thoughts and actions.” “Judge Emmett Hall and 

his  crew have  set  education on its  ear,”  proclaimed the  Globe.  They  had exposed “the 

failures  of  every  educational  institution  in  the  province,”  leaving  the  leaders  of  those 

institutions in an “eruption of cold sweat.” The editorial pointed out that while not all of the 

Hall-Dennis  recommendations  were  new –  a  version  of  ungrading  had  been  a  Toronto 

fixture for some years — the overall effect of Living and Learning would be “revolutionary,” 

 Living and Learning, p.118.1243
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for it was utopian, future-oriented, and dedicated to setting all individual children and young 

people free to “search, with assistance, for the truth.” As the Globe editors enthused: “in city 

or country,  on reserve or in hospital,  retarded or genius,”  all  students could find in the 

committee’s findings hope that they would finally and fully become “the person[s] [they] 

potentially [are].”  1244

William Davis was no doubt pleased by this glowing press reception. He sent Dennis 

out  on  a  ten-month  cross-country  jaunt  to  promote  the  report  to  teachers,  parents, 

students, and administrators. Dennis’ audiences were warm, indifferent, and hostile in turn. 

He was perhaps not an ideal  emissary  for  the commission.  He made critical  comments 

about the bureaucratic nature of the Department of Education, which displeased some of 

its central figures. More controversially, he described some schools as “jungles,” which led to 

adverse editorial reactions in some local newspapers and to fiery exchanges at Queen’s Park. 

Davis, having invested so heavily in the Hall-Dennis process, now found himself in political 

trouble because of the co-chairman’s comments. He was far from happy with Dennis as the 

salesman  of  the  vision.  In  Fall  1968,  Dennis  was  unceremoniously  fired  by  the 1245

Department, at a lunch in which (as Dennis later remembered) Davis’s coterie smiled “like 

Cheshire cats.”1246

Although, as we have seen, Living and Learning contains many passages that might 

have been drawn from the manifestos of the New Left, many left-wing critics thought the 
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report constituted a co-optation rather than an adoption of critical educational theories.  1247

From the left came the idea that Hall-Dennis constituted a conservative manipulation of 

the genuinely emancipatory insights of radical educationists. This critique emanated first 

from the distinguished educational historian and critic, Michael Katz – who came to be well 

acquainted with Ontario education after he joined the faculty of OISE after publishing his 

first book The Irony of  Early  School  Reform  in 1968.  His second major work was Class, 1248

Bureaucracy, & Schools: the I"usion of Educational Change in America (1971).  In it, he argued 1249

that American schooling exhibited a pattern of ever-expanding bureaucratic sclerosis that 

rendered students as mere “units to be processed into particular shapes and dropped into 

slots roughly congruent with the status of their parents.”  That is, free and compulsory 1250

education was a source – perhaps the major source – of class reproduction. 

Though his subject was American education, Katz felt it necessary to heap scorn on 

Hall-Dennis. He wrote that Living and Learning was a “remarkable document and a shiny 

testament to the impact of educational radicalism,” one that was “simply unthinkable prior 

to the late 1960s.”  There the compliments ended. Katz asserted that, once one peeked 1251

beneath the surface, it became clear that Living and Learning was the product not of radicals 

at  all,  but  of  middle-aged  bureaucrats  –  “Tories”  at  the  very  heart  of  the  “Provincial 

 Although they did not place their critique explicitly in the Gramscian framework of “passive revolution” 1247
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establishment.”  Katz portrayed, often quite insightfully,  the conflict within the report 1252

between its liberatory language of child-centredness and humanism on the one hand and its 

essentially conservative recommendations on the other. Here was little more than “a tame 

and essentially safe document,” one that proclaimed the virtues of progressive education 

and  child-centeredness,  yet  seeking  all  the  while  to  justify  the  extension  of  public 

education’s control over children and young people. Hall-Dennis’ ultimate purpose was to 

normalize unequal class relations, so that students would come to see them as “natural” – 

and  themselves  as  “image[s]  in  a  middle-class  mirror.”  Katz  stressed  that  Living  and 1253

Learning was little more than a sophisticated, high-1960s example of an “old and usually 

brilliant trick of school people”: one which “dilute[s] the strength of an attack by appearing 

to adopt the language of the enemy.”1254

George Martell, a Canadian radical educator and critic associated with This Magazine 

Is About Schools and one of the most significant of Ontario’s educational thinkers, pushed 

Katz’s critique much further. He argued that the build-up of the educational state apparatus 

since the Second World War had served two goals – two “corporate needs” — both of which 

culminated in Hall-Dennis. First, with reference to educational infrastructure, education in 

Canada was a means of creating “direct profit-making opportunities,” which included the 

building  of  schools,  the  publishing  of  written  school  materials,  and  research  and 

development in educational technology.   Second, schools worked to create the “control 1255

 Ibid. 1252

 Ibid. 1253

 Ibid., p. 139. 1254

 George Martell, “The Schools, the State and the Corporations,” George Martell, ed. In The Politics of the 1255

Canadian Public School  (Toronto: James Lorimer & Company, 1974), pp. 5-6.  
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services to ensure future profit making.”  Martell insisted that children and young people 1256

were  being increasingly  streamed into two categories:  on the one hand,  those  few elite 

students who would receive an academic (and pedagogically progressive) education so that 

they could enter white collar work, upper management, and the political superstructure; and 

on the other, those relegated to the lower strata of the system who would receive basic skills 

and internalize attitudes appropriate for their class position. That is, they would learn to see 

their misery as a temporary way-station on their road to riches, not a reason for criticizing 

the system and rebelling against it.   1257

Hall-Dennis represented the epitome of how an unjust social and political order co-

opted  the  ideas  that  were  critical  of  it  –  indeed,  it  expressed  the  ultimate  “corporate 

ideology of the schools.” Thus, it was devoid of any concept of education as a collective 

experience.  In  Living  and  Learning,  people  were  portrayed  as  lone  individuals,  without 

“loves,”  “families,”  “neighbours.”  Children  and  young  people  were  seen  as  “infinitely 

malleable,”  “blank  slates”  to  be  written  upon  by  the  “loving  educator.”  Hall-Dennis 1258

referred to alienation, while papering over its real-world causes and effects by presenting it 

as a psychological problem experienced by wayward individuals. As Martell wrote: “[j]ust as 

there are no necessary traumas at school, so, equally there is no inherent oppression at the 

workplace following school.”  1259
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Thus, for Martell, the ultimate significance of Hall-Dennis was that it recommended 

a species of pedagogical therapy. Instead of a realistic analysis of the actual socio-economic 

function of schools – to “fit the kids into the various levels of the job hierarchy (or class 

system) of modern capitalism” – it offered Ontarians a “comfy mysticism,” through which 

children and young people were lulled into a corporate liberal stupor. They were induced to 

see a society as an entity “without classes, without inherent conflict of interest between the 

ruled and the rulers … in which individual growth can flourish provided there is sufficient 

‘communication’ between the corporations, the government and the people.” All problems 

would be solved through what was, for Martell, the single most important lesson bestowed 

by the Hall-Dennis school: that the “solution to any problem lies in our capacity to talk 

about it, openly and warmly.”  Martell’s reading was based upon a thorough and critical 1260

engagement  with  Living  and  Learning,  many  of  whose  contradictions  he  adduced  with 

brilliant insight. 

The  right’s  critique  followed  fairly  predictable  patterns,  in  which  Living  and 

Learning’s ostensible radicalism was taken at face value and presented as a menace to western 

civilization.  Much  of  the  conservative  resistance  was  orchestrated  by  James  Daly,  a 

McMaster University history professor. Daly wrong a long essay that focused on a single 

theme:  how  Hall-Dennis  was  an  anti-educational  and  even  anti-civilizational  force  in 

postwar Canada. 

In Education or Molasses: A Critical Look at the Ha"-Dennis Report (1969), Daly mocked 

the committee’s focus on change and social dynamism rather than the more static world of 

 Ibid., p. 16. 1260



!  430

traditional education and the worldview it reflected.  According to him, the committee 1261

was obsessed with removing “the bad old atmosphere”  of  the traditional  classroom and 

transcending the “dark ages” of traditional society.  Agreeing with Katz and Martell (and 1262

in  fact  with  much of  the  empirical  evidence  presented  in  this  thesis)  that  Hall-Dennis 

exhibited a very minimal sense of history as a  process,  Daly unlike them counterpoised 

Living and Learning’s  whiggish notion of progress against the eternal verities that should 

prevail in education. Daly’s was a Platonic universe -- a celestial order, from which students 

drew timeless, perfect wisdom. As he argued, education was a moral affair, and the lessons 

with which it should properly concern itself were the same as would have been absorbed in 

“Greek Paideia,” from the “Renaissance ideal of the uomo universale, [and via] … gentleman’s 

schooling in nineteenth-century England.” These morals did not bend for the child. The 

child instead was to move towards them in order to develop appropriate “opinions and, 

above all, habits,” which would “form their conduct for the rest of their lives.  In Daly, one 1263

sees intimations of another current that came to prominence in the Age of Fracture — a 

neoconservative insistence upon the classical values that mass democracy had placed at risk 

and which a cultural distinguished elite must rouse itself to defend, one to find a prominent 

spokesperson in Alan Bloom. 

From this perspective, it was ethically mistaken to think of education as a pleasant 

process. If learning entailed some unpleasantness, so be it. Such had always been the case. 

As  Daly  wrote:  “[c]ompulsory  piano  practice  maybe  unwise  in  some  cases,  but  it  has 

 James Daly, Education or Molasses: A critical look at the Ha"-Dennis Report (Ancaster: Cromlech Press, 1969), p. 1261
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produced many people who were very grateful for it in later years – and it did not entirely 

ruin Mozart.”  In Daly’s  view, the committee had simply given in to present-day fads, 1264

siding with those student radicals who denounced traditional schooling as little more than 

authoritarian “indoctrination.”  For all their apparent libertarianism, such New Leftists, 1265

along with the enthusiasts of Hall-Dennis, were closet authoritarians. As Daly put it: “there 

is  no  autocrat  like  a  progressive  one.”  He  was  particularly  disgusted  that  older, 1266

establishment figures such as  those making up the committee had been enlisted by the 

young to wage a “civil war” against their elders in the sphere of education.  In short, Hall-1267

Dennis  represented  a  “dangerous”  force  in  postwar  Canada,  orchestrated  by  seemingly 

respectable figures who had mistakenly put “their prestige behind attitudes which greatly 

encourage the rebellion and denial of adult authority.”1268

But perhaps the most damaging critiques of all came from neither the left nor the 

right – but from the ranks of those very educational experts who, on one reading at least, 

stood to gain the most from the future imagined by Hall-Dennis. In a conference organized 

at OISE in 1969 by Brian Crittenden (who, we recall from Chapter Three, had made a hard-

hitting and realistic presentation on the sociology of education to the committee), he made 

the case that Living and Learning had overreached itself.  It was too utopian – the work of 

amateur education reformers, not pedagogical experts -- and this lack of realism killed the 
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project  from the  outset.  As  Crittenden  argued  in  his  introduction  to  the  published 1269

conference proceedings -- Means and Ends in Education: Comments on Living and Learning – the 

popular success of Hall-Dennis could be considered an achievement. Yet that success had 

come about more through the “enthusiastic promotion by some of its architects” (this was a 

clear  swipe  at  Dennis)  and  through  a  publication  that  had  been  “well  packaged  and 

effectively advertised” than by virtue of the quality and strength of the report’s ideas.  1270

Living  and Learning  was a  well-marketed commodity,  and little  more.  And was it  even a 

commodity worth buying? Perhaps not, said Crittenden: “[i]f we are sensitive to the nature 

of the goods being presented, and to the ideal of all citizens intelligently participating in the 

life  of  the society,  we must  recognize  that  the sale  is  really  a  failure,  without  intensive 

critical analysis and evaluation throughout the community.”1271

Crittenden elaborated this critique in his essay “Slogans – handle with care.” Here, he 

placed  Hall-Dennis  in  the  context  of  other  educational  schemes  and  “manifestos  of 

reform.”  Living and Learning was well-meaning to be sure, but on close examination, it 1272

revealed little more than a jumble of “philosophical  claims” supported by “arguments of 

varying rigour.” It traded in “exhortation,” peddling a fantasy in which “the child and his 

education [were]  seen in a romantic glow.” This approach sacrificed rationalist rigour for 

 It will be recalled from Chapter Eight that Living and Learning had mixed pro forma praise of Crittenden’s 1269

OISE with sharp criticisms of its abstractness, ungroundedness and complicity in the tyranny of compulsory 
testing.

 Brian Crittenden, “Introduction,” in Means and Ends in Education: Comments on Living and Learning, Brian 1270
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 Ibid. 1271

 Brian Crittenden, “Slogans – Handle With Care,” in Crittenden, ed., Means and Ends in Education: Comments 1272

on Living and Learning, p. 25.
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tawdry  emotion,  and  the  inevitable  result  was  a  reductionism  that  was  anything  but 

educational.  Living  and  Learning  excelled in  was  sloganeering --  “rallying-cries  for  action 

[presenting]  the  issues  in  terms of  simple,  clear-cut  alternatives”  –  i.e.,  past  or  present, 

tradition or progress, cruelty or enlightenment. The upshot was the production of a “partial 

truth”  in  which “the prevailing practice  is  obscured.”  Unlike gullible  members  of  the 1273

public,  experts  on  education  and  education  reform  would  never  succumb  to  such 

simplicities — nor should they. 

According  to  Crittenden,  enthusiastic  amateurism  pervaded  the  report,  which 

accounted for its multiple contradictions,  its “inconsistency,” its “vagueness and extreme 

generality.”  This could be seen in its treatment of key themes. For example, Hall-Dennis 1274

argued that,  on  the  one  hand,  education could  never  solve  many of  society’s  big  social 

problems, and yet urged on the other that it could. It thus exhibited “a chronic failure” to 

understand the “needs the school  can appropriately  meet,  and those outside its  scope.” 

When it  did espouse the hope that schools  could solve big social  problems,  it  fell  into 

“romantic  illusion.”  The committee  did  not  seem to  have  a  basic  understanding  of  the 

school’s limits, and this hampered any genuine possibilities for reform it could conceivably 

achieve.1275

Similarly, Crittenden argued that the committee’s core dichotomy — one that pitted 

traditional learning against progressive problem-solving — was naïve.  As he put it, “[e]ven 

in its modified form, learning through discovery and problem solving is by no means the 

 Ibid. 1273
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uniquely desirable method.” In particular, he took issue with the idea that such a progressive 

approach was a logical one in an age of knowledge explosion. Might the opposite not be the 

case? The vast expansion of human knowledge made the systematic planning, selection, and 

deliberate interrelating of diverse learning experiences “more pressing than ever.” Echoing 

Daly,  not  to  mention  the  Russian  sceptic  we  encountered  in  Chapter  Six,  Crittenden 

stressed  that  allowing  students  to  take  the  pedagogical  lead  was  inefficient  and  even 

“absurd,” for learning (and civilization itself) would grind to a halt if “we tried to get the 

members of each new generation to discover (for themselves) everything that was important 

to know.”  As the philosopher Gilbert Ryle had observed: “[i]ntellectual progress is possible 

just because the immature can be taught what only the mature could have found out.” For 

Hall-Dennis to suggest otherwise was “bizarre,” and would surely lead most people “to a 

culturally impoverished life.”  Only those who did not understand the complexities of the 1276

sociology and philosophy of education would suggest that “domain[s]  of knowledge” and 

“style[s]  of thought” were not “governed in their use by a logical grammar” —  access to 

which the prescriptions of Hall-Dennis threatened to deny the children of the future.  1277

Psychologist Carl Bereiter also took Hall-Dennis to task. Though he saw Living and 

Learning as a “sincere and high-minded attempt to raise the sights of Ontario schoolmen and 

the citizenry at  large,”  it  had somehow missed the distinction between “education” and 

“learning.”  As he point out, the “education” promoted by Hall-Dennis was so utopian as 1278

to be useless, and would “doom the great mass of children to failure, disillusionment, and 
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corruption.” Instead, Bereiter argued that schooling should be restricted to the achievement 

of “limited” and “obtainable goals.” What could not be achieved through the school should 

be discarded. Hall-Dennis was addicted to education, in Bereiter’s estimation, and blind to 

learning. As he explained, the aims of learning are limited, which is the source of their value. 

Learning  was  “terminal”:  “after  one  learned  the  names  of  the  ten  provinces  and  their 

capitals, that particular piece of learning is complete. There are no more provinces to be 

learned.” This did not mean that one did not stop learning outside of school. But within its 

walls,  only  obtainable  goals  should  be  pursued.  Further,  limited  learning  goals  (reading, 

writing, arithmetic) could “eventually be achieved by anyone,” whereas loftier educational 

goals  –  such  as  “the  power  to  apprehend  and  practice  basic  virtues,”  “to  think  clearly, 

independently, and courageously,” and “to understand the views of others and to express 

one’s own views effectively” – would remain out of reach for many children. They would thus 

be doomed to both educational and social failure – an ironic outcome indeed for a utopian 

program seemingly  so  committed  to  democratic  egalitarianism.  The  result  of  pursuing 

unattainable educational goals would be psychic damage inflicted by one group (politicians, 

administrators, teachers) upon another (students). As Bereiter argued, “[t]his is a basically 

unhealthy situation, making for continual disappointment on one side and a sense of failure 

on the other.”1279

By contrast, sociologist G.T. Evans zeroed in on Hall-Dennis’ use of “objectives” in 

education. This obsession, he argued, was damaging.  The committee subscribed to a “value 

system” made up of incongruent and inconsistent elements, including “individual freedom of 

action  and  individual  responsibility”;  an  intrinsic  respect  for  “the  diversity  of  cultural 

 Ibid., p. 63. 1279
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backgrounds of its people,” in which “[e]everyone has the right to an education that suits him 

best”;  and  child-centeredness,  geared  towards  the  “fullest  possible  development  of  each 

person’s  ability  and  personality,”  as  they  pursued  a  lifetime  of  continuous  learning.  1280

Perhaps one of these goals could be achieved in isolation, but the committee had made a 

grave mistake in assuming all of them could be accomplished simultaneously. Its approach 

smacked of utopianism, not intelligent educational planning. 

Agreeing with his OISE compatriots, Evans stressed that Living and Learning made a 

“frankly emotional appeal” to its target audience: “parents, teachers, school administrators, 

businessmen, professional people”. In this, he argued that the committee was telling them 

what they wanted to hear, inviting them to “indulge” in sentiments they already shared. In 

this, Hall-Dennis had aped the language of “mass media” rather speaking with the “technical 

precision of the educational theorist.” Its call was an “emotive,” even poetic one. Living and 

Learning  was a veritable “Book of Genesis” that railed in populist tones against a system 

considered “barren, ritualistic, superstitious, cynical, bureaucratic, and alienating.” What the 

report seemingly undermined was any positive appreciation of the educational apparatus – 

any mention of “features that are excellent, on which we might build.”  Hall-Dennis had 1281

taken the easy, populist way out.

The committee should have rejected such an “unscientific” approach, Evans argued. 

It would have been far better to promote a research-based and practically-oriented program 

of reform. The committee had avoided doing so. Their postulates remained abstract and 

 G.T. Evans, “Attitude, Ends and Means,” in  in Means and Ends in Education: Comments on Living and Learning, 1280
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thus fundamentally flawed. A “technical” approach should have been adopted, capable of 

being “functional” in actual  learning situations.  And had the committee travelled this 1282

road, they would have seen the value of traditional learning. For Evans, pedagogy was not a 

philosophical  exercise  (as  it  had  been,  he  said,  for  Hall-Dennis).   Rather,  it  was  a 

“performance” of a “content structure,” learned through repetition — a concrete “automatic 

response” achieved after “sufficient practice.”  After a  regimen of “comprehension and 1283

memorization,” creative thinking then occurred, for it was little more than “reanalysis and 

resynthesis” learned through traditional means. This, in turn, required both a “core content” 

in terms of curriculum, and a strong teacher to “organize and plan” the learning environment, 

so that desired outcomes could be achieved.  In short, both OISE experts argued that if 1284

Hall-Dennis  had  been  only  more  technocratic,  it  would  have  ineluctably  arrived  at  the 

formulae of traditional education. 

It  would  be  misleading  to  suggest  uniformity  in  the  reception  of  Hall-Dennis. 

Internationally, the report became famous. It was translated into French. Some of its ideas – 

such as greater exposure of young children to second language, a de-emphasis on formal 

marking for elementary school students, a more flexible approach to grade structures, and 

so on – were later referred to by subsequent reformers. Some educationists, though flattered 

by the report’s exalted sense of their capacity to shape the lives of the young, felt Living and 

Learning had nonetheless proceeded in ignorance of the real world in which they worked. 

With respect to counselling, for example, one practitioner observed that the report left him 
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in a “dilemma,” because while the report seemingly hailed counselling in the schools as the 

potential saviour of children in need, it proceeded in seeming ignorance of all  the steps 

school  counsellors  had  recently  taken  to  develop  a  more  professionalized  and  complex 

understanding of their mission. Counseling the troubled young was hardly something to be 

undertaken  by  teachers  without  training  —  contrary  to  at  least  one  reading  of  Hall-

Dennis.  1285

***

Such  critiques  went  a  long  way  to  undermine  the  credibility  of  Hall-Dennis  in 

educational circles. They were of a piece with changing tides in cultural and intellectual life. 

Little did Dennis or the other members of the committee realize that their humanist liberal 

moment had passed. Structure was out, fracture was in. This reality was not lost on Davis or 

his Ministry – particularly after he assumed the role of Premier in 1971. As aspects of the 

Hall-Dennis vision began to make their way into the educational system, the system itself 

thinned.  As  the  1960s  turned  to  the  1970s,  “fiscal  retrenchment  and  pedagogical 

conservatism” came to the fore.  Taxpayers increasingly resisted ever-escalating education 

budgets.  There was a  general  “unease among many laymen at  the changes  of  the Davis 

years.”  As historian Robert Stamp points out, with its “remarkable capacity for judging 1286

the political  mood of the electorate,  the Conservative government began to tighten the 

screws  on  the  flow  of  money  and  to  introduce  more  structure  into  the  provincial 

curriculum.”  The consequence was that it was precisely those aspects of Hall-Dennis that 1287
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were most compatible with capitalist social relations that survived, whereas those emanating 

from its romantic search for a humanistic sphere in which all children would be nurtured 

were acutely vulnerable to incipiently neo-liberal trends. 

Perhaps  the  most  striking  indication  of  how this  sea-change  was  likely  to  affect 

education in Ontario could be seen in a development contemporaneous with Hall-Dennis: 

the  emergence  of  SEF,  or  Studies  of  Educational  Facilities.  SEF  was  an  educational 

experiment in pre-fabricated school design, in which modular components were assembled 

off the school-site by private contractors, and then put together like Lego blocks to create 

actual  schools.  On  the  one  hand,  what  could  be  more  ‘Hall-Dennisish’  than  such  an 

experimental and creative architectural response to living in the modern world?  On the 

other hand, what more than thousands of mass-produced prefabricated classrooms could 

suggest  more  compellingly  the  ways  in  which the  fate  of  education in  the  era  of  mass 

reproduction was apt to unfold, in ways exactly counter to the vision of Living and Learning?

William Davis  supplied the main intellectual  impetus behind SEF.  He wanted to 

meet the demand for new school buildings that were flexible and progressive; he also wanted 

to  save  the  government  money.  As  early  as  1963,  he  organized  a  conference  to  explore 

Ontario’s school-building options. The project was to be led by government, but after the 

architects,  engineers,  and  schools  trustees  in  attendance  complained  about  too  much 

bureaucracy and a lack of clear vision, Davis embraced a different approach, which led to 

the creation of the Special Education Foundations in 1965.

Public/private partnership was the new slogan. “Architects working in competition” 

would have “a more effective incentive for keeping up with the latest  developments” in 
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education  and  educational  architecture  and  design,  and  for  operating  with  optimum 

efficiency.”  Davis’ two chief school planners – Frank Nicol and Kenneth Prueter – came 1288

into  contact  with  a  pre-fabrication  experiment  running  in  California  called  School 

Construction Systems Development, which was supported financially by the Educational 

Facilities  Laboratories  in  New  York  City.  Encouraged  by  Nicol  and  Prueter,  and 1289

promising  a  “dynamic  architecture  of  speculative  space”  ideal  for  the  age  of  “dynamic 

change,” Davis imported this model into Ontario.  Pre-fabricated school design promised 1290

to boost the Ontario economy. School construction was touted as “the sleeping [economic] 

giant  of  North  America,”  on  par  with  the  airline  and  auto  industries  as  well  as 

accommodating the burgeoning population of school children.       1291

Yet SEF was about more than the design and construction of schools. It was also 

conceived as a kind of think-tank, capable of developing “academic specifications and user 

requirements”  for  progressive  and  cost-effective  late-twentieth  and  early-twentieth-first-

century schools.  Its mandate was to “state precisely the facilities required by school users 1292

today and in the foreseeable future.”  This involved the intellectual exploration of “the 1293

development of systems and components,” “modular construction in achievement of greater 

flexibility  of  interior  design,”  the  “reduction  of  the  cost  per  sq.  ft.  of  school  building 
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construction  so  as  to  provide  better  value  for  expenditures,”  and  the  examination  of 

“alternative ways of meeting short-term needs” --  all  with the aim of giving education a 

predictable shape or,  in the memorable expression of SEF, to better “manipulate human 

behavior”.   1294

SEF operatives were expected to have internalized a credo:

Be practical, but don’t be reactionary; Consider the future, but don’t be ridiculous; 
Work  from theory  and  evidence  to  requirements,  but  remember  that  dollars  are 
limited; Be as specific as possible, but don’t presume to dictate educational policy or 
formulate technical solutions; Do scholarly work, but don’t forget lay audiences; Be 
thorough and accurate, but stay on schedule.  1295

In  homage  to  the  “technatomic”  era,  bids  for  individual  contracts  would  be  sorted  by 

computer, to ensure that the most cost-effective options were always chosen. If in the future 

alienated  youths  sometimes  wondered why their  classrooms seemed like  they  had  been 

brought into being by non-humans, in truth, to a not inconsiderable extent, they had been. 

If Hall-Dennis, in its developmental organicism, often recalled Spencer, Dewey and 

Whitehead, SEF preferred other educational theorists to such woolly-minded progressives. 

They favoured R.S.  Peters  and Paul  Hirst,  English  analytical  philosophers  of  education. 

Inspired by them, SEF sought to isolate concepts such as “mind,” “equality of opportunity,’ 

“need,” and “experience” and subject them to rigorous, abstract analysis.  In this sense, 1296

SEF’s thinking was a ‘modular’ as the spaces they sought to mass produce for children and 

youths. The organic intellectuals of this new educational theory and practice paid lip-service 

to  the  needs  of  the  child  and  communities,  but  they  were  far  more  interested  in 
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technocratic solutions to educational and social problems. They reconceptualised the school 

as  a  “social  transmitter”  that  would  be  able  to  “break  the  cycle  of  poverty,”  stimulate 

“productive life,” and promote “technological development.”  SEF thinkers placed much 1297

more emphasis than had Hall-Dennis on the top-down imposition of controls over students, 

who by the later 1960s seemed to be clearly in need of them As they argued, it would be 

hard to conceive of the future as “anything other than problematical” without such checks 

on personal  behavior.   SEF would,  of course,  provide such controls –  alongside more 1298

personal freedom, social advance, and economic efficiency.        

There was little of the humanist liberalism suffusing Living and Learning left in these 

documents. True, SEF schools would be “completely open zone[s]  of learning space with 

relocatable  partitions  or  casework  units  providing  … aural  and  visual  separation  among 

learning centres” allowing for 60 to 300 students and from 2-10 teachers in an area of 2000 

to 12,000 square feet.” Spaces would be “enlarged or contracted readily and at relatively 

small cost.” This educational space was to be expansive -- updated through new modular 

additions  as  the  pedagogical  winds  shifted.  Yet  such  seemingly  open  spaces  become 1299

smaller and more constrictive the closer one looked at them. They were to be sealed off 

from the outside world and even life within the school, particularly in terms of noise: sounds 

emanating from traffic, playgrounds, and the school’s own music room were to be nullified. 

Buildings  were  imagined  as  closed,  networked  systems  that  allowed  ready  access  –  or 

“convenient circulation” – to all of their areas. Surveillance was a conspicuous theme. Thus, 

 Ibid., pp. 12; 11. 1297

 Ibid., p. 12. 1298

 Ibid., p. 81. 1299
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SEF spent a great deal of energy “allotting” space. It spent much time “convenient traffic 

patterns,” and “pupil circulation allowance[s],” according to which there would be “25 per 

cent” movement at any given time — and  no more than that.1300

In their supposedly “open” schools, SEF insisted that students should be policed by 

age.  For  instance,  they  determined  that  young  children  were  “overawed  by  large  open 

spaces.” Therefore, they should be confined to smaller spaces, until they matured enough to 

handle the pressures of a fully progressive, large-scale spatial environment. Windows were to 

be  discouraged.  This  was  because  they  produced  “excessive  glare,  extreme variations  in 

lighting level, and uncomfortable temperatures” – all of which would wipe out productive 

learning time. Colours would be carefully engineered, and the air was to be monitored and 

constantly re-calibrated, so that the school would be free of “[h]umidity, odor and dust.”  1301

It was as if SEF was deliberately attempting to confirm the direst New Left evaluations of 

modern school as the equivalent of the factory. Loren Lind was not exaggerating when he 

described  such  schools  as  a  “learning  machine,”  ironically  echoing  the  most  dystopian 

messages of Living and Learning.  1302

Indeed,  the  SEF  vision  suggested  a  school  structured  according  to  the  most 

technologically-determinist interpretation of Marshall McLuhan. Technology would fill the 

void left by nature. The school would be stocked with “service outlets” for electronic media, 

including  “controlled  reader[s],”  “‘canned’  information  (in  the  form of  films  and  tape),” 

“talking  typewriters,  videotape  recorders[s],  and  computer-assisted  instruction.”  Such 

 Ibid., p. 83. 1300

 Ibid., p. 83. 1301

 Lind, passim. 1302
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instruments  would  put  students  in  touch  with  the  global  circulation  of  information, 

cancelling out the “artificial boundaries between the school world and the ‘real’ world.” The 

“fully equipped school” would then be “an open door to the world, rather than a cloister 

which shuts the world out.”  Finally, on all matters, teachers would be required to engage 1303

in “detailed” consultation with a SEF-approved “design team” before making any decisions 

of their own.  Living and Learning’s Napoleons of the classroom were reduced to the lowly 1304

status of mere subalterns. 

Davis’s  department  spent  an  incredible  $40,000,000  on  this  “crash  course  in 

technical innovation,” aimed at “planning the shape of future schools to avoid obsolescence, 

and to control costs.”  The 32 schools ultimately created through SEF might have been 1305

designed as point-by-point rebuttals  of  Living  and Learning.  One of them, Roden Public 

School in Toronto, was described as consisting of “[s]ombre concrete walls three storeys 

high,” with “narrow windows looking out at motley-colored gables of surrounding homes.” 

The  principal  of  this  school  described  teachers  and  students  as  “guinea  pigs.”  The 

neighbours simply referred to the school as “the jail.”   Nevertheless, the SEF idea of a 1306

school assembled out of pre-fabricated parts,  ensuring maximum progressive educational 

flexibility at minimal cost, was a powerful one, much lauded by the Ontario government.  1307

The “antiseptic, cold, uniform, box-like schools surrounded by asphalt play yards” of which 

 Ibid., p. 54. 1303

 Ibid., p. 84. 1304

 Lind, p.180.1305

 Lind, p. 184. 1306
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!  445

Hall-Dennis had so eloquently complained were not likely, in an Age of Fracture, to recede 

into the mists of history.  1308

One is reminded, as one reads the SEF documents, of the notorious polysemy of 

“progressivism.” In the moment of Hall-Dennis, progressivism had meant the empowerment 

of  individual  learners  and  teachers,  and  children  organically  and  without  trauma  being 

allowed to unfold their inner potentialities, unburdened by rigid timetables and age-specific 

grade levels and damaging systems of evaluation, as they realized, in freedom and dignity, 

their  human  essences.  SEF,  channelling  Bobbitt  and  his  Taylorist  progressivism,  had  a 

completely different idea of “progress.” It imagined crowd control, vast media complexes, 

and  standardized  prefabricated  buildings.  It  too  could  be  aligned  with  one  stream  of 

“progressivism”  –  that  which  urged  schools  to  insert  themselves,  seamlessly,  into  the 

capitalist  world  around  them,  adopting  its  metrics  and  mimicking  its  hierarchies. 

Progressive education, it seemed, was yet one more solid being melted into different forms 

under the relentless pressures of capitalist modernity.

***

What evaluation should we ultimately make of the moment of Hall-Dennis? As a 

work of  professional  history,  this  thesis  has  been primarily  concerned to  collate  and to 

interpret the empirical  evidence left  behind by the committee and place it  in its  socio-

economic context.  Others  scholars,  from whom I  have  learned much,  have  emphasized 

 Living and Learning, p.60. 1308
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Hall-Dennis’ place within Ontario educational history. It has been conventionally seen as 

the apogee of progressivism in the province — a call for a more democratic, humanistic, 

child-centred and experience-based approach to learning. Based upon an intensive reading 

of the background papers of the commission as well as of the text itself,  this thesis has 

agreed with some of this interpretation and found it wanting in other regards. With respect 

to the history of education specifically, it has suggested that there was much more caution in 

Hall-Dennis than Living and Learning’s adventuresome appearance suggested. It sees in this 

moment an attempt to contain the educational left as much as an attempt to further it.

Yet this thesis has also wanted to present the case for seeing Hall-Dennis in a wider 

context. It argues that the commission left behind a treasure-trove for cultural historians 

interested in the history of modernity in Canada. A consistent theme throughout this thesis 

has been the complicated ways in which the moment of Hall-Dennis can be seen afresh as 

one in which powerful intellectuals and organizers within the liberal state sought to come to 

terms with the educational implications of modernity. Hall-Dennis wrestled with the socio-

economic implications of the vast changes wrought by a capitalist order on the Canadian 

social  landscape  –  whether  these  came  before  it  in  the  manifold  forms  of  “cultural 

deprivation” of those excluded and marginalized by Canadian society or in the impacts of 

that communications revolution that had ushered in the “technatomic era.” It often did so 

in  a  passionately  romantic  language,  championing  the  maligned  and  injured  individual 

against  an  indifferent  world;  the  child  in  pursuit  of  wonder  against  antiseptic,  rigidly 

structured and coldly punitive schools;  the lonely teacher struggling for years to bring a 

measure of enlightenment to his or her pupils. Yet its primary emphasis was upon the future 

that was to replace these grim days of backwardness and deprivation. In an age of flowing, 
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irresistible,  global  liquidity,  venerable  traditions  were  called  upon  to  yield  to  new 

inspirations.  Grades,  disciplines,  corporal  punishment,  compulsory  requirements,  report 

cards, classrooms, lesson plans, even teachers and students – all these were categories that 

might well melt into air, especially if their usefulness in the modern world was at an end.  To 

cling unreflexively to such entities was a sign that one had failed to understand the signs of 

the times, alarming as many of them might be. 

And many of them were alarming, especially to people who valued liberal freedoms 

and the free-standing liberal individual entitled to enjoy them. To the familiar sixties list of 

drugs, sex and rock and roll, Hall-Dennis itemized a new list of perils: children and youths 

turned off by education and turning to aimless lives, perhaps even to political protest; a 

Canada at risk of being undermined by American capital; people from societies of hunters 

and  gatherers  catapulted  holus  bolus  into  the  maelstrom  of  modernity,  with  shocking 

consequences;  bleak  and  forbidding  houses  and  schools;  a  starkly  inegalitarian  society, 

divided  between  those  who  could  swim in  modernity’s  fast-churning  waters,  and  those 

weighed down by senseless prejudice and the impedimenta of tradition, doomed to sink 

beneath its irresistible flow. In its text, but especially in its images, Hall-Dennis conjured 

forth images of ways in which individuals might survive this onslaught – people in natural 

settings,  children  and  teachers  communicating  as  equal  partners  in  the  adventure  of 

learning, bright and airy schools whose very atmosphere captured rationality, purpose, and 

freedom. Yet for such smiling embodiments of modernity to flourish, the rapids of global 

change needed to be mapped and tamed. One required new experts, capable of distancing 

themselves  from  the  flow  of  events  and  understanding  the  greater  purposes  of  the 

educational  endeavour.  Above  all,  one  had  to  have  heroic  teachers,  principals  and  even 
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central planners, with the courage, energy and altruism to save the schools, their pupils, 

even the nation. Such heroes would incarnate the future; they would have the courage to 

introduce into contemporary life images and ideas that, for all that they seemed to come 

from a far distant and unattainable time and place, could actually inspire new energies today. 

In  short,  modernity,  if  it  were  to  be  understood  and  mastered,  required  utopia, 

described in certain passages of the text but most beautifully depicted in its illustrations, 

many  of  which  functioned  as  postcards  from this  imaginary  future  of  joyous  children, 

liberated students, and limitless human possibilities.  This thesis has dwelt at length upon 

the contradictions inherent in this vision and the extent to which Living and Learning was, at 

best, an unrealistic intervention into the educational politics under conditions of modernity. 

In its bleak harsh way, SEF offered what was ultimately the most telling and wounding reply 

to Hall-Dennis. The liberals who dreamt of an infinitely better way of life were undone by 

their  avoidance  of  the  capitalist  social  relations  that,  unacknowledged  or  disparaged, 

nonetheless directly impinged upon their world – and ultimately destroyed their dreams. 

Living as we do in an educational world infinitely harsher than the most dystopian 

imaginings of Hall-Dennis – one in which every part of the educational system is on the 

brink  of  full  integration  into  the  vast  utilitarian  machinery  of  accumulation  that  is 

capitalism, leaving virtually nothing unscathed, not excepting the academic values of the 

universities – it is easy to wax nostalgic about Hall-Dennis and the Sixties. Here was an era 

in which dreamers were not generally regarded as eccentrics but visionaries. In this case, 

what was envisioned was a transformation of the spatio-temporal  order,  one that would 

create new spaces of cultural freedom where learning for children and young people of all 

ages would be regarded as an end in itself. 
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Perhaps  what  is  valuable  today  about  the  Hall-Dennis  vision  are  not  its  specific 

recommendations, many of which have not weathered a dark night of neoliberalism that has 

placed  the  very  idea  of  education  in  jeopardy,  but  rather  its  romanticism.   Living  and 

Learning speaks to us as an authentic voice of a utopian liberal romanticism. It describes and 

portrays a realm of liberal freedom which it lacked the capacity, or perhaps the courage, to 

ground in an actual world. Was it then just a utopian dream? “No doubt,” write Michael 

Löwy and Robert  Sayre with reference to their  own pantheon of  romantics  who strove 

against the bleakness of modernity, but then they add:  “Provided that we understand the 

term ‘utopia’  in its original,  etymological sense: that which does not yet exist anywhere. 

Without utopias of this type, the social imaginary would be limited to the narrow horizon 

of what really exists, and human life would be an oversize reproduction of sameness.”  1309

 Löwy and Sayre, Romanticism Against the Tide of Modernity, p.254. 1309
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