Education –
Primary & Secondary
Education in the Early Days
The ﬁrst recorded schoolhouse in Cobourg was in a stable at
the very centre of town, King and Division Sts. The plaque
there notes that the school was in operation as early as 1810.
In 1816 the Parliament of Upper Canada made the ﬁrst provision
for Public Education by appropriating $6,000 to aid in paying
teachers and buying school books. But it was many years before
the inhabitants generally could aﬀord to pay the fees charged to
give their children even the meagre advantages of the
Grammar School system, the only system then authorized by
the Legislature.

First School Plaque

The wealthier people of our District sent their children, both boys
and girls, to private seminaries in Toronto while those who were
of moderate circumstances, patronized the private schools which
sprang up in the pioneer settlements. The rest of the population
scraped by on a system that relied on American textbooks
and poorly paid teachers.
Cobourg had its share of private schools including one operated
by a Mr. McLaren, before 1832, in a frame house on Albert Street. Strap in hand, Mr. McLaren encouraged his
students so often with “Now pull ahead boys! Pull ahead!" that he became known as “Old Pullahead”.
Perhaps the most important early school in Cobourg was the Parochial School founded by the Anglican Church
authorities. It was a large barn-like building which stood midway between King and Queen Sts., opposite the church
rectory. This school was opened before 1830. In the 1840s it became the Newcastle District Grammar School, then
the Cobourg Grammar School, and in 1872 the Cobourg Collegiate Institute.
As Cobourg increased in population and inﬂuence it became an educational center for the elite, having one of only
13 Provincial Grammar Schools (for higher education) and its own university, Victoria College. In the early 1840s
there were also two ladies’ schools run by the wives of two Victoria College professors.
Cobourg Grammar School

The Government Moves In
In 1846, under the leadership of Egerton Ryerson, the Legislature of the Province of Canada passed “An Act for the
better establishment and maintenance of Common Schools in Upper Canada”. Among other things it provided for:
• a provincial Superintendent of Schools
• the adoption of suitable plans of School Houses with the proper furniture and appendages
• the division of towns and cities into a convenient number of sections, and parts of sections to be
numbered and described
• the provision of levies to cover associated costs
This brought some order into the local education scene, and the town was divided into 5 sections:
1. in the neighbourhood of the old Court House (New Amherst – now Elgin and Burnham Sts.)
on land donated by the Burnham family
2. included the Ball-Street neighbourhood
3. centred at John and Chapel Streets
4. centred on Queen Street – the ‘Cork Town School"
5. centred on King Street

The teachers were paid partly by local and Government grants, but principally by the pupils, who were expected to pay
quarterly fees for their tuition. The more pupils the teacher could secure, the greater was his salary. There was no
provision made for inspection, and the teacher did not require any special qualiﬁcations.
By 1855, a male teacher’s basic salary was 100 pounds per
annum. Local historian, Percy Climo, tells us that the next year a
Miss Stickles was engaged by the School Board as Principal of the
Court House School. Her salary was 70 pounds.
In 1858, the Rev. Father Timlin sent a formal notice to the Board
stating that the Roman Catholics intended to establish and
support a Catholic School in Cobourg. It was held in a small frame
building on Ball Street but grew quickly and moved to University
Avenue in 1883, the year that the Sisters of St. Joseph from
Toronto took charge.
In 1871, under Ryerson’s leadership, Ontario passed the ﬁrst
compulsory school law - an example that other provinces quickly
followed. It provided for education in English and French, and for
both Catholics and Protestants. Public schools were now to be
free to students and compulsory, paid for by the Ontario
government and the municipal taxpayers equally.

Egerton Ryerson

External Inﬂuences at Work
The 1870s brought radical changes within the provincial school system. In
addition to providing for both free and compulsory primary education, the School
Reform Bill of 1871 made property assessment mandatory, greatly increasing
funds for education. Women’s equality made strides and inﬂuenced the Cobourg
Grammar School to become co-educational (despite the resignation of its
headmaster to start Barron’s School for Boys in Cobourg). But not long after,
Cobourg’s economic fortunes declined so much that by 1892 most of the private
schools, and Victoria College itself, had left.
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Meanwhile, large farm families had necessitated the multitude of one/two room
school houses seen in this 1871 map.

Through the 1900s education in the whole Western World, not just Cobourg, faced
the opposing pressures of demand for widespread higher education and
declining birth rates.
On the one hand, high school education went from being the exception to being the
law. Expansion lasted through the 20th century. Cobourg Collegiate Institute, built
in 1901 and expanded in 1939 and 1963, was joined by CDCI East in 1960 and St.
Mary’s Separate High School in 1985 (with a new building in 1998).

On the other hand, family size began to shrink with the end of the post World
War II Baby Boom. Students were soon being bussed to regional schools. (Earlier
ad hoc bussing had existed for high school students, such as the black and grey
hearse used to transport Harwood students to CCI!) Then elementary schools were
consolidated, and more recently CCI West was closed. With the aging of our
Canadian population, that building may well be turned into a retirement home
as the Thomas Gillbard Elementary School has been.
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Teachers
The ﬁrst teachers were overwhelmingly male (ﬁrst provincial records indicate 80% in 1847). By the end of the
century, the gender proportions reversed. School Boards found they could hire 1 male or 2 female teachers for
$300/year. As for today, here and across the province we are moving from gender equality to only 10% of recent
teacher graduates being male.
A sampling of the 1872 rules for teachers includes:

Old School Master

• Teachers will ﬁll the lamps and clean the chimney every day.
• Men teachers may take one evening each week for courting purposes, or two evenings a week if they
go to church regularly.
• Women teachers who marry or engage in improper conduct will be dismissed.
• Any teacher who smokes, uses liquor in any form, visits pool halls, or public halls, or gets shaved in a barber
shop, will give good reasons for people to suspect his worth, intentions, and honesty.
• The teacher who performs his labour faithfully without fault for ﬁve years will be given an increase of
25 cents per week in his pay.
Surprisingly, elements of these rules persist. During the 1960s local high school teachers were not permitted to
buy any liquor within the town of Cobourg.
The present Education Act of Ontario includes:

264 (1) It is the duty of a teacher and a temporary teacher to inculcate by precept and example respect for
religion and the principles of Judaeo-Christian morality and the highest regard for truth, justice, loyalty, love
of country, humanity, benevolence, sobriety, industry, frugality, purity, temperance and all other virtues;

And Students
Unlike the 19th century and early 20th, it is expected that all Ontario children will
attend not only elementary but high school as well. Legally, Ontario students
today can only end their education after high school graduation or the age of 18.
Basic behaviour expectations have remained the same: be ready to learn plus
respect authority and other people. Today more emphasis is placed on student
safety versus the earlier emphasis on obedience. In addition to the use of corporal
punishment, earlier times included unique rules such as washing your feet at the
end of class if you were barefoot!

The Strap

