
108 The Journal of Educational Thought, Vo l. I 4, No. 2, August 1980 

Nancy M. Sheehan* 

Temperance, Education and The WCTU in 
Alberta, 1905-1930 

In the quarter century between the 1890s and the 1920s the Canadian society 
was transformed . 1 During this period the country grew in population, in the num­
ber of provinces and in national maturity. It experienced an influx of non-English 
speaking immigrants, the industrialization and urbanization of its economy, and 
the opening up of the West. These three major changes had profound influence on 
the social fabric of the nation. The established Anglo-Saxon dominance in the 
country appeared threatened and pressure for change upset the traditional politi­
cal, religious and educational arrangements of the society. 2 

That pressure for change came from a variety of interest groups, was directed at 
various institutions in the society, and revealed the diversity of the developing 
nation. Politics, religion , and schooling all underwent substantial change: new 
political parties were formed; religion became concerned with social conditions 
and fundamentalist sects emerged; public education came to include physical and 
social development as well as academic and moral concerns; labor became a more 
vocal influence in the country; a country life interest with its concern for the plight 
of the rural community developed; and prohibition became law as did the vote for 
women. Laws were passed which protected dependent children, married women, 
and the industrial worker. Socially, the Canada of the 1920s was different from the 
one of the 1890s. A transformation, pushed by_ concerned citizens, politicians, and 
institutions such as the churches , had taken place. The changes that occurred in 
society intertwined, overlapped and affected one another. 3 

The educational system in Alberta is a prime example of an institution that was 
caught in this ' change ' squeeze. The rapid immigration to the province prior to 
World War I and the incipient industrialization put tremendous burdens on the 
neophyte school system. Not only did the department of education need to organ­
ize a system of schools, find enough qualified teachers , and set a curriculum, it had 
to cope with huge numbers of non-English speaking children. For example, in 
1906 there were 28 ,784 pupils registered in Albertan schools. This number had 
grown to 79,907 by 1913 and 164,086 by 1929. It was not unusual to have between 
one and three hundred new school districts formed in a given year. Keeping the 
schools , particularly the one-room , one-teacher country school, open meant a 
teacher had to be found , no easy task in a pioneer society. Particular difficulty was 
experienced in the non-English speaking areas where the culture, and language 
were foreign , and an " English" school not always welcomed by the residents. 4 In 
the cities a more modern , advanced education was needed, with technical and 
industrial courses , specialized teachers , and opportunities for higher education. 5 
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This rapid growth in Alberta's educational system occurred just as agitation for 
reform in public schools became popular across North America. While some refor­
mers argued that schools could revitalize rural areas through courses in nature 
study, school gardening and agriculture, others advocated manual training and 
household science as a means of acquainting students with the industrial and 
domestic work of the nation . Leaders of the health and physical education move­
ment campaigned for school doctors and nurses, for equipped playgrounds and 
mandatory physical education, particularly in urban areas where reformers noted 
the lack of country air, the often squalid living conditions and diseases in epidemic 
proportions . The inclusion of temperance in the curriculum of the elementary and 
high school was another example of the drive to use the school for social and moral 
uplift. 

Temperance had long been a concern of society and the early school readers in 
the U. S., particularly the McGuffey Readers, stressed the value of a temperate 
life. As the temperance crusade in the United States increased in the latter years of 
the nineteenth century the school was seen to have an increased role in teaching 
the evil effects of alcohol. Under the leadership of the Woman 's Christian Tem­
perance Union (WCTU) schools across America developed mandatory courses, 
textbooks, and examinations on the evil effects of alcohol and tobacco and the 
benefits of total prohibition . The story of the WCTU in Alberta, and its attempts to 
educate for temperance should help make explicit some of the problems of educa­
tional reform. 

The liquor industry on the Prairies prior to 1916 was a substantial one. In an 
inhospitable land where loneliness and boredom were all too common, hotel bars 
and saloons offered escape in the form of companionship, relaxation and warmth . 
Even with increased settlement - with women, children and family life - drinking 
traditions were hard to break. Civilization followed families, albeit slowly. 
Amenities such as cultural activities, educational facilities and recreational diver­
sions developed in time. In the meanwhile the bars were central, convenient and 
inviting. And to some families intent on a civilized existence they were the key to 
the wild, wooly West. Instead of schools, libraries, and playgrounds, these families 
saw bars. Stories of weekly paychecks disappearing at the local saloon became 
legendary. Newspaper accounts and stories on life in the West spoke of the drunks 
in the streets, the suffering of innocent wives and children, the dirty, smelly stand­
up bars and the number of arrests directly related to liquor. 6 Businessmen, too, 
were concerned . Intoxicated workers caused slowdowns, accidents, and sloppy 
workmanship . A Calgary minister estimated that "for every dollar Alberta got for 
revenue from liquor, it lost $10,000 in expense and loss of labour caused by the 
traffic. '' 7 

The great waves of immigrants after the turn of the century appeared to inten­
sify the alcohol problem (and most other social problems). Non-English speaking 
immigrants from Eastern Europe continued the drinking traditions established by 
the early traders , trappers and Indians. As a response to their alienation and culture 
shock, and as a relief from harsh labor and living conditions these immigrants 
turned to alcohol for comfort. Staggering home from a saloon, speaking a foreign 
language , dressed in strange clothes, smelling of garlic and whiskey, these men 
were an affront to the sensibilities of the Anglo-Saxon prairie settler, especially 
members of the Methodist, Baptist and Presbyterian churches who found "booze" 
an abomination . To them everything that was evil and unpleasant in society had its 
source in the use of alcohol. 8 Across both Canada and the United States the open 
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bar, so visible to the populace, shocked fundamentalist and revivalist church 
groups. It was in this atmosphere that the crusade to persuade and eventually 
legally prohibit citizens from drinking began . Armed with up-to-date and effective 
propaganda techniques such as speeches, pledge cards, literature and films, 
prohibitionists carried on a program of persuasion . Much of this propaganda con­
sisted of scare tactics, using lurid stories with doubtful statistics about the 
drunkard's eventual downfall, the disgrace and unhappiness brought on his family, 
and the economic loss to the nation to convince audiences that all alcohol had to be 
banned. 9 

The Woman's Christian Temperance Union was founded in 1874 in the United 
States, "as an organization of Christian Women banded together for the protection 
of the home, the abolition of the liquor traffic, and the triumph of Christ's Golden 
Rule in custom and in law." They adopted a many-sided approach: "we declare 
our purpose to educate the young; to form a better public sentiment; to reform so 
far as possible, by religious and scientific means, the drinking classes; to seek the 
transforming power of divine grace for ourselves and for all for whom we work . 10 

They believed that the major method of achieving their goals was by means of 
education, particularly the public school. Through their efforts temperance educa­
tion laws , making instruction regarding the harmful effects of alcohol and nar­
cotics obligatory in the public schools, were enacted by every state in the Union 
between the years 1882-1902. The leadership thought that these laws would even­
tually create a dry country through the attitude of the coming generation who 
would benefit from the required courses. The WCTU also influenced the writing 
of temperance textbooks and held a virtual monopoly over their selection, a 
monopoly which went unchallenged until the 1940s when the Yale Centre of 
Alcoholic Studies began to compete in the field. 11 Outside the school, educational 
work was carried out through church-sponsored Sunday School programmes, 
WCTU sponsored youth organizations, and temperance propaganda in the form of 
leaflets, posters , blotters, booklets, etc. The organization became world wide and 
quickly gained favor with women in Canada. One of the first Canadian Unions was 
formed in Picton, Ontario, in 1875 by Mrs. Letitia Youmans who had gone to Cin­
cinnati and participated in the organizational meeting of the World Woman's 
Christian Temperance Union . The Dominion Woman's Christian Temperance 
Union, with headquarters in Toronto, was formed in 1885. Mrs. Youmans was the 
first president, and immediately directed her attention to organizing unions across 
the country. 12 

THE WCTU IN THE NORTHWEST 

In September 1886 Mrs. Youmans visited the west, creating unions and appoint­
ing a territorial superintendent. Although a number of locals were formed, the 
great distances involved, the inadequate communication facilities, and the cons­
tantly mobile population made the work extremely difficult. Finally, in 1903 a 
Northwest Territories branch of the Canadian WCTU was formed under the direc­
tion of Mrs. J. S. Craig, a leading figure in the Quebec WCTU, who had moved to 
Olds, Alberta. Its first convention in 1904 brought women from fourteen different 
towns in the Territories - from Grenfell, on the CPR track near the Manitoba 
border, and Regina, the capital, to Edmonton in the North and Macleod to the 
South. In 1905 the group became the Alberta and Saskatchewan Provincial 
Woman's Christian Temperance _Union. Growth was steady and at the Convention 
of 1912 it was decided that the work had grown to such proportions that it could be 
done much more effectively through two provincial organizations. 13 
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Prohibition was the central goal of the Union, not Temperance as the name 
implies. The ladies were convinced that liquor resulted in "wrecked homes, young 
men and women started on the road to ruin, debauched manhood, degraded 
womanhood, neglected childhood, reduced efficiency, lower standards of morals 
and lower standards of living." 14 They were sure that the only solution to the 
drunk in the streets, the vagrants, the high rate of arrests and poor, miserly home 
life was to dethrone" King Alcohol." In 1915 the people voted Alberta dry and the 
WCTU believed that victory had come to the forces of righteousness!' 5 Another 
landmark year was 1923. Again by referendum the people let their wishes be 
known, this time for government control. Prohibition was lost in Alberta and in its 
place the government operated liquor stores for retail sale, and controlled the 
licensing of hotels and private clubs . The Alberta Liquor Control Board was born. 
Louise McKinney, president of the Alberta WCTU for many years remarked , 
"that the work of half a century was thrown into the discard." 16 Despite such a 
setback the organization continued and grew, with the original goals still guiding 
them. The 1929 membership was 1500, up from 1350 in 1915 and 1000 in 1920.17 

This continuing interest can best be explained by the original framework and the 
other activities supported by the Union . It had a highly centralized, bureaucratic 
administration. Besides the executive and officers, each provincial body ran 
departments of work headed by superintendents. The local unions themselves 
made the decison to concentrate their efforts on certain departments. This meant 
that the local area could suit the work they did to the talents of the members and 
the needs of the area. It also meant that the union could attract support from 
women who might not be so willing to work exclusively for prohibition. Thus we 
find members engaged in anti-smoking and anti-narcotic legislation , in eugenics 
and sex hygiene, in the franchise, in family and social reform legislation, in bible 
reading and the Lord's Prayer in all schools, in eliminating pornography from book 
stores, in marriage license requirements, in new Canadians and citizenship, in 
supervised playgrounds, and in school savings banks. In other words they sup­
ported a practical program of social reform, applying Christ's teaching to every day 
problems; they were true members of the Social Gospel Movement. 18 

It was, however, to the central goal of prohibition that many of these " other" 
activities were directed . For example , woman's suffrage was essential for "the pro­
tection of the home and family, for the reconstruction of society, and the conse­
quent advancement of the millenium." Sara Rowell Wright, President of the 
Dominion Woman's Christian Temperance Union, summarized: 

.. . Primarily we were organized for the abolition of the liquor traffic .... During all the time since 
ever liquor was introduced women have ever and always been its chief sufferers .... Is it any 
wonder, then, that the WCTU ardently desires the enfranchisement of women? Why? Not from 
such low ai ms as to add a little paltry power to their positions; ... but because we realize that the 
ba llo t in the hands of the women must mean eventually the outlawry of the liquor traffic .... 19 

The alliance of suffrage and temperance forces arose out of the belief that 
enfranchised women would vote to abolish, or at least to regulate, the traffic in 
liquor. Prohibition and women's suffrage legislation came within months of one 
another in each of the prairie provinces. After all, the prohibition forces argued, it 
was the woman in the home who was most affected by the liquor traffic . 

To successfully legislate prohibition and to win and benefit from the extension 
of the franchise, education was needed: the average man in the street needed to be 
made aware of the evils of alcohol ; women could benefit from lessons on citizen-
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ship; and children must learn from an early age why prohibition was necessary. 
Following in the footsteps of their parent organizations, the Alberta and 
Saskatchewan Unions concentrated much effort in educational areas. Departments 
of Scientific Temperance Instruction and Anti-Narcotics were organized . The 
Literature Depository was kept supplied with pamphlets, posters, brochures, and 
books to be used for propaganda purposes. Effort was made to reach , with this 
material, groups which the members thought were in need of guidance: Indians, 
foreigners, and working men in lumber and mining camps; and travellers via rail­
way stations, reading rooms, and coffee houses. A number of children's depart­
ments were organized which educated the child from infancy to adulthood. Mrs. 
McElroy of Calgary suggested: "Make sure of not only your own babies but those 
also of friends and neighbors by enrolling them as Little White Ribboners, then at 
the age of seven years they merge into the 'L TL' [Loyal Temperance Legion] and 
from there to the 'Y' [Young Woman's Christian Temperance Union] and then 
fully mature members of the WCTU just as naturally as passing from one grade to 
another in school. ... " 20 A Sunday School department advocated a temperance 
Sunday each month. A national magazine and an international publishing house 
meant that statistics, stories, literature, progress, new methodology and sugges­
tions for activities were at the members' fingertips. 

In 1929 Louise McKinney in her address to the 25th anniversary convention of 
the first Territorial meeting said: "We have carried on a broad program of educa­
tion among our own people and have given our support to every movement that 
seemed to contribute to the uplift of the home life and child life of the nation . " 21 

Two years earlier McKinney had indicated that there was a need for "a broad 
program of education , not only among the children but among our young people 
and adults as well, for unless the [liquor] custom is checked among men and 
women there is grave danger that much of our teaching among the children will be 
overcome by social usages when they go out into the world to mingle with the 
social life of the community. " 22 In another address shortly after the franchise was 
granted to women Mrs. McKinney stated that: "the moral forces of the province 
wi ll look to us to educate the women and lead them out to higher ideals of citizen­
ship. " 23 In the same paragraph she re-iterated: " . .. never has the world needed 
the Woman's Christian Temperance Union as at the present time - with its high 
ideals for home and national life, its conception of the responsibilities of citizen­
ship, its interest in every phase of the world's life and activity, its facilities for 
training the children, its purpose to educate the people, and its machinery for 
carrying this purpose into effect." 24 In her addresses, Mrs. McKinney emphasized 
the educational nature and resources of the WCTU. 

SCIENTIFIC TEMPERANCE INSTR UCTJON (ST!) 

Despite Mrs. McKinney's optimism the Alberta WCTU was not wholly success­
ful in its educational aims. Working at both the provincial and the local level 
simultaneously it had, by the end of the 1920s, achieved only limited progress. 
This success, in one form or another , followed the earlier pattern of the WCTU in 
the United States. The Department of Scientific Temperance Instruction (STI) 
was devoted to formal education and responsible for the enactment of state laws 
compelling some form of Temperance instruction in the public schools. In Prohibi­
tion and the Progressive Movement Timberlake argued: 

To what extent temperance instruction contributed to the success of the prohibition movement, 
it is impossible to say . But that it aided materially in creating dry sentiment can hardly be doubted, 
for it was during the Progressive era that children indoctrinated in the scientific argument for tern-
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perance first began to reach voting age. Temperance reformers themselves were inclined to credit it 
with being a major factor in bringing about national prohibition . 25 

The United States Commissioner of Education remarked that in the creation of a 
sentiment which resulted in local option, followed by state prohibition and 
culminating in national prohibition, a very important, if not major, part was played 
by the schools. "The instruction in physiology and hygiene with special reference 
to the effects of alcohol ... has resulted first in clearer thinking, and second in bet­
ter and stronger sentiment in regard to the sale and use of alcoholic drinks. " 26 

Despite these statements the instruction failed to achieve desired results . The 
WCTU was successful in obtaining legislation, in drawing many teachers, educa­
tional administrators , medical doctors and scientists into their ranks, in persuading 
publishers and authors to stress total abstinence in textbooks, in watching over 
sta te and county teacher examinations and in sending temperance literature to 
teachers and libraries. Although many children received scientific temperance 
instruction in the schools, the increase in annual alcoholic consumption per capita 
between 1880 and 1920, plus the difficulty of enforcing Prohibition indicated that 
the instruction had not convinced enough American youth. 27 This pattern of suc­
cess in obtaining temperance instruction in the schools, but failure in creating a dry 
society, took a different twist in Alberta. 

ST! - Legislation 

At the convention of the Territorial WCTU in 1904 Mrs. Louise McKinney of 
Claresholm was appointed Superintendent of Scientific Temperance Instruction. 
Born and educated in Ontario, Mrs. McKinney had attended the Ottawa Normal 
School, and taught for a number of years in Ontario, and then North Dakota. 
While in North Dakota she became interested in the WCTU and eventually 
accepted the post of State Evangelist, travelling the state organizing, cajoling, and 
preaching the WCTU message. Fresh from these experiences in the U.S., and 
knowledgeable about STI laws in many areas, she read a paper on STI at that first 
convention from which her appointment followed .28 It was her belief that if prac­
tical results were to be obtained from temperance agitation then the opportunity to 
reach the next generation was through the public schools. She referred to an inter­
national threefold plan of work : 

1. Provide suitab le textbooks - books that are good authority on hygiene, containing also a suffi­
cient amount of the latest scient ific teaching as to the effect of alcohol and narcotics on the body, 
these books to be graded as are text books in other subjects; 
2. Secure the passage of laws prov iding fo r the teaching of this subject on the same lines as other 
branches of study; 
3. En list the sympathy of teachers and school boards and see that the provisions of the law are car­
ri ed out. 29 

Although Alberta had temperance education courses, adopted from Territorial 
days, 30 McKinney believed that they needed to be upgraded. With only one 
reference book provided for the teachers, no textbook at all for the pupils , and no 
examination required in the course, she was concerned about the effectiveness of 
the program. 31ln 1906 the STI Superintendent wrote to the Department of Educa­
tion in Edmonton, calling attention to the defects in the existing law and asking for 
a change. She also sent copies of the national and international courses of study, 
wh ich had been approved by educators in the United States and Great Britain . 
These moves resulted in letters from the Department indicating that the sugges­
tions would be considered when the next revision of the course of study occurred. 
McKinney mused: "What has really been accomplished by these efforts remains 
to be seen .32 
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The growth of interest in the STI department continued. The 1908 Convention 
noted that a group of Calgary ladies met with President Tory of the University of 
Alberta and were assured of his sympathy and co-operation. The superintendent 
had a session with Premier Rutherford, extracting from him a promise "that as 
soon as a suitable book should be produced he would see that it was introduced 
into our schools." 33 At the annual convention of the Temperance and Moral 
Reform League of Alberta, the WCTU asked that a committee of five be 
appointed to assist in securing these textbooks. With this help from the Tem­
perance and Moral Reform League the question of suitable textbooks was twice 
brought to the attention of the Alberta Department of Education. Interviews were 
conducted with several members of the Alberta Council of Education on this sub­
ject. Three sets of books were sent to the Alberta department. 34 The Deputy 
Minister of Education told a Strathcona WCTU delegation that as soon as he had 
time to examine the books carefully and decide which was best suited he would see 
that it was introduced into the schools for the use of the pupils. 35 Evidently the 
Deputy Minister either did not find the time or did not think the books suitable for 
the Report of the Resolutions Committee in 1910 stated: "Resolved, that we con­
tinue to ask the Department of Education ... to authorize, as soon as possible, a 
text book on the subject of physiology, hygiene and scientific temperance for the 
use of the pupils in the public schools; and, we would especially recommend the 
"Gulick" series, and that an examination test be given in this, as [in] other 
branches of study. 36 The 1911, 1912 and 1913 Convention Minutes repeated the 
above resolutions.37 It seems that despite sympathy, assurances, and promises 
from the Department of Education; despite letters, interviews, and initiatives in 
sending suitable texts for perusal; and despite co-operation from other individuals 
and groups, the pleas fell on deaf ears . The Department of Education made no 
move to upgrade its temperance and hygiene offerings. 

A clue to the department's inaction can be found in the Hygiene section of the 
Course of Studies for Public Schools, 1911. The guide indicated that the program of 
Hygiene in the common schools should be viewed by the teacher as a matter of 
inducing good habits rather than as a work of instruction. This philosophy would 
"make a text book unnecessary for pupils' use." In perusing the Course of Studies 
in Hygiene the first mention of alcohol was at the Grade VII level where" . . . the 
effect of alcohol and tobacco on general health, growth, physical and mental 
endurance, particularly of youth; the danger of forming the alcohol and tobacco 
habits" were to be studied. Js 

This lack of action did not deter the ladies! Mrs. McKinney appeared before the 
committee on school curriculum advocating scientific temperance in both public 
and high schools with an examination and a suitable text. She also corresponded 
with Mr. McNally, committee chairman and Supervisor of Schools for Alberta, 
who stated that books for supplementary reading and the recommendation would 
come before his committee.39 Partial success was finally realized, for the 1922 
WCTU Resolutions included the following: "Resolved: That we appreciate the 
action of the Educational Department in placing hygiene and scientific temperance 
on a par with other examination subjects in the public school, and we would urge 
that these be added to the examination subjects in the high school. " 40 The Course 
of Study for 1922 underlined the change in thinking since 1911 regarding the study 
of alcohol and narcotics : facts rather than habits were emphasized. It stressed that 
"not only is physical education necessary, but a definite understanding of elemen­
tary anatomy, simple laws of health, and first aid, as well." In succeeding grades 
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from one to eight each of the body's systems was to be studied with a view to 
understanding alcohol's effect upon the system . 41 

Another resolution in 1925 read: "That the Provincial WCTU wish to express 
their appreciation to the Department of Education for the introduction of the 
Text-Book, Physiology and Hygiene by Ritchie and Caldwell. In our opinion the 
importance of the teaching of Scientific Temperance in schools is so great we 
request that higher value be given to this subject in examination papers . " 42 

Ritchie and Caldwell's text not only explored the effect of alcohol and tobacco on 
the systems of the body but also devoted paragraphs to such topics as: "What 
employers think of the use of alcohol"; "Alcohol and the Great War"; "What 
medical men think of the use of alcohol"; "Tobacco and scholarship"; and "The 
effect of a moderate use of tobacco." Not only had the WCTU achieved a place for 
hygiene in the regular time-table and a compulsory examination, but they also saw 
accepted a WCTU approved text. Success in this field at long last. 43 

ST! - Essay Contests 

Another area of school activity was the essay contest. Although the members 
continued to pass resolutions asking for textbooks and examinations in the sub­
ject, and pressed their cause by letters and delegations to the Premier and Educa­
tion Department officials, it was time to branch out. In 1915 the Scientific Tem­
perance Department announced plans for Essay Contests in the schools . These 
contests would be a means of interesting students in the subject matter, of helping 
the teacher to fortify his/her presentation, of acquainting those who came in con­
tact with the child of some of the facts concerning alcohol, and of encouraging 
those who showed no inclination in this subject to become involved. 44 

The Scientific Temperance Department drew up a list of subjects for the various 
grades, a set of rules governing each contest, and a list of prizes. This material was 
sent to all the local unions, to the two provincial Normal Schools and to the 
University of Alberta. Suggested titles included: 

Total Abstinence, A Safeguard to Health and Character; 
Is the Use of Beer and Light Wines Conducive to a High Standard of Living; 
How the Cigarette Injures Health; 
Benefits of Total Prohibition. 45 

The grading of these papers included not only the subject matter, but also style, 
penmanship, language and grammar. Because students would need material on 
which to base their arguments, the department also recommended some books for 
school libraries. Included in this list were: 

Alcohol and the Human Body by Victor Horseley; 
The Gulick Series; 
A Compendium ofScient//ic Temperance Trurh by Mrs. Ed ith Smith Davis ; as well as the charts issued 
by th e National WCTU. 46 

The results of essay contest work are hard to judge. First of all, the number of 
essays written is unclear. In the most successfu l year 2000 essays were handed into 
the provincial office. Yet we know that various locals ran their own contests and 
sent only the best forward . Some schools had every child do one essay and the 
teachers sent in only the top two or three. Secondly, much of the literature availa­
ble to the child stressed scare tactics . These tactics might be successful with the 
young child but would they carry over to adulthood? For example , one of the texts 
used , and some of the essays written, quoted this passage: 



116 The Journal of Educational Thought, Vol. I 4, No. 2, August I 980 

In Turkey the pipes of smokers were thrust through their noses; in Russia the noses of smokers 
were cut off, and those who repeated the offense were put to death; the church threatened the 
users of the weed with excommunication; and King James of England issued a protest against its 
use, in which he declared it to be " a custom loathsome to the eye, hateful! to the nose, harmful to 
the brain, dangerous to the lungs, and in the black, stinking fume thereof nearest resembling the 
horrible Stygian smoke of the pit that is bottomless. " 47 

Another scare tactic was to associate every conceivable disease with the use of 
alcohol. Hardening of the liver, kidney diseases, heart disease, hardening of the 
arteries, apoplexy and paralysis, insanity, tuberculosis, pneumonia and other germ 
diseases were all said to be caused by alcohol. 4s 

Lastly, the essays themselves indicated that in many cases the subject matter, 
evidence and presentation were beyond the grasp of the student. The material was 
often taken verbatim from the texts and the writer showed little evidence of 
understanding what he had written. Albert Cohen, who won the provincial contest 
in 1924, wrote about "hob-nailed liver disease," in which alcohol caused the liver 
to expand in some places, contract in others. He spoke of "bleared eyes" disease 
in which alcohol caused the optic nerve to waste away destroying sight altogether. 
He concluded with the piece de resistance that alcohol took moisture from the brain 
and "this effect is liable to ruin the character completely. " 49 Robert Scott, a grade 
ten student, wrote that tobacco caused the heart to become unsteady, sometimes 
beating very hard and fast, and sometimes with a weak, fluttering beat. This he 
called "tobacco heart." 50 Other essays, by students aged twelve to fifteen, talked 
of "fatty degeneration and fibroid degeneration of certain of the tissues"; 
"derangement of the brain cells causing insanity"; "alcohol as a greater plague 
than war , famine and pestilence combined"; and "the cells become mere bags of 
oil, which cannot do their work." 51 

Nancy Parke, the STI Provincial Superintendent, summarized the work of her 
department: 

When this department was first launched as an essay working contest in Alberta in 1915, 300 
essays were written .... A decade later, 1925, essays were written in 13 places and numbered 2000. 
This year essays have been written in 25 places. This is evidence of some progress, and every year 
shows more lucid understanding of the work among our women themselves and a higher grade of 
scientific knowledge among contestants . . .. 52 

This progress probably had a lot to do with the new course of study instituted in 
1922. Mrs. Parke stated that these essays and prizes "should act as an incentive to 
teachers, for the subjects chosen for the essays are in complete accord with ... 
what is outlined in the Alberta Course of Study for Elementary Schools." The 
Department of Education and the Alberta WCTU seemed to have come to a meet­
ing of the minds regarding hygiene and temperance in the schools. 53 Yet it is of 
interest that the majority of places that took up essay contest work successfully 
were in the "dry" areas of the province according to the results of the prohibition 
plebiscites. 54 

ST/ - Loca I Efforts 

It was the job of the individual unions to sell the Essay Contest and Scientific 
Temperance generally to the local schools. This they tried to do in several ways. A 
number of unions gave banquets or luncheons for as many of the local and sur­
rounding teachers as could be arranged, with the Essay Contest as the main item 
on the agenda. Edmonton District Report for 1922 recorded that "the union enter­
tained the teachers at luncheon and then explained the essay contest and dis­
tributed literature. A successful essay contest was held by the Union later."55 
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Claresholm reported, "one Banquet for the school teachers of Claresholm, with 
the object in view of interesting them in Scientific Temperance, Essay, and Con­
test work. There were seventy-five present at the banquet and it proved a success 
in every way." 56 

Visits to local teachers by the superintendent and members of the Scientific 
Temperance Department were popular methods of influencing teachers. For 
example Lamont local reported that they approached nine teachers with six res­
ponding. This resulted in ninety-three essays being written .57 The Lethbridge 
local announced the essay contest and then visited the two public and the high 
schools to urge the pupils to enter the competition. ss In Hanna the local STI 
superintendent gave talks and addresses to the pupils, and five of the teaching staff 
in the public schools were said to be members of the organization. 59 

Donating books to the local school libraries was another way of interesting the 
schoolteachers in the essay contest and in Scientific Temperance Instruction 
generally. Okotoks Union purchased two books from the WCTU depository and 
placed them in the school library.60 The Gulick Hygiene Series was placed in the 
school library in Youngstown where the teachers and superintendents highly 
recommended the volumes. 61 The Central Alberta District which comprised nine­
teen unions indicated the Gulick Hygiene Series was placed "in a number of libr­
aries and essay contests have been held and prizes awarded . " 62 

Another but much less successful method of creating interest was the teacher 
essay. In 1917 a Teachers' Contest was announced early in the autumn. Notices 
were sent to many teachers and announcements made at Conventions. However, 
no response was received. 63 At the Executive Meeting held during the Annual 
Convention in 1922 it was moved "that a prize of $24.00 be offered for the best 
essay to any qualified teacher writing on the subject 'The best methods of teaching 
Scientific Temperance in the schools. "' 64 Unfortunately results were not 
recorded! 

STI literature such as blotters, charts, and the Handbook, distributed to local 
schools, also helped spread the message . Calgary Unions placed 2000 blotters in 
the public schools.65 In Wetaskiwin the local union distributed 1000 blotters 
among rural and city schools, along with other STI literature. Westcott divided 200 
blotters among four schools. 66 The effect of this form of propaganda on the 
schoolchildren must be questioned. Here is a WCTU blotter motto: 

First 

Second 

Temperance means: 
moderation in healthful 
indulgence 
abstinence from all things harm­
ful , as the use of intoxicating 
wines.67 

Note the vocabulary, style and message! The pamphlets and leaflets were many, 
going from "Why Alcohol Education" 68 and "Alcohol and Other Nar­
cotics: Suggested Topics for School Courses of Study" 69 to "Girls Beware of the 
Winecup" 70 and "The Puny Youth." 71 

Other suggestions for STI development were made from time to time: a poster 
contest, with both prizes and the posters put on display in schools and other public 
places ; a temperance scrapbook contest, where children would be encouraged to 
collect and display articles, pictures , slogans, etc. related to alcohol and tobacco; 
and publishing prize essays in local papers. 72 
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This effort at the local level had both successes and failures. Lethbridge Central 
reported that their superintendents were having difficulty getting competitors for 
essay contests in the schools because the Imperial Order of the Daughters of the 
Empire essay had taken the preference. 73 Sometimes teachers objected that they 
were too busy, that the curriculum was already crowded with essential studies. 74 

In other cases the school teachers were acknowledged "wets," and refused the 
appeals of the WCTU ladies. 75 Some foreign districts lacked yearly schools and 
often the sentiment in foreign districts was anti-prohibition . Language and cultural 
problems inhibited work in these districts. Few unions were organized in these 
areas, and the results of the prohibition plebiscites confirmed this belief of the 
WCTU that these districts were pro-alcohol. 76 

ST/ - An Assessment 

The Scientific Temperance and Anti-Narcotic Department of the WCTU 
believed that children should be taught "health facts in relation to total absti­
nence, moral truths in regard to anti-narcotics, economic proofs of prohibition," 
by having them built in, "item by item, little by little, brick by brick, into the struc­
ture of their education. " 77 They argued that it is "possible to keep steadily 
increasing this work until education along rational lines, re scientific proof of the 
ailments, crime, and misery that are inseparable results of alcoholism clears the 
outlook of every child . " 7s 

The attempt to institute STI in the public schools was superficially successful. 
Despite some antagonism and considerable indifference the WCTU achieved par­
tial success. Although supposedly placed on a par with other subjects, Health and 
Hygiene did not receive the same attention in the schools as the three Rs. 79 The 
WCTU authorized textbook, Physiology and Hygiene by Ritchie and Caldwell, was 
adopted but a later, and more up to date text, McCorkindale's Study Book and 
Charts was not. This partial success had taken twenty years of petitions, letters and 
interviews . 

Success in the essay contest area and efforts at the local school level were even 
more problematic. Although the essay appeared to reinforce the curriculum guide, 
the numbers, the nature of the texts and the methodology employed caused ques­
tions to be asked. At the same time it should be remembered that many people 
besides the school chi ld had contact with the subject matter because of an essay. 
"I've come to see the whole wet and dry question in a different light," said one 
parent, "and it was due to my son . . . entering a temperance essay contest. The 
subject of prohibition has been discussed in our home morning and night. .. . As a 
result I have become convinced that the principle of prohibition is sound." 80 In 
such cases at least, the WCTU strategy had worked. Despite these efforts the 
desired results of a dry society were not obtained . Prohibition was turned out by 
the voters in 1923 and the statistics indicate increased alcohol consumption in 
most years after government control was instituted .81 

CONCLUSION 

By 1930 the WCTU had been in operation in Alberta for a quarter of a century . It 
had gone through birth pangs, organizational tremors, the excitement of a referen­
dum campaign and victory, "defeat" in the government control referendum, and 
the broadening of the purpose and practical aspects of the organization. 
Throughout this growth and change "education" remained a constant of the 
WCTU. From the early years and votes on local option to the declining years after 
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1923 the cry was always, educate! From foreigners, Indians and uneducated 
workingmen to children, young adults and their own members , they stressed this 
aspect of their work. 

The WCTU provides a good example of the problems associated with groups 
outside the school seeking reform in the curriculum of the school. Of consequence 
is both the nature of the group seeking reform and the way the particular reform 
interest was viewed by the department of education officials . In this case the 
Woman's Christian Temperance Union was a group with a very definite bias - all 
the problems of society were accountable to "demon rum" and only by eliminat­
ing the demon would society improve. The battle was for total abstinence of the 
whole population. Louise McKinney equated temperance and prohibition: 
"[They] are the same thing," she told a member of the Legislative Assembly.s2 

Moderation was not in the WCTU's vocabulary. The WCTU's use of pickets, 
placards and petitions upset many and its advocacy of government interference in 
private industry and in the private affairs of individuals was seen as an extreme 
way of solving a social problem. A third characteristic of this group was its 
feminine constituency. A women's pressure group, during a time when women 
were not enfranchised, could be ignored by politicians and government officials. 
As a group needing support from parents, other citizens, and the professional 
educators, they had a number of unpopular characteristics. 

On the other side stood the department of education officials, teachers and local 
school trustees, whose co-operation the ladies needed. The department of educa­
tion already had a program and a philosophy regarding temperance education . 
Faced with problems of establishing and keeping open schools and school districts, 
supplying qualified teachers, and educating a large non-English speaking popula­
tion, school authorities had little interest in either the existing hygiene and tem­
perance program or the WCTU version. The minister of education and the school 
trustees did not observe a grass roots interest in this matter, but rather saw that the 
agitation for alcohol education came from prohibition centred groups who not only 
had a definite bias , but who also lacked a political base. Another problem from the 
department 's point of view was the nature of the textbooks and the titles of the 
essays - which advocated total prohibition . There were many "wets" in the pro­
vince and the department , catering to all the people, realized that the teaching and 
the textbook used in alcohol education needed to be diplomatic.83 

Indications of the department's limited support were evident in the attitude of 
the inspectors and the offerings of the normal school. Even when some reform 
finally did occur, as in the 1922 compulsory course with a textbook and a final 
exam, that reform could be elusive. Inspectors' reports did not mention this sub­
ject, although some attention was given to every other subject area. Normal school 
training spent little time on hygiene and when it was taught, ventilation, sanitary 
conditions, and good health were stressed. A perusal of examination papers 
revealed alcohol related questions to be optional, occurring every other year, and 
to be a very small part of the total paper. A sampling of biographies of teachers who 
taught in Alberta in the twenties does not reveal any mention of temperance teach­
ing. For the most part the teaching in this subject area was haphazard, superficial, 
and spasmodic, often occurring only when a compulsory exam was in the offing _s4 

WCTU success in the educational reform arena was limited. The defeat of 
prohibition in 1923 came too soon for the curriculum endeavors to have made an 
impact. The delay in achieving reform meant that the youth of the province had 
not been exposed to temperance education in time to have an effect on the govern-
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ment control bill. Despite the WCTU's belief in schooling as a means of enlighten­
ment and uplift and reform (a belief which was widespread in society), both the 
prohibition victory in 1915 and its defeat in 1923 reveal that reform occurred with­
out much direct input from the temperance curriculum. In 1915, before any public 
school progress by the WCTU, prohibition had been voted into law by a people 
.convinced that they had to make a personal sacrifice for the war effort. Many peo­
ple, who had not been persuaded by social, moral and religious reasons, that 
prohibition was a necessity, were convinced by patriotic arguments. The country 
needed the wheat, the manpower hours, and the energy that went into alcohol 
manufacture, sale and consumption . Prohibitionist groups appealed to the spirit of 
patriotism and self-sacrifice. Alcohol abuses were very evident at a time when 
sobriety was essential. Prohibition was viewed as a measure to conserve and pro­
tect a society in crisis . As one prohibitionist pamphlet put it : "Are We To Do Our 
Duty by the Empire, Or Are We To Neglect It? ... The Bar or the War? That is the 
Question of the Hour. " 85 The answer, of course, was never in doubt by a people 
schooled in imperial loyalties. The public school probably did make a difference to 
the outcome of the prohibition vote, but it was imperial sentiment rather than 
temperance instruction which made the difference. 86 

By 1923 much had changed. The war was over and the province, no longer a 
pioneer society, had matured. The abuses so noticeable before prohibition were 
not in evidence and sacrifice was no longer required by patriotic citizens. The 
government control bill easily replaced prohibition . Probably neither prohibition 
nor the WCTU had much influence or changed any attitudes. Certainly the num­
ber of permits, the consumption rates and the amount of revenue to the province 
from alcohol sales increased each year until the onset of the depression .87 

Although in the short term prohibition effected a drop in alcohol related convic­
tions, in the long run the outcome probably would have been the same. The inf­
luences of an expanding economy would have modified the drinking practices of a 
pioneer society. The evolution of communities, with educational, cultural and 
recreational activities; more settled family patterns; and the cohesion of a society 
ass imilating common values and identifying common goals occurred over the 
'prohibition decade.' Although the decrease in convictions for drunkenness was 
dramatic in the first few years of prohibition, and it did not return to those levels 
after prohibition was over, an increase in convictions under the Liquor Control 
Act occurred over the same period.SS This would indicate interest in getting 
around the law rather than any change in attitude. Prohibition, by eliminating 
saloons and open drinking, broke the drinking patterns of the pioneer age. Alcohol 
consumption became a "civilized" activity. 

The role of the department of education in this regard was interesting. 
Throughout the pioneer years, times of rapid immigration and the prohibition and 
war years, the department took no action to strengthen its alcohol related hygiene 
course . Yet just as prohibition ended the department opted to bring in the requests 
the WCTU had been agitating for since 1905. A couple of factors were probably at 
work. In the first place, educational reform was often notoriously slow, for the 
government needed to be convinced that change had widespread appeal. Second, 
the United Farmers of Alberta who came to power in 1921 had indicated support 
for prohibition during the election campaign. The educational system was one way 
of showing that support. Third, the 1922 Committee on the Elementary School 
Curriculum had representatives from various levels of the society and it invited 
briefs from interested groups. One group which responded was the WCTU. And 
lastly, well documented scientific arguments on the harmful effects of alcohol and 
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tobacco may have had an impact on educators in an age when the scientific mode 
was affecting the schools. 
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