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PART 1: 
A Catastrophic Story



The Story of Emily Watson
12-year-old Emily Watson worked at the Acme Garment 

Factory. Standing 11 hours clipping threads from blouses, she 
could not talk or look up. Her family depended on her 4 dollar 

salary - without it, they will starve.

This was a true story - one that belonged to millions of child 
workers.

Factory Girl by Barbara Greenwood tells the devastating story 
of Emily Watson, highlighting her terrible living conditions 

with pictures documenting the slums and child workers. 



PART 2: 
Child Labour History



Changing Views on the “Use” of Children

● Before the 19th century, children were seen as economic assets, one of the 
reasons parents had so many kids.
○ Either assisting parents or paid employment outside of the home.

● Child labour contributed to Aboriginal culture and to the societies of New 
France and early English Canada. 

● During the 19th and early 20th centuries, most Canadian children became 
economic liabilities to their families. 
○ Children’s time was increasingly taken up securing a formal education. 

● By 1911, 40% of children aged 5-9, and 50% of 10-19-year-olds were in school. 
○ As the percentage of children attending school increased, the proportion of 

boys aged 14-19 who were gainfully employed dropped from 68% in 1921 to 
40% in 1961.



Employment Opportunities

● Industrialization and urbanization in the mid-19th century opened up more 
opportunities of paid employment for children who were not in school. 
○ The proportion of urban residents grew from about 17% at Confederation in 

1867 to over 1/3rd by 1901, and to almost 50% by 1921. 
○ Children could find employment in Montréal textile mills, Hamilton 

businesses, mines in Cape Breton and British Columbia, and small 
manufacturing enterprises in the Maritimes. 

● Still, many jobs for children were essentially a "dead end".
○ Poorly paid, menial positions without any opportunity for advancement.
○ Some positions (messenger boy, newspaper vendor) did not lead to adult 

employment.



Industrial Revolution - Textile Industry Facts

● Accidents often happened to workers because of lack of sleep and poor diets.
○ Minor cuts, abrasions, and burns were common.

● Noise was a health hazard.
○ Machines were so loud that workers often had to shout to be heard.

● Pollution was a health hazard.
○ Particles of dust/chemicals in the air made them cough and wheeze.

■ Aching heads and wheezing chests.
● All of the above contributed to a risk of developing tuberculosis.
● Owners crowded as much equipment as possible into a tiny space.



Textile Industry Facts - Cont’d

● THREAT OF FIRE:
○ One smoldering cigarette could turn fabric clippings 

in the corners and under tables on fire.
○ Escaping fire was next to impossible.
○ Buildings were old and crowded.

■ Narrow staircases.
■ Unsafe fire exits.

● Cities did pass laws to abolish health and safety abuses, 
these were only enforced if city inspectors kept constant 
watch.
○ Most cities had few inspectors.
○ Most took bribes to overlook dangerous conditions.



PART 3: 
Life of Canada’s Boy Miners

“Long before your city boys are astir the pit boy is awakened by the steam
whistles, which blow three long blasts at half-past five o’clock every
morning, thus warning him that it is time to get up. Breakfast partaken of,
he dons his pit clothes, usually a pair of indifferent-fitting duck trousers,
generously patched, an old coat, and with a lighted tin lamp on the front of
his cap, his tea and dinner cans securely fastened on his back, he is ready
for work. He must be at his post at 7 o’clock.”
— Halifax Morning Chronicle, 4 December 1890



Reasons for Working

● Boys in colliery towns and villages worked at an early age. 
○ Provided money for the family because education was expensive.

● According to mining historian Lynne Bowen, “If a boy who lived in a coal town got 
tired of school and was anxious to make a little money, the obvious thing for him to 
do was go to work in the mines. If he was willing to lie a little and add a couple of 
years to his age, he could start to work at 13 or 14.” 
○ A generation or two earlier, in the coalfields of Nova Scotia and British 

Columbia, boys as young as 8 laboured in Canadian mines.



Types of Work

● Boys performed a variety of tasks at the Victorian 
colliery and were an integral part of its labour force. 
○ In Nova Scotia, of a total mine workforce of 5,000 in 

1890, over 1,100 were under 18 years of age. 
○ Boys were employed to clean miners’ lamps, 

distribute picks, or run errands. 
■ Filled powder cans and tended mine 

animals—generally horses in Nova Scotia and 
mules in British Columbia. 

■ Sorted/cleaned the freshly mined coal.



Types of Work - Cont’d

● The labour of boys was also useful underground. 
○ Although they were not actual miners, boys were vital to the transportation 

of the coal to the mine’s surface and to the ventilation of the mine. 
○ The oldest boys were employed to load the newly cut coal in to the tubs 

used to transport it out of the mine.
○ Others worked as brakemen and landing-tenders, removing the filled tubs 

as they came down from the miners’ workplaces and sending empty tubs 
back up.

● The youngest miners were responsible for the excruciatingly tedious job of 
opening/closing ventilation doors called “traps”. 
○ Trappers” sat all day in darkness, opening their trap to allow the drivers to 

pass them, closing it to channel air up into the workplaces.



Legal Limitations on Employment of Boys

● Few legal impediments to the employment of boys in the mine existed until 
well into the 19th century.

● In Nova Scotia, the only significant provincial restriction on boy labour in the 
mines was a minimum age of 10 established in 1873 and raised to 12 in 1891.

● Although in BC regulations were nominally stricter (a minimum age of 12 was 
set in 1877); until the age of 14, boys were limited to 30 hours’ work per week).

● In the absence of more than a handful of mine inspectors in either province, 
these laws were not always observed.



Employment of Boys: Mine Operator Perspective

● Boys could be employed a significantly lower rate of pay than adults. 
○ In 1880, Nova Scotian boys averaged 65 cents per day worked; adult 

labourers earned 95 cents; adult miners, $1.45. 
○ Ten years later, at Nanaimo, a boy received $1 per day; adult mine workers 

received anywhere between $2 and $4 for a day’s work. 
● Chinese workers in British Columbia were the exception. 

○ They were paid little more—and often less—than the boys, while 
performing similar work. 

○ As a consequence, much mine work that boys undertook in Nova Scotia 
was done in British Columbia by adult Chinese.



Employment of Boys: Parent’s Perspective

● The boy’s labour provided extra revenue for the 
family purse. 

● The money the boy earned was generally 
handed over to his parents as long as he lived at 
home—he received in return a small allowance. 
○ Although this may appear exploitative, the 

advantages of alternatives such as 
schooling were not apparent. 

○ Indeed, the view persisted that formal 
education in some way “spoiled” a boy 
destined by birth to labour in a manual 
occupation.



Route 1 That a Mining Career Could Take

● There were individuals, usually older, who eagerly entered the mine workforce. 
○ They could gain experience in their probable occupation as adults while at 

the same time earning money.
● For the ambitious/fortunate, positions in mine management were available. 

○ It was not uncommon for colliery officials to have been miners, 
particularly after the establishment of night schools of mining and the 
introduction of compulsory licensing of mine officials.



Route 2 That a Mining Career Could Take

● Other boys were more reluctant to enter the mines. 
○ Most found themselves at work after their father had approached the mine 

manager to request a job. 
● For the least fortunate, mine work could lead to death or disability. 

○ Day-to-day accidents, seldom noticed outside of the mining communities, 
took their toll. 

○ The youngest mine workers, relatively inexperienced and inattentive, were 
subject to a higher rate of accidents. 

○ A boy died, for example, in 1882 at Little Glace Bay after being crushed by a 
roof fall. 

○ A kick from a horse split a driver’s nose in 1883; later that year a boy was 
run over and killed by tubs of coal at Sydney Mines.



PART 4: 
Early Reform



Social Reform Conditions

● The first wave of provincial legislation regulating child labour in factories and 
mines began to pass in the 1870s and 1880s. 
○ But the prohibition of child labour did not come until the 20th century.

● Several conditions combined to restrict/eventually end child labour in Canada.
○ By the beginning of the 20th century most provinces had enacted labour 

laws to restrict the employment of children. 
○ Legislation restricting child employment in mines was enacted in Nova 

Scotia in 1873, and British Columbia in 1877. 
○ By 1929 children under 14 had been legally excluded from factory and mine 

employment in most provinces.



Social Reform Conditions - Cont’d

● From the early 1870s to the mid-1920s all the provinces enacted legislation 
requiring school attendance. 
○ Sanctions (punishments) were imposed on families that did not comply. 
○ In 1891, Ontario legislation required compulsory school attendance for 

eight-to-14-year-old children. 
○ In 1921, the Adolescent School Attendance Act increased the age of 

compulsory attendance in urban areas to 16. 
● Following compulsory attendance, provinces gradually restricted child 

employment by the age of the child and by requiring students to pass through 
minimum grade levels. 
○ Although exemptions were common, legislation was designed so that 

compulsory education and labour restrictions were mutually supportive.



Goals of Social Reformers

● Social reformers of child labour were intent on 
improving Canadian society.

● Sought to:
1. Support compulsory schooling.
2. Support measures to combat juvenile 

delinquency.
3. Ban child labour.



Child Labour During Depression & War

● During the Great Depression, many adults sought jobs formerly done largely by 
children. 

● During the Second World War,many children entered the workforce, defying 
school-attendance legislation. 

● Child labour persisted into the 20th century in less visible forms. 
● Between Confederation and the mid-1920s, about 80,000 British children, most 

under 14, were brought to Canada by humanitarian organizations wishing to 
give them a new start away from their working-class backgrounds. 

● Most were apprenticed to rural families, and in general, became child labourers 
rather than adopted children. 



PART 5: 
Egerton Ryerson



Education Reforms

● Ryerson helped found and edit the Christian Guardian (1829), founded Upper 
Canada Academy (1836) and became first principal of Victoria College (1841). 

● Known as a supporter of religious freedom and the founder of the public 
education system in Ontario, his contributions to education were honoured in 
the naming of Ryerson University in Toronto. 

● In 1844, Ryerson was appointed superintendent of education for Canada West, 
continuing in this office until retiring in 1876. 

● In 1844 and 1845, he toured Europe to study different school systems and, based 
on his findings, he authored his Report on a system of public elementary 
instruction for Upper Canada (1846). 



Beliefs, Goals, & Recommendations

● Ryerson believed that poverty should not be a roadblock to education and that 
Canada West should have a free and compulsory public education system. 

● He also believed that schools should teach Christian morals in order to improve 
the individual and help society progress. 

● This new educational system, the forerunner of Ontario’s current school 
system, would be overseen by the chief superintendent of schools, who would 
set common standards across Canada West. 

● Ryerson recommended an efficient system of school inspections to maintain 
these standards. 

● Even though many children were still involved in labour, Egerton Ryerson 
established a good foundation for schooling these children and ultimately 
giving them a way out of child labour and poverty through education.



Beliefs, Goals, & Recommendations - Cont’d

● Recommended standard textbooks and the creation of an Educational 
Depository, which supplied textbooks and educational material at affordable 
prices. 

● A Journal of Education was created to help keep teachers up to date. 
● Ryerson was one of the founders of the Provincial Normal School (1847), the 

first teacher’s college in Toronto, which later became the Toronto Teachers’ 
College and then the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education. 

● Common Schools Act of 1871, which established free and compulsory schooling.
● He trusted that through religion and education, both individual and society 

could be improved.
● Ontario gained a new, accessible primary and secondary school system based 

on these principles.



Role in Education of Indigenous Students

● While advocating for free and compulsory 
education, Ryerson supported different 
systems for Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
students. 

● Ryerson supported the system of educating 
Indigenous students separately and 
converting them to Christianity, in order to 
assimilate children into Euro-Canadian 
culture.

● However, his role in the development of the 
residential school system has led activists to 
call for the university to be renamed.



PART 6: 
Labour Laws Today

Don’t worry - this is the last part. 



Conventions and Treaties

● 1926: the ILO defined slavery as "...the status or condition of a person over whom 
any or all of the powers attaching to the right of ownership are exercised...." and 
identified child labour. 

● 1930: the convention was broadened to specifically define forced labour. 
● Convention 29, the Forced Labour Convention (1930) added the abolition of 

slavery, the slave trade, and practices similar to slavery. 
○ Canada helped develop the convention but ratified it in 13 June 2011.

● 1959: Canada ratified ILO Convention 105, the Abolition of Forced Labour, which 
specifically prohibits forced labour as a means of political coercion.



Conventions and Treaties - Cont’d

● In 2000 Canada ratified the International Declaration 
of Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work treaty, 
which opposes the worst forms of child labour such 
as trafficking, recruitment of child soldiers and 
prostitution. 

● Convention 138 is one of 8 fundamental conventions 
of the International Labour Organization (ILO) that 
are considered core to promoting decent work.

● Canada joined 168 other countries that have ratified 
Convention 138 in 2016.

● Canada is also now one of the 187 member states of 
the ILO.



Legacy of Child Labour Reformers

● Today in Canada, work outside school hours is generally allowed. 
● However, for children under 16, school attendance is compulsory and 

employment is restricted.
● The legislation governing minimum age, number of working hours per day and 

the time of day that a youth may work varies between the provinces and 
territories. 

● Some provinces require parental permission for a minor to be employed.
● Legislation also exists to protect minors from working under dangerous or 

hazardous conditions, such as in the mining industry, manufacturing, 
construction, forestry, and where liquor is sold or kept for sale.



Child Labour: More Work is To Be Done

● Worldwide, 218 million children between 5 and 17 years are 
in employment.

● Among them, 152 million are victims of child labour; almost 
half of them, 73 million, work in hazardous child labour.

● Children, particularly in Africa and Southern and Western 
Asia, engage in many dangerous jobs and strenuous work.
○ Logging, mining, compulsory military involvement, 

agricultural work, street hawking and street begging, 
mining and construction work, car washing auto 
repair, raising livestock, and much more. 

● They are robbed of any chances to go to school, because, 
with widespread poverty in these regions, children must 
contribute to the family income.



Child Labour: More Work is To Be Done



Thank You for Listening!


