
The Cathcart 
School -

School Days



BUILDING BACKGROUND
Check out the one room schoolhouse at Westfield!

● The Cathcart School was built in 
1845.

● The school was originally built to 
accommodate twenty students, but by 
1861, the total enrolment at the 
school was 107.

● The building was disassembled and 
donated to Westfield in 1967.
Are you ready to travel back 200 years ago?



● 200 years ago in the area we now call Ontario, education was less formal 
than it is today.

● Children learned new skills from their parents, relatives and older 
brothers and sisters.

● Going to school was a privilege for many children of the first settlers. 



● For the first few years after settling 
in the area, families were too busy 
to think very much about schools

● They needed to ensure their families 
survival by looking after the basic 
needs of food, clothing, and shelter. 

● However, after basic homes were 
built and a patch of forest cleared to 
grow grain and vegetables, the early 
settlement communities began to 
think about building schools for their 
children.



● Families in the community would 
have helped build schools.

● They would have also be 
responsible for the maintenance of 
the school like ensuring that there 
was a teacher in place.

● Each family was also often 
required to provide a certain 
amount of firewood to heat the 
school in the winter.



● Children walked long distances in all kinds of weather to 
school, some for an hour or more.

● They walked on their own or with older brothers and sisters. 



Activity: Lets play a game of I Spy.
Using the picture of the school and yard, you can play alone or with a classmate.  

“I spy with my little eye, 
something that begins 
with the letter…”

1. W                 5.  F
2. P 6.  T
3. S 7.  B
4. G 8.  L



Did you spy any of these?  What other things did your little eye spy.
window, white, weeds, wall, women, 
wood, plants, pane, people, purple, 
pine, paint, person, post, step, shingle, 
sky, school, sill, stone, soil, shoe, 
student, girl, grass, green, gravel, 
glass, guy, group, garden, field, fence, 
female, flower, feet, face, foundation, 
teacher, tree, trunk, bell, blue, bark, 
branch, bud, building, board, bush, 
brown, leaf, log, lady, lawn



● Imagine sharing a classroom with students of all ages, with brothers, sisters 
and cousins, and being taught year after year by the same teacher.

● The schools back then did not have electricity or plumbing.
● Drinking water would have been brought in from a nearby lake or stream.
● The washroom was a hole in the ground in a shed in the schoolyard.



● A wood burning stove heated the 
room on cold days.

● Students did jobs in the school like 
carrying firewood, lighting the fire 
before school started and tended
the fire throughout day. 

● They also helped with other 
chores like bringing in water, 
cleaning the blackboards and 
sweeping the floor.



● The subjects taught were mainly 
reading, writing and math however 
geography, history, science and art 
were also taught.

● Students were expected to memorize 
lots of things, standing in front of the 
schoolroom to recite their lessons.

● Recite means to repeat from memory 
or read aloud publicly.



Memorization

Red sky at night, 
farmer’s delight. 

Red sky in morning, 
farmer’s warning

Activity: Try memorizing this and recite it back without looking.



● Lessons often related directly to farming, for example the 
weather or planting.

● Many lessons also included instructions on morals and 
values including being honest, obedient and kind towards 
others.



● Students in the 1800s 
had very limited 
supplies.

● Many families couldn’t 
afford to purchase 
paper, ink or books.

● Children used slates 
and slate pencils.  



● Children were required to bring their lunch with them to school.
● Lunches were often packed in tin pails, a cloth bag or a basket with a 

cloth napkin on top.
● Lunches would include things like sandwiches made with butter, jam 

or jelly, cheese, hard boiled eggs, fruits and vegetables.



● Students had recess breaks and 
a one hour lunch each day which 
they spent outside.

● Most school yards 200 years ago
did not have any playground 
equipment.

● The children played games like 
Hide-and-Seek, Tag, jump rope, 
marbles and string games.



ACTIVITY

Now it time for you to get outside. Whether you head 
out into your neighbourhood or to a conservation area 
like Westfield, look around for these items.



FLOWER BIRD TREE

FLAG ROCK WATER

SIGN ANIMAL BUG

SCAVENGER HUNT



CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

That is the school bell signaling the 

end of the school day.

Hurry home so you can get you chores done before dinner.


