Educating Young Boys In Ontario For War:
Unveiling Canadian Social History

As we delve into Canadian social history, one aspect that often gets overlooked is
the education of young boys in Ontario during times of war. This article aims to
shed light on this crucial period and explore the unique methods employed to

prepare these youngsters for combat.

The Context

War has always left an indelible mark on society, and Canada was no exception.
During times of conflict, the country faced the difficult task of preparing its youth
for the realities of war. Ontario, with its large population and pivotal role in
Canada's war efforts, took on the responsibility of educating young boys to

ensure their contribution to the nation's defense.
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From Classroom to Battlefield

Traditional classroom education received a unique twist during wartime. Schools
in Ontario began incorporating military training and combat tactics into their
curriculum. This approach aimed to instill discipline, physical fitness, and a sense

of duty among young boys in preparation for potential battlefield scenarios.

Classes such as map reading, combat strategies, and first aid were introduced
alongside traditional subjects. Boys became well-versed in military concepts and
were taught how to handle weapons. This integrated approach blurred the line
between academics and combat education, as schools played a vital role in

shaping these boys into potential soldiers.

Physical Training and Fitness

In addition to academic knowledge, physical fithess played a crucial role in
preparing young boys for war. Schools in Ontario emphasized the importance of

athleticism and fostered a culture of strength and endurance. Students were
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engaged in various physical activities such as drills, obstacle courses, and sports

to improve their fitness levels and build resilience.

The goal was to create physically capable individuals who could withstand the
demands of battle. From running miles to mastering obstacle courses, boys were

pushed to their limits to develop their physical capabilities.

Leadership and Discipline

A strong emphasis was placed on developing leadership skills and discipline
among young boys. Ontario's education system encouraged the formation of
cadet corps within schools. These corps instilled a sense of hierarchy,

responsibility, and cooperation within the students.

Boys were trained to assume leadership roles, hold responsibilities, and make
critical decisions. From organizing drills to overseeing fellow students' progress,
these experiences helped them develop important qualities required in times of

war.

Role of Community and Parents

The education of young boys for war was not the sole responsibility of schools.
The community and parents also played their part. Families often supported their
children's military education by engaging them in cadet programs outside of

school hours.

Communities rallied behind their boys, organizing events to raise funds for war
efforts and providing assistance to schools in creating a robust wartime education
program. Parental involvement was crucial in encouraging young boys to
embrace their military education, and many parents took pride in their children's

commitment to serve their country when the need arose.



Impacts and Legacy

The education system's wartime adaptations created a lasting impact on the lives
of young boys in Ontario. Even if they did not directly participate in warfare, the
values and skills instilled in them during their education remained with them

throughout their lives.

Many alumni of these wartime education programs went on to become successful
leaders, both in military and civilian domains. The physical fithess and discipline

they developed proved invaluable for their personal and professional lives.

The education of young boys in Ontario for war was a transformative period in
Canadian social history. This amalgamation of academics, physical fitness, and
military training shaped individuals who were not only equipped for warfare but

also possessed the qualities required to excel in various spheres of life.

As we look back at this chapter in history, we must acknowledge the sacrifices
and dedication of the young boys who embraced their education for war and

played their part in shaping the future of Canada.
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Euphoria swept Canada, and especially Ontario, with the outbreak of World War
l. Young men rushed to volunteer for the Canadian Expeditionary Force, and
close to 50 per cent of the half-million Canadian volunteers came from the
province of Ontario. Why were people excited by the prospect of war? What
popular attitudes about war had become ingrained in the society? And how had
such values become so deeply rooted in a generation of young men that they

would be eager to join this 'great adventure'?

Historian Mark Moss seeks to answer these questions in Manliness and
Militarism: Educating Young Boys in Ontario for War. By examining the cult of
manliness as it developed in Victorian and Edwardian Ontario, Moss reveals a
number of factors that made young men eager to prove their mettle on the
battlefields of Europe. Popular juvenile literature — the books of Henty, Haggard,
and Kipling, for example, and numerous magazines for boys, such as the Boy's
Own Paper and Chums — glorified the military conquests of the British Empire,
the bravery of military men, especially Englishmen, and the values of courage
and unquestioning patriotism. Those same values were taught in the schools, on
the playing fields, in cadet military drill, in the wilderness and Boy Scout

movements, and even through the toys and games of young children.

The lessons were taught, and learned, well. As Moss concludes: 'Even after the
horrors became known, the conflict ended, and the survivors came home,
manliness and militarism remained central elements of English-speaking
Ontario's culture. For those too young to have served, the idea of the Great War
became steeped in adventure, and many dreamed of another chance to serve.

For some, the dream would become a reality."’
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