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Article abstract
During the early years of the twentieth century, Montreal - like many cities all
over North America - was seized by a reform movement directed by an activist
middle-class group, one of whose objectives was to introduce business
methods, such as those developed in the great businesses of the period, to the
management of municipalities. Henceforth, municipalities were to be
governed according to the principles of econo- my, efficiency and rationality.
This entailed the setting up of boards of control, nonpartisan bodies operating
independently from the city council which was thought to foster machine
politics and corruption.
Reformers also sought to introduce this style of management to educational
admin- istration. In Montreal, the advocates of educational centralization allied
themselves with supporters of municipal reform through the Citizens'
Committee. In 1909, before the Royal Commission on the Catholic Schools of
Montreal, they advocated the uni- fication of all the Catholic school boards in
the city, citing the following advantages: uniformity in the tax rate, cheaper
and more efficient administration of the educational system, better assessment
of individual schools, and the encouragement of higher-level institutions for
those students who had successfully completed the primary curriculum.
Centralization also entailed a uniform course of study throughout the city,
something which would lower textbook costs. The reformers faced intense
opposition from the clergy, who sought to preserve local control of school
boards, thereby protecting their considerable influence in school matters.
In 1916 the Liberal government of Lomer Gouin settled this dispute by passing
a law conceding centralization to the reformers while offering protective
guarantees to the clergy. Twenty-three independent school boards were united
into a single Catholic School Commission of Montreal. Financial administration
was placed in the hands of a seven-member central office, while pedagogical
matters were supervised by four district committees. This entailed a
redistribution of powers between the clergy and the laity. Control of the district
committees rested largely with the former, while financial administration was
now largely in lay hands. Furthermore, the chairmanship of the centralized
board was given in 1919 to a supporter of unification, Judge Eugène
Lafontaine, an act which assured the dominance of lay over clerical control of
the public school system in Montreal in the years after the First World War.
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