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ABSTRACT
The idea of Anglo-conformity and the attack on immigrant cultures in the early twentieth 
century is a well-documented theme in Canadian social history. It involved both language-
learning and acculturation. But there has been a curious lack of attention to just how children 
were to be taught the language and implicitly the culture of the dominant society. This article 
addresses both the pedagogical theories that were developed to ensure that immigrant children 
learned English, and the implications for the implementation of language-learning programs.

RÉSUMÉ
Dans l’histoire sociale canadienne, l’anglo-conformisme et les offensives lancées contre la 
culture des immigrés au début du vingtième siècle est un thème bien documenté qui implique 
à la fois l’apprentissage de la langue et l’acculturation. Curieusement, peu d’études se sont 
intéressées à la manière dont les enfants s’initiaient à l’anglais et par voie de conséquence assi-
milaient la culture de la société d’accueil. Cet article s’intéresse à la fois aux théories péda-
gogiques développées pour s’assurer que les enfants d’immigrants apprenaient l’anglais ainsi 
qu’aux conséquence de la mise en place des programmes de langue.

“Teach the children to speak, to read and to write English,” declared a Saskatchewan 
school inspector in 1913; “this is our first and great educational commandment.”1 
Such views, with all their implications, were commonly held in early-twentieth-cen-
tury Canada, and they have become a familiar part of the pertinent historiography 
as well.2 Particularly (though not exclusively) in the West, the assimilation of great 
numbers of non-English-speaking children into Anglo-Canadian culture was one of 
the highest priorities of politicians, educational policy-makers, and the public alike. 
To that end, the school was thought to be central to teaching both the English lan-
guage and Anglo-Canadian values. But just how was that to be done? What peda-
gogical theory underpinned instruction in the English language in the half-century 
or so before the 1960s? What classroom arrangements existed to implement it? How 



well were teachers trained to do the job and how successful were they? In this article 
we propose to address these questions.3

In 1914 Alberta’s Department of Education issued its first authoritative guide 
for the “Teaching of English in Non-English Speaking Schools.”4 The pedagogi-
cal method it adopted was known as the “direct” or “natural” method of language 
learning. This was a technique that abjured the use of the child’s mother tongue in 
the classroom on the principle that a beginner learned English by speaking English, 
much in the same way as children learned their first language — by listening to and 
imitating those around them. While the term was not used at the time, we would 
now label the direct method, “language learning by immersion.”

The Alberta guide made no compromises about the use of an intermediary lan-
guage: from the moment a non-English child arrived at school, instruction was 
to be exclusively in English. Two years later, in 1916, the Ontario Department of 
Education published a manual for Teaching English to French-speaking Pupils. It too 
advocated the “direct” method, though it was somewhat less unbending about the 
use of the mother tongue:

One of the most important features of the Direct Method is the avoidance 
of any unnecessary use of the mother tongue in acquiring another language. 
Some have claimed that the pupil’s mother-tongue should be absolutely ex-
cluded. Most, however, of those who have had serious experience with young 
children believe that complete avoidance of the mother-tongue is not advis-
able...Hence it should be used occasionally to avoid great loss of time, to give 
important explanations, and to test the pupils’ comprehension of a difficult 
idea. Experience has proved that the best success has been attained by those 
who, while trying to reduce the use of the mother-tongue to a minimum, do 
not set it aside altogether.5

The direct method was not something new in language learning theory: it was well 
known in both Europe and North America and had already found a commercial 
application in the “Berlitz method.”6 But in the second decade of the twentieth cen-
tury it had a particular resonance for Canadian educators. Confronted with the large 
numbers of children who spoke no English when they began school, they seized upon 
it as an effective means of teaching English without the use of the mother tongue 
and without resorting to bilingual schooling. That is to say, it provided a pedagogical 
justification for the larger political project of assimilating immigrant children into 
Anglo-Canadian norms.7

The best Canadian exposition of the case for the direct method (and, emphati-
cally, against bilingualism in education) was provided by Norman F. Black, at the 
time a Saskatchewan high school teacher and inspector, in his book, English for the 
Non-English, published in 1913.8 By means of a questionnaire, Black canvassed the 
opinions of over 150 individuals, including senior department of education of-
ficials and inspectors across the country, a large number of Canadian teachers, and 
experienced administrators and practitioners in the United States, Britain, South 
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Africa, and Australia.9 Altogether, the book is a remarkable catalogue of contem-
porary views about how best to teach English as a second language to primary 
schoolchildren.

Black’s first key question was this: how rapidly could beginners learn English? His 
respondents were near-unanimous: given a qualified teacher, proper methods, and 
regular attendance on the part of the pupil, non-English children could, within a few 
months or a year or two, master enough of the language to enable them to cope with 
the regular elementary school curriculum.10 But what constituted “proper methods”? 
Here Black posed his second and third questions: should the teacher use the lan-
guage of the home to initiate children into English? And should languages other than 
English be taught, or used to teach parts of the curriculum, contemporaneously with 
English-language learning?11

He began by reviewing a Nova Scotia commission of 1902 that had recommended 
that Acadian pupils be taught initially in both French and English, that teachers in 
such schools be bilingual, and that the transition to English-only instruction should 
begin in the fifth year of school. Black noted that this had subsequently become 
policy in Nova Scotia; while many people elsewhere were sympathetic to such ar-
rangements, he added, “Nova Scotia stands practically alone in America in officially 
mandating the doctrine that progress in the learning of English requires the teacher’s 
knowledge and use of the vernacular” (by which he meant any non-English language 
of the home).12

Black found that 60 per cent of his respondents thought it “advantageous” (though 
not necessarily essential) for teachers to have some familiarity with the vernacular. He 
agreed that this could be helpful. But requiring it posed two insuperable practical 
problems. First, it was nearly impossible to find enough bilingual teachers who also 
possessed “other and more important qualifications”; and, at the same time, it shut 
out “the great majority of adequately trained teachers otherwise available.”13 For evi-
dence he turned to Ontario’s Merchant Report — the study of that province’s French-
English schools, published a year earlier in 1912. Merchant had found that about 80 
per cent of the teachers in such schools held either “no semblance of legal qualifica-
tions or else [held] certificates lower than Second Class” — and large numbers in 
either category could not speak, let alone teach, the English language properly.14 
This was the situation, Black pointed out, in communities where a single vernacular 
prevailed. “If schools such as these must be surrendered to ignorance and incompe-
tence, what about those hundreds of schoolrooms in which the non-English speaking 
beginners represent not one single nationality but from three or four to a dozen or 
fourteen? If the teachers of these classes must be possessed of a familiarity with the 
vernacular languages of their pupils there is nothing for it but to close up such schools 
and give up the problem in despair.”15

Thus, while it might be “advantageous” for a teacher to have some familiarity 
with the vernacular, Black asked, was it essential? Forty per cent of his respondents 
thought it entirely unnecessary in instructing beginners. Indeed, even the “ill-starred” 
Nova Scotia report had virtually conceded the point by recommending “the Berlitz 
System of teaching English. As everyone familiar with language teaching is of course 
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well aware,” he added, “an outstanding characteristic of this method is insistence 
upon the exclusive use of the language that is being taught.”16 To Black, the views 
of his respondents seemed conclusive: “Great numbers of teachers in all parts of the 
English speaking world find it quite practicable to give their pupils, in a year or less, 
such a knowledge of English as would enable them henceforth to receive effective 
instruction through the medium of English alone and to progress as rapidly in general 
education as do children of English parentage.”17

Black then turned to his third question: Should any formal instruction in the 
vernacular be carried on in the schools?18 Here he found that opinion was sharply 
divided across the English-speaking world: there were those who favoured teaching 
in two languages and those who did not. Black did not favour any absolute exclu-
sion of the vernacular but he firmly believed that English must take precedence in 
the early grades: instruction in another language could begin later if so desired. To 
prove his point he returned to the findings of the Merchant Report. Most children, 
he reminded readers, left school at 12 or 13. In Ontario’s bilingual schools, children 
began learning in French, and most subjects, other than English, were being taught 
in French. The result was that large numbers of these children were leaving school 
with a wholly inadequate command of English. Merchant had offered a variety of 
remedies for this situation, but he remained wedded to the idea that there should be 
a gradual transition from mainly French to mainly English instruction — a transi-
tion that would take four or five years. If, Black remarked bluntly, Merchant had 
looked to experienced opinion in the Canadian West as well as that expressed by 
most American experts, he would have realized that such delays in acquiring English 
were not only unnecessary but unconscionable. The bilingual schools of Ontario, he 
declared,

steadily tend to cease to be bi-lingual, unless the use of English as the language 
of instruction be imperatively demanded as a condition for the payment of 
school grants. In the presence of such a situation, Dr. Merchant’s approval of 
the use of the vernacular, as the chief teaching medium for the first five years of 
the child’s school life, is little less than calamitous...Ontario’s experience should 
be a warning to all other parts of the English-speaking world.19

How then were teachers to introduce English to non-English pupils? For Black, that 
was to be done by making English the exclusive language of the classroom. Words 
would initially be taught by linking them to things or actions. Oral expression would 
be fostered by example, by imitating sentence formation, by oral drills for the use of 
nouns, verbs, prepositions, etc., by developing stories around such things as catalogue 
illustrations and picture books, by free conversation and dramatizations. Reading and 
writing would proceed in somewhat similar fashion, from simple to complex, from 
concrete to more abstract.20

The application of the theory, it is perhaps worth adding, extended beyond the 
classroom. In his description of the methods of an idealized teacher in the non-
English school, Black had this to say:
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“My playground is the most important part of my school, for the teaching of 
English,” says Miss Robinson. “I find that it is a great mistake to be too busy 
to join the children at recess. In a few days I shall have taught them a number 
of jolly, noisy games, introducing all the English terms I can. Experience has 
taught me, like many others, that that is the very best place to encourage the 
habitual use of the new language out of school. In a month, or perhaps less, we 
shall speak almost nothing else during the recess of Mondays, Wednesdays and 
Fridays…Before the end of the term we shall extend the use of English at recess 
to Tuesdays and Thursdays. I carefully prepare for special games by teaching 
action words, such as run, jump, hide, hunt, strike, pat, clap, drop, sit, stand, etc., 
and introduce games involving such actions, which we of course talk about in 
English. Often I ask the children to explain the games they are playing. I take 
note of grammatical errors and of unknown but necessary words, and after-
wards use the games as a basis for language lessons in school. All this helps to 
introduce the habitual use of English.21

This emphasis on the value of games and the playground as a teaching tool was con-
ventional in the literature, as were other school-related activities such as the creation 
of a school garden or the school fair, where the use of English went hand in hand with 
the teaching of skills and values.22

Black had many other points to make along the way, including recommendations 
for improved teacher training and other departmental policies. But the essence of the 
argument was this: children must begin learning English upon entering school; there 
was an effective way to do it; the best techniques avoided the use of the vernacular 
in the classroom; and instruction in another language, if offered at all, must only 
begin after the child knew enough English to meet the demands of the elementary 
curriculum.

Black’s book was not a singular influence in the methodology of language learn-
ing. We doubt, for example, that it was paramount in shaping Alberta’s policies — the 
Alberta guide, after all, was published no more than a year after Black’s book, and the 
direct method was already familiar to Albertan and other Canadian officials and aca-
demics early in the century. W.J. Sisler, a Winnipeg teacher and school principal and 
one of the pioneers in Manitoba’s attack on the problem of teaching English to non-
English children, was advocating the direct method as early as 1906. A few years after 
Black, Anderson’s much more influential book gave the direct method a full chapter, 
with no acknowledgement to Black at all. 23 But we have devoted considerable atten-
tion to Black because he directs attention to views and practices already widespread 
in educational circles, and illustrates the kind of evidentiary base, and the kind of 
reasoning, that was making the direct method the method of choice for teaching im-
migrant children during the second decade of the twentieth century.

Until about the 1960s, in any case, the direct method went unchallenged, at least 
among those administrators and practitioners responsible for the education of im-
migrant children. In the sources we have consulted, there is no evidence of debate 
over methods or even a canvass of alternatives; rather the reverse: the justification for 
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the direct method was not at issue and the articles are mainly about how to apply it 
effectively.24

Still, one has to ask, how widely and how well was theory translated into practice? 
These are difficult questions to answer not only because the evidence is so thin but 
also because the issues are complex. Immigrant communities, after all, were never 
monolithic, and different groups reacted in different ways. Some children thrived 
under even the most trying of circumstances because they liked school or were simply 
good at it, because parents put a high value on schooling for cultural or economic rea-
sons, or believed, for whatever reasons, that learning English was essential to a child’s 
best interests in a new country. For an equally wide range of reasons, other children 
did not.25 There is nothing unusual about this: the success or failure of pedagogical 
theories or methods is notoriously influenced by the matrix of attitudes and circum-
stances children bring to school. Similarly, teachers’ abilities, experience, specialized 
training, as well as their prejudices and temperaments have to be taken into account.

By the time Black was doing his research, some large American cities had al-
ready established segregated classes for children who spoke no English: using the 
direct method, such immersion programs aimed to prepare them as quickly as pos-
sible to enter regular classrooms.26 Some Canadian cities were doing the same. Neil 
Sutherland notes that, before 1920 at least, “in Winnipeg, where there was a large 
and highly concentrated immigrant population, schools placed children who came 
to them with no knowledge of English into special classes where all work was ‘sub-
servient to instruction in English.’ As soon as the child learned the language, he was 
transferred to the ‘grade suited to his general education and stage of development.’ 
Toronto followed the same practice.”27 Calgary, on the other hand, never attempted 
such classes until after World War II.28 And even where special classes had been es-
tablished before 1920, they may have persisted only so long as large numbers of 
immigrant children were entering urban school systems. Winnipeg, for example, ap-
parently abandoned special classes for non-English pupils during the interwar years; 
this may have happened in Toronto as well.29 Whether or not urban boards did or 
did not maintain these sorts of special classes probably depended on the size and 
resources of the board, and the size and concentration of its immigrant population. 
There was also less demand for them in the 1930s and the war years, when immigra-
tion to Canada virtually dried up. And large urban boards with sophisticated special 
education facilities may have dealt with non-English children on an individual ba-
sis within their special education programs — by the 1930s and ’40s the Winnipeg 
School Board, for example, evidently employed that approach.30

When immigration resumed after World War II and more financial resources were 
available to both local and provincial authorities, special classes for the non-English 
reappear in the record. In some cases these were set up specifically to deal with a sud-
den and temporary influx of particular groups of immigrants. Calgary, for example, 
set up special classes for an influx of immigrant students in 1950 but apparently did 
not maintain such classes.31 In the late 1950s, Calgary’s elementary school teachers 
complained to Alberta’s Royal Commission on Education about the problems this 
created for them.
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New Canadians are usually assigned to classes according to their age. The 
teacher has insufficient time to teach an adequate course in English to these 
children. However, if these children are not given definite teaching time they 
develop poor work habits and poor attitudes. In large schools the influx often 
results in every room teacher duplicating the teaching of vocabulary and pri-
mary reading.
Recommendations
Establishment of special classes of stated periods for the teaching of written and 
spoken English to New Canadians. These children could be socialized with 
children of their own age group in a regular classroom. Special classes would 
allow them to associate with other children experiencing language difficulties.32

In other cases, as in Winnipeg for example, special classes became integral parts of 
the school program.33 But one way or another, references to, or reports on, special 
classes for non-English children became more frequent during the 1950s.34 Different 
boards, however, might deal with the problem in quite different ways. An article in 
1956 in the Canadian School Journal provides a good example. In Toronto, Kent 
Public School had an organized half-time program; in Niagara Falls, placement was 
much more ad hoc, including placing English beginners in “opportunity classes” that 
were mainly intended for slow learners.35

What happened to non-English-speaking children in smaller communities, and 
especially in the one-room schools of rural Canada? Where immigrant groups were 
specifically targeted by provincial authorities, their children were probably exposed 
to teachers trained and/or experienced in immersion techniques.36 But other than 
that, rural children were mostly put in regular primary classrooms and left to sink or 
swim. Their success or failure in acquiring the English language probably depended 
on their numbers in proportion to the rest of the class, and the enterprise of the 
teacher, whose ethnic background may have mattered too. During the interwar years 
an increasing number of young people with non-anglo backgrounds entered normal 
schools in the western provinces. In 1930, for example, at the Regina Normal School, 
30 per cent of the students were of non-anglo origin; at Moose Jaw Normal School 
in 1929, the figure was 39 per cent.37 Another study concluded that “for the years 
1927–8 to 1935–6 inclusive,” 24 per cent of Manitoba’s Normal School students 
were of non-“Anglo-Saxon” or non-“French” background.38 An Alberta analysis in 
1943 of the ethnic origins of students at the Edmonton Normal School found that 
30 per cent were of non-British origin in 1930–31; by the late 1930s and early 1940s 
the figure was hovering around 50 per cent.39 It is plausible to think that, based on 
their own experience, these teachers might have had some know-how and sympathy 
for their non-English-speaking students.

However, the evidence we have been able to locate, though thin and consisting 
mainly of reminiscences, suggests the difficulties of teaching and learning the English 
language in most non-urban schools. One teacher in rural Alberta at mid-century, 
for example, found herself with “one little boy [who] could hardly speak a word of 
English. He was in grade two but hadn’t finished his grade one lessons yet. [I] spent 
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extra time with him on both his English and his lessons and brought him a long way 
in that year.”40 Another teacher recalled, “This was a community in which there were 
many Ukrainian and Polish people, so language differences caused some difficulty. 
The beginners knew no English, some of the others very little, and English was my 
only language. However, with the help of a grade eight girl we were able to commu-
nicate, and it was surprising how quickly they learned.”41

Late in life, Ethel Workman would remember her first job this way: “I graduated 
from Saskatoon Normal School in 1929 and my first school was a brand new one. 13 
miles from Battleford called Winding River...I had 7 beginners, only one of whom 
could speak English. What a beginning for a beginning teacher. The other 6 knew 
only Ukrainian or French. I’m afraid the other grades were neglected while I taught 
Grade I English.”42

Yet another prairie teacher described her experience as follows: “There were 
fifty-one children in grade one. The people, I soon discovered, were all Eastern 
European — Ukrainian, Russian, Romanian and Galician…Language was the real 
and worst problem...It had never dawned on me that there were places in Alberta 
where English was not spoken. From grade three up English was spoken, but the 
beginners were my Waterloo. I did not know how to handle the situation.”43

In an article based on interviews with teachers who taught in the Okanagan valley 
in the 1920s, Penelope Stephenson writes as follows:

[There were]...not only...schools where class size made them difficult to orga-
nize but also, and in many instances simultaneously...those where the pupil 
population included children from various ethnic backgrounds. Many teachers 
also had to accommodate children, often newly arrived in Canada, who spoke 
little or no English... the vast majority of rural teachers were not professionally 
equipped to deal with the difficulties of language and cultural change. In the 
1920s, English as a Second Language (ESL) training for teachers, as well as the 
necessary curriculum materials, were undeveloped and certainly unavailable in 
rural schools…The specific practices and strategies that rural teachers actually 
employed to effectively instruct non-English-speaking pupils were thus, of ne-
cessity, essentially pragmatic ones. When Ellison School opened in September 
1927, [it]…had to accommodate a group of eighteen Austrian children, whose 
parents had recently moved into the district to work on the tobacco farms...
[the teacher explained] “[They] didn’t speak a word of English ...couldn’t un-
derstand a thing I said…I was completely stunned”… the only way that [the 
teacher] could communicate his instructions was by way of “waving my hands 
around and making signals and signs etc!”44

Either implicitly or explicitly, one thing several of these passages point to is that 
teachers received little preparation for teaching non-English-speaking children dur-
ing their initial Normal School training. We cannot be sure this is the case because 
what actually goes on in classrooms is not necessarily indicated by lists of required 
courses or brief descriptions of course content.45 But certainly, those who commented 
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on the matter assumed teachers were unprepared. Black, writing in 1913, noted that 
“the probability is that the teacher will never have received any adequate instruc-
tion bearing upon the teaching of English to children who have never used it.”46 
Similarly Anderson a few years later: “The writer strongly urges that a special course 
be instituted in the provincial normal schools of the Western Provinces looking to 
the preparation of teachers for the work of teaching in non-English communities.”47 
Commenting on his experience as an inspector in the Vegreville district of Alberta 
in the mid-1920s, Milton LaZerte remarked that “teachers are not professionally 
equipped for the teaching of a foreign language, in this case the ‘foreign’ language be-
ing English.”48 Faced in the 1930s with a large group of non-English pupils, one new 
prairie teacher would later comment that “my Normal School training hadn’t given 
me much help in trying to teach non-English speakers to speak English.”49

We have found only a single reference to ESL as a required part of the ordinary 
Normal School program: in 1939–40 the Winnipeg Normal School included, in a 
course entitled “Teaching Reading,” a modest component (one topic out of eleven 
in a weekly three-hour course) devoted to “Teaching reading to non-English chil-
dren.”50 Distinct ESL courses do not appear to have been required as part of initial 
teacher training. For example, they were not part of the regular program in Alberta’s 
Normal Schools in the 1920s, 1930s, or 1940s.51 Nor, after the University of Alberta 
took over elementary teacher training from the Normal Schools, were such courses 
offered until the mid-1960s. Even at that point they were optional rather than a part 
of the regular program that all students would be exposed to.52

Occasionally, voluntary courses were available. In 1921, Alberta’s Edmonton and 
Camrose Normal Schools offered a month-long course during the regular school year 
for teachers “wishing to” work or “at work in schools amongst New Canadians.”53 
Summer school sessions were attended by large numbers of teachers in order to up-
grade certificates or obtain training in specialized areas. But there are few references 
to specialized training in ESL in the course listings; such courses appear only spo-
radically. For example, in 1929 and 1930 British Columbia offered a summer course 
that was clearly ESL-related, as well as another in 1933; however, other listings in 
the decade of the 1930s do not include such courses.54 Manitoba offered ESL sum-
mer courses each year between 1916 and 1921. No such courses are listed for the 
Manitoba summer school for 1923 or 1924, or in its calendars for 1925 through 
to 1942.55 The singular exception was 1928: that year, in a well-advertised course 
conducted by Manitoba’s leading authority on the subject, W.J. Sisler, seven students 
enrolled in it out of a total summer school enrolment of 751.56 Alberta did not offer 
ESL courses at its summer school in the teens but in 1920 “for the first time” of-
fered “Education in Non-English Communities II” and also listed two other courses: 
“English for non-English” and “Education of non-English I.” Twenty students chose 
to take those courses out of a total enrolment of 376.57 But for most years after that 
no similar course was offered.58 A tabulation of all summer courses taught across 
Canada in 1931 contains not a single ESL course.59 And Ontario’s Department of 
Education didn’t offer one until 1958.60

For much of the latter half of the twentieth century, the University of British 
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Columbia’s Mary Ashworth was the doyenne of Canadian academics teaching and 
writing about ESL and, more generally, a wide variety of initiatives relating to mul-
ticultural issues. Prior to World War II, she writes, the education of New Canadians 
was governed by three assumptions: “that the role of the school was to assimilate 
these children; that bilingual education was not a good method of educating these 
children;...[and] that anyone who spoke English could teach English as a second 
language.”61

Change began to occur in the 1950s and gained momentum in the 1960s and 
1970s. A rapid growth in the number of non-English children, especially in the larg-
est urban areas, but equally, a major shift in the climate of opinion which empha-
sized the virtues of diversity and multiculturalism, and more sophisticated research 
into language learning, led to a considerable expansion in ESL programs and in-
creased specialist training in second-language learning.62 However, various problems 
remained. In the 1960s, training in ESL techniques was initially offered in Ontario 
and then also at the University of British Columbia, but there was difficulty in find-
ing experts to teach ESL, and most of the teachers taking the courses were inter-
ested in adult programs, not in public school education. Moreover, few school boards 
were interested in hiring trained ESL teachers. Indeed, in Ashworth’s opinion, some 
boards relegated ESL classes to those teachers unable to cope with regular classes, 
which meant that “for those children who had the misfortune to be taught by an 
incompetent rather than a trained ESL teacher the year spent in the ESL class was a 
waste of time.”63

Thus, while some progress was being made in the 1960s and early 1970s, when 
Ashworth conducted a survey for another of her books, she found that, as late as the 
early 1970s, 56 per cent of those who had been teaching New Canadians for three 
years or less were wholly untrained for the job.64 She would later comment:

As many regular classroom teachers will, at some time, teach students for whom 
English is a second language, it would seem advisable that they should at least 
be introduced to some basic concepts during their preservice training. This, 
however, is not the case. Few teachers entering the profession receive sufficient 
information on second language teaching to help them help their students.

It was, she continued, over seventy years since Black had called for proper training 
for ESL teachers. Yet even now “the majority of regular teachers, most of whom will 
meet ESL students in their classes from time to time, have little or no background 
in second language acquisition theories or in methods of teaching ESL through the 
regular curriculum.”65

In sum, one critical job of Canadian schools across the first half of the century was 
defined as the assimilation of immigrant children into the language and values of the 
majoritarian culture. Making English the exclusive or near-exclusive language of the 
classroom was regarded widely, by educators, politicians, and others, as a fundamen-
tal part of that strategy. During the second decade of the century the “direct method” 
came to dominate educational theory about teaching English to the non-English. 
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That method was not only advocated in the Canadian literature but was the method 
authorized by provincial educational authorities. A corollary of the method was 
that the language of the home was to be excluded from the classroom and the play-
ground. Except in special circumstances, however, teachers were not trained in how 
to teach English to non-English children; as a consequence, in most schools — above 
all in the rural schools, which until mid-century constituted the majority of class-
rooms — teachers and pupils were left to sink or swim in an ad hoc way. It was only in 
the later twentieth century, with the new emphases on multiculturalism and the value 
of diversity, that the efficacy and use of the direct method, along with the assimilative 
goals that underpinned it, began to be challenged.66

Notes
1 Quoted in Marilyn Barber, “Canadianization through the Schools of the Prairie 

Provinces before World War I: The Attitudes and Aims of the English-Speaking 
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