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Editor’s Notes

This special issue of Canadian Oral History Association Forum
presents some of the results of a recent large oral history project.

Although most oral history projects preserve both the identity of
narrators and the resulting tapes, transcripts and indexes in the interests of
validating findings and facilitating future research, this particular project
was designed to preserve anonymity in the hope of maximizing candid
responses and protecting sensitive information. We think you will agree
that many of the narrators were remarkably insightful and honest.

The research team, headed by Dr. Rebecca Coulter of the University
of Western Ontario at London, Ontario, offers Forum s readers a fascinating
look at teaching in Ontario during the half century just ended. We invite oral
historians elsewhere in Canada who are engaged in projects akin to that
described in this issue to exchange comments and ideas with the six
contributors listed at the end of this volume. They plan to continue “mining”
their rich collection of materials.

Sincere thanks to Web Master Ken Clavette of Ottawa for his
continuing work on the COHA website at www.ncfn.carleton.ca/oral-
history. Please remember to visit the website and renew your membership.
It is through COHA that we know of one another’s interests. COHA
members automatically receive each issue of Forum and have access to
useful links and information.

A note for your calendar: The Canadian Oral History Association
would like to invite interested practitioners to gather next June 3, 2005, ata
Canadian Historical Association group session to be held at Brescia
University College as part of the Congress in London. The exact location
along with an agenda will be available soon at COHA’s website and at the
Congress website www.fedcan.ca/english/congress/congress2005main.

Forum Review Board Members

Caroline Forcier-Holloway
Peter Geller

Ronald Labelle

James Morrison

Nicole St. Onge

Peter Skorce

Winona Stevenson
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Teaching Remembered: An Introduction

State schooling has been ubiquitous for more than a century in the
geographic area now known as Canada yet we know remarkably little
about the social history of teaching. Hundreds of thousands of teachers,
the majority of them women, have graced the classrooms of the nation but
their stories remain largely untold. With this special issue of Forum, we
begin to address this lacuna by documenting the history of women
teachers in twentieth century Ontario. This is the initial effort to bring
together in one place an analysis of the data collected from almost 200
oral history interviews with retired women teachers conducted between
2000 and 2004 as part of the research project, “The Woman Teaching in
Twentieth-Century Ontario,” generously funded by the Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council of Canada.

The full story of this project is told in an earlier article published
in Vol. 21-22 of Forum. Briefly, a team of seven, originally all employed
in the Faculty of Education at The University of Western Ontario but now
somewhat scattered, undertook to interview approximately 200 retired
women teachers from all regions of Ontario to capture key elements of
their careers. We were particularly interested in topics such as:

® how women chose to become teachers,

° how they prepared for teaching,

® what their early experiences of teaching were,

° how they coped with changes in curriculum and pedagogy, and

® what encounters they had with students, parents, principals,

inspectors and trustees

We also wanted to explore how geography may have shaped the teaching
experience, so we interviewed teachers who had worked in rural and
northern schools as well as urban ones. We talked to teachers who chose
to become administrators and/or were active in teacher federations, as
well as teachers who were engaged in volunteer work in their
communities. We investigated the experiences of Aboriginal,
francophone and immigrant teachers, and we explored the impact of
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gender, race, class and sexuality on teachers’ lives. The articles you have
before you, contributed by six members of the research team, explore
these topics and themes with the intent of capturing what it was like to be
a teacher in different times and circumstances.

We expect to be working with our research materials for a long
time to come. The information from the interviews alone is
overwhelming in amount and in detail and presents real challenges for
analysis and interpretation. For that reason, the articles in this special
issue must be seen as a preliminary attempt to draw meaning from the
data. We are planning additional publications, including at least one
book.

It must also be said that we have handled the oral histories we
collected in an unconventional way. While the usual practice in oral
history is to identify participants by their real names and locations and to
leave intact their discussions of events, we have assigned pseudonyms
and interview numbers (i.e., ACPID000) and deleted most references to
specific locations to protect the anonymity of the teachers we
interviewed, as well as the identities of individuals the teachers discuss.
We did this not only because it was a requirement of our ethics
certificate, but also because we wanted the women teachers to speak
freely and openly about their professional lives, lives which may have
included negative experiences such as sexual harassment, excessive use
of corporal punishment or sexual abuse of children by colleagues,
conflicts among teachers, and work discipline or dismissal. We were
interested in hearing about the joys and pleasures of the profession, but
we wanted to know about the difficulties, too. As educators, both the
interviewers and interviewees have special ethical obligations towards
students, their parents, and colleagues. If we identified teachers by name,
we ran the risk of also identifying those with whom the teachers had
interacted in a professional capacity. This is clearly unacceptable. As a
result, we have oral histories of teaching, rather than of teachers. Itis a
fine, but important, distinction.

As they read the articles in this issue, we hope that the women
who so willingly and generously shared their teaching experiences with
us find that we are doing justice to their carecers. We were honoured to
have so many women teachers open their homes and their lives to us and
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we thank them for their frank responses to our questions. It should be
noted that although we interviewed nearly 200 women, there were many
more who volunteered to participate. Unfortunately, we were unable to
speak with everyone but we are grateful to all those women who cared
enough about the research to offer us an interview. Many teachers or
their relatives sent us diaries, photographs, memoirs and other materials
and we thank those contributors, as well as our research assistants,
Daphne Heywood, Alice Taylor and Leslie Thielen-Wilson and our
administrative assistants, Ruth Mitchell and Stephanie Macleod, for their
hard work and patience.

The extraordinary response to our research queries demonstrates
the high level of interest in remembering the histories of schooling and
the women who made learning possible and often even enjoyable.
Scholars, new and established, should feel encouraged to pursue historical
questions about teachers and teaching.

Rebecca Coulter, Ph. D., Project Director







