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This article draws the collective profile and examines the experiences of the
handful of women who formed the first generation of female students enrolled
at the University of Toronto's Faculty of Applied Science and Engineering
(FASE) during the 1920s and 1930s. The student records shed light on their
socio-economic background, which they shared to a large extent with their
male counterparts and the other women attending university at the time. The
available sources also provide information on the school's curriculum and
pedagogical practices, and on the main features of student life at FASE. The
institution cultivated and transmitted a deeply masculine culture: to train an
engineer was to train a man and to construct a specific type of masculinity,
symbolized by the "Schoolmen" and the "School Spirit." How did the pioneers
adapt to this environment? How did FASE respond to their arrival? The article
accounts for the diversity of views and experiences of the female students, and
for the different reactions to their presence. Nevertheless, the entry of this
pioneering group at FASE openly raised the question: can a woman be a
woman and an engineer? Other studies are needed to better understand how
female students answered this question in their own way, in different schools
of engineering and in different historical settings. This work will help bring
answers to this other question, which is still widely debated: why so few
women engineers?
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“The only girl in such a big class”:
Women Students at the University of Toronto’s
Faculty of Applied Science and Engineering
during the 1920s and the 1930s

Ruby Heap
University of Ottawa

Abstract : This article draws the collective profile and examines the experiences
of the handful of women who formed the first generation of female students
enrolled at the University of Toronto’s Faculty of Applied Science and
Engineering (FASE) during the 1920s and 1930s. The student records shed light
on their socio-economic background, which they shared to a large extent with
their male counterparts and the other women attending university at the time. The
available sources also provide information on the school’s curriculum and
pedagogical practices, and on the main features of student life at FASE. The
institution cultivated and transmitted a deeply masculine culture: to train an
engineer was to train a man and to construct a specific type of masculinity,
symbolized by the “Schoolmen” and the “School Spirit.” How did the pioneers
adapt to this environment? How did FASE respond to their arrival? The article
accounts for the diversity of views and experiences of the female students, and
for the different reactions to their presence. Nevertheless, the entry of this
pioneering group at FASE openly raised the question: can a woman be a woman
and an engineer? Other studies are needed to better understand how female
students answered this question in their own way, in different schools of
engineering and in different historical settings. This work will help bring answers
to this other question, which is still widely debated: why so few women
engineers?

Résumé : Cet article trace un portrait collectif, puis examine les expériences de la
poignée de jeunes filles qui constituent la premiére génération d’étudiantes
inscrites en génie a la Faculty of Applied Science and Engineering (FASE) de la
University of Toronto dans les années 1920 et 1930. Les dossiers étudiants jettent
un éclairage sur leur profil socio-économique, qui s’aligne a la fois sur celui de
leurs confréres masculins et sur celui des autres étudiantes qui fréquentent
’université a cette époque. Les sources disponibles nous renseignent aussi sur les
programmes et les pratiques pédagogiques en vigueur, et sur la vie étudiante a la
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FASE. Il s’agit d’une institution qui cultive et transmet une culture profondément
masculine : former un ingénieur, c’est aussi former un homme, et construire un
certain type de la masculinité, incarné dans les « Schoolmen » et dans le « School
Spirit ». Comment les pionni¢res s’intégrent-elles dans cet environnement?
Comment la Faculté réagit-elle a leur arrivée? L’article fait part de la diversité
des points de vue et des expériences des étudiantes, et des réactions différentes
que suscite leur présence. Il reste que I’arrivée de cette premiére cohorte féminine
pose explicitement la question: peut-on €tre une femme ef un ingénieur? D’autres
études sont nécessaires pour comprendre comment les étudiantes en génie ont
apporté leurs propres réponses a cette question, dans des différentes écoles de
génie et dans différents contextes historiques. Ces travaux apporteront des
éléments importants de réponse a cette autre question, qui est toujours
d’actualité : pourquoi y -a-t-il encore si peu d’ingénieures?

In the 1927 edition of the Torontonensis, the University of Toronto’s
yearbook, the Faculty of Applied Science and Engineering (FASE)
recalled how, four years ago, the “little students” of the Class of 2T7 had
entered the “old School Building to imbibe such knowledge as would
transform them into that man of mystery, the engineer.” These students,
the account went on, “were shy little boys,” as “different from the lordly
young men who have struggled through four years of study as the
chrysalis is from the butterfly.”! What FASE failed to mention was that
two women figured amongst the 1927 graduating class, and that one of
them, twenty-two year old Elsie Gregory MacGill, from Vancouver, had
broken new ground as the first female student to receive a bachelor’s of
applied science in electrical engineering.2 Not surprisingly, considering
her impressive engineering career, MacGill has become an icon for
Canadian women engineers.> But the other women who, like Elsie
MacGill, sought an engineering education at the time were also
groundbreakers whose stories deserve to be told. Gaining access to the
same formal training as their male peers was key to their entry in the
profession. Who were these women and what factors help explain their
decision to study engineering? How did schools or faculties of
engineering adapt to their presence and how did they fare in these
institutions? All these questions are critical to an historical study of
Canadian women engineers.

The following article aims to provide some tentative answers to these
questions by drawing a group portrait of the female engineering students

1. “History of the Class of 2T7 S.P.S.” Torontonensis (1927): 86.
2. The other graduate was Elizabeth Mary Lalor who graduated in architecture.
3. See the article by Crystal Sissons in this issue.
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who attended FASE in the early decades of the twentieth century, up until
the outbreak of World War II.# The history of women in engineering is
still in its infancy in Canada and there are yet no specialized studies
written on the subject. However, the evolution of their professional
training is beginning to be addressed, mainly in larger studies devoted to
the history of Canadian schools or faculties of engineering.> The
following discussion relies to a large extent on the rich body of .
scholarship which, over the last decades, has explored various aspects of
women’s experiences in Canadian universities. The social history of
higher education has generated a large body of literature exploring its
social, cultural and intellectual dimensions; a new focus on students as
active players within these institutions has produced insightful work on
their social origins and on the various dimensions of their sub-culture.®
For their part, feminist historians moved beyond the study of women’s
struggle for higher education and focused to a greater extent on the
experiences of women as students and as teachers once they we were
admitted to university. Drawing largely on this work and on the growing
body of research on women in the professions, recent studies have looked
at the training of women in professional schools, including those who
were attended mostly by men, such as law schools and medical schools.”

4. As discussed elsewhere, the war and immediate post-war period constitutes a specific
chapter in the history of women engineering students at FASE. Ruby Heap and Ellen
Scheinberg, “’Just One of the Gang’: Women at the University of Toronto’s Faculty of
Applied Science and Engineering, 1939-1950,” in Learning to Practise: Professional
Education in Historical and Contemporary Perspective, eds. Ruby Heap, Wyn Millar and
Elizabeth Smyth (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 2005), 189-211.

5. For example, Heap and Scheinberg, ‘Just One of the Gang’; Wyn Millar, Ruby Heap,
and Bob Gidney, “Degrees of Difference. The Students in Three Professional Schools at
the University of Toronto, 1910 to the 1950°s,” in Learning to Practice, 155-187; Richard
White, The Skule Story: The University of Toronto Faculty of Applied Science and
Engineering, 1873-2000 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000) and Robert Gagnon,
Histoire de I'Ecole Polytechnique de Montréal, 1873-1990. La montée des ingénieurs
Jrancophones (Montreal: Boréal, 1991). On the entry of women in engineering at McGill
University, see Margaret Gillett, We Walked Very Warily. A History of Women at McGill
(Montreal: Eden Press Women’s Publications, 1981), 317-328.

6. Some of the most significant studies include Paul Axelrod and John G. Reid, eds.,
Youth University and Canadian Society: Essays in the Social History of Higher Education
(Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1989); Paul Axelrod, Making
A Middle Class: Student Life in English Canada during the Thirties (Montreal and
Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1990), and A. B. McKillop, Matters of Mind:
The University in Ontario, 1791-1951 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994).

7. See, for example, R.D. Gidney and W.P.J. Millar, “Medical Students at the University
of Toronto, 1910-40: A Profile,” Canadian Bulletin of Medical History 13, 1 (1996): 29-
52; “Quantity and Quality: The Problem of Admissions in Medicine at the University of
Toronto, 1910-1951,” Historical Studies in Education 9, 2 (Fall 1997): 165-89; W.PJ.
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While putting women at the forefront of the historical narrative and
acknowledging their invisible and undervalued activities remain central to
their approach, historians of women’s education have joined other
scholars in incorporating gender in their analysis. The category of gender
helps explain how being male or female is socially constructed and
reconstituted. Gender formation is also relational, with femininity defined
in relation to masculinity, and vice versa. Gender thus refers to a system
of ordering social relationships based on perceived differences between
men and women. This system operates at different levels: at the personal
level, in the ways individuals define their identity as women and men; at
the structural level, defining social barriers and boundaries in institutions,
including schools and universities; and at the symbolic level, in images of
womanhood and manhood, in gendered metaphors, and in the attribution

Millar, ‘““We wanted our children should have it better’: Jewish Medical Students at the
University of Toronto, 1910-51,” Journal of the Canadian Historical Association, New
Series, 11 (2000): 109-24; Nicole Neatby, “Preparing for the Working World: Women at
Queen’s during the 1920s,” in Gender and Education in Ontario: An Historical Reader,
eds. Ruby Heap and Alison Prentice (Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press, 1991), 53-72. On
the experiences of women in professional schools, see Mary Kinnear, In Subordination:
Professional Women, 1870-1970 (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University
Press, 1995); Nadia Fahmy-Eid et al., Femmes, Santé et Professions. Histoire des
Diététistes et des Physiothérapeutes au Québec et en Ontario, 1930-1980. L Affirmation
d’un Statut Professionnel (Montreal: Fides, 1997); Elizabeth Smyth, Alison Prentice,
Sandra Acker, and Paula Bourne, eds., Challenging Professions: Historical and
Contemporary Perspectives (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999); Ruby
Heap,“Training Women for a New ‘Woman’s Profession’: Physiotherapy Education at the
University of Toronto, 1917-1980,” History of Education Quarterly 35,2 (1995): 135-58;
Kathryn McPherson, Bedside Matters: The Transformation of Canadian Nursing, 1900-
1990 (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1996); Yolande Cohen, Profession infirmiére.
une histoire des soins dans les hpitaux du Québec (Montreal: Les Presses de 1’Université
de Montreal, 2000); Deborah Gorham, ‘““No Longer an Invisible Minority’: Women
Physicians and Medical Practice in Late Twentieth-Century North America,” in Caring
and Curing: Historical Perspectives on Women and Healing in Canada (Ottawa:
University of Ottawa Press, 1994); Jean Brockman, Gender in the Legal Profession:
Fitting or Breaking the Mould (Toronto: University of British Columbia Press, 2001);
Yolande Cohen et al., Les sciences infirmiéres: Genése d’une Discipline (Montreal: Les
Presses de 1’Université de Montréal, 2002); Esther Lamontagne and Yolande Cohen, “Les
Soeurs Grises & I'Université de Montréal, 1923-1947: de la Gestion Hospitaliere a
I’Enseignement Supérieur en Nursing,” Historical Studies in Education 15,2 (Fall 2003):
273-97; Rondalyn Kirkwood, “Blending Virtue and Vigorous Leadership: Edith Kathleen
Russell at the University of Toronto, 1920-1952,” Canadian Bulletin of Medical History
11,1 (1994): 175-206; Julien Prud’homme, “La Formation Universitaire et I’Etablissement
d’une Nouvelle Profession: 1’Orthophonie-Audiologie & 1’Université de Montréal, 1956-
1976,” Revue d’Histoire de I’Amérique Frangaise 56,3 (2003): 329-56; Peter L. Twohig,
““Local Girls’ and ‘Lab Boys’: Gender, Skill and Medical Laboratories in Nova Scotia in
the 1920s and 1930s,” Acadiensis 31, 1 (Autumn 2002): 55-75.
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of feminine or masculine traits to activities and objects. Historians pay
particular attention to the ways gender identities and gender relations vary
and change according to time and place, as these are historically
constituted, not static or fixed.® Their investigations also unravel the
complex interaction between gender, race, and class relations, in different
periods and in different contexts. Feminist historians are especially
concerned with examining the power relations that constitute, and are
constituted by gender, reminding us of the hierarchies of power and of
authority that have underpinned relations between men and women.?

This article is also informed by the emerging field of Gender and
Technology Studies, which aims to demonstrate how the relationship
between gender and technology is reciprocal and intertwined, with each
socially shaping the other, in different times and locations. Engineering
constitutes a key subject of inquiry, since engineers develop and deploy
technology in a wide range of institutional contexts. Scholars have
established that engineering and technology are culturally associated with
masculinity, and that “engineering culture” can be viewed as a variety of
masculinity. Sociologist Mary Frank Fox sums this up when she states:
“Images, symbols, and systems of belief continue to link engineering with
men and masculinity and separate it from women and femininity.”10
Researchers recognize that gender and technology are “about power”;
clearly, the association of maleness and technology in societies that values
technological change privileges men over women.!! In the case of
engineering, to explore how the masculinity-technology equation
functions in educational and work settings is key to our understanding of
the continuing under-representation of women in this profession.!2

8. Joan Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New York: Columbia University Press,
1988).

9. Joy Parr, “Introduction,” in Gender and History in Canada, ed. Joy Parr (Toronto:
Copp Clark Ltd., 1996) 1; Kathryn McPherson, Cecilia Morgan, and Nancy M. Forestell,
“Introduction: Conceptualizing Canada’s Gendered Pasts,” in Gendered Pasts: Historical
Essays in Femininity and Masculinity in Canada, eds. Kathryn McPherson, Cecilia
Morgan, and Nancy M. Forestell (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1999), 11.

10. Mary Frank Fox, “Women, Men and Engineering,” in Women, Gender and
Technology, eds. Mary Frank Fox, Deborah G. Johnson, and Sue V. Rosser (Urbana:
Illinois University Press, 2006), 54.

11. For the most recent discussion on this field, sce Women, Gender and Technology (see
note 10); see also Jill M. Bystydzienski and Sharon R. Bird, eds., Women in Academic
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics: Removing Barriers (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2006).

12. Wendy Faulkner, “The Power and the Pleasure? A Research Agenda for ‘Making
Gender Stick’ to Engineers,” Science, Technology and Gender Values 25, 1 (2000): 89.
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During the past decade, American and European feminist historians
have begun to provide significant insights into these various issues, in
addition to retrieving women from the history of engineering. Wondering
if their small numbers accounts for the fact that women engineers have so
far received much less attention from historians than other professional
women, Ruth Schwartz Cowan reminds us that it is their scarcity that
makes women engineers so interesting, both collectively and as
individuals.!3 Indeed, the work produced so far has illuminated the
complexity of their stories, which is linked to the gendering of
engineering as a male profession and to the impact this process had on the
entry of women at various times and in various settings. Engineering
schools played a key role in this scenario, by promoting the cultural
association between masculinity and technology and by shaping the
identity of the professionally trained (male) engineer.!4 The following
article builds on this literature, by considering the views expressed at
FASE on manhood and on the ideal male engineer, and discussing how
the homo-social culture which prevailed there contended with the arrival
of women students.

To draw the collective profile of the women who studied engineering at
FASE between 1916 and 1939, we used published and unpublished
material located at the University of Toronto Archives. The Report of the
Board of Governors, The President’s Report and the University Calendars
helped establish the number of female students. We also gained access to
the applications of female students to first-year engineering, from which
we generated a database containing information on their age, sex, religion,
birthplace, and geographical origin, ethnicity and father’s occupation, as
well as on their high school education. The student transcripts shed light
on their academic performance at FASE.!3 This data was supplemented by

13. Ruth Schwartz Cowan, “Musings about the Woman Engineer as Muse,” in Crossing
Boundaries, Building Bridges: Comparing The History of Women Engineers, 1870s-1990s,
eds. Annie Canel, Ruth Oldenziel and Karin Zachmann (Amsterdam: Harwood Academic
Publishers, 2001), xiii.

14. Recent contributions include Crossing Boundaries (see note 13), and Ruth Oldenziel,
Making Technology Masculine: Men, Women and Modern Machines in America, 1870-
1945 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1999). See also Amy Sue Bix,
“Feminism Where Men Predominate. The History of Women’s Science and Engineering
Education at MIT,” Women's Studies Quarterly 28, 1-2 (Spring-Summer 2002), 24-45;
and “From °‘Engineeresses’ to ‘Girl Engineers’ to ‘Good Engineers’: A History of
Women’s U.S. Engineering Education,” in Women in Academic Science (see note 11), 46-
65.

15. University of Toronto Archives (UTA), Office of Admissions, A69-0008; UTA,
FASE, A1998-0003 (engineering transcripts).
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interviews with two women who enrolled at FASE in 1939.16 To help
capture the voices of students and administrators and to get information
on student life, we relied on printed sources such as the Report of the
Dean of FASE, the FASE Transactions and Year Book, the University of
Toronto student newspaper, The Varsity, and the engineering student
newspaper, The Toike Oike, launched in 1911. Finally, we consulted the
local press, which published during the period under study some
informative profiles on FASE female students.

Profile of the First Generation of Women Engineering Students at
FASE

Thirteen women were admitted in engineering at FASE between 1916
and 1939. They joined the sixteen other female students who chose
architecture, a program which FASE offered until 1948, when a separate
School of Architecture was established. As historian Richard White
observes, architecture had been for years “something of an
undernourished black sheep,” and it only attracted a small number of male
students in the early twentieth century.l” Women, for their part, were
enrolling since the 1910s.13 Although architecture had evolved in the
nineteenth century as a profession dominated by men, it was deemed more
acceptable for women than engineering, in view of the field’s artistic
dimension, which was better suited, it was argued, to their feminine
abilities. These, along with the separation of the private and public
spheres, could also be invoked to channel them into more feminine fields
like housing and interior decoration.! These views were shared by Mary
Kentner, the first woman to enrol in architecture at FASE in 1916,
following her graduation in modern languages at the University of
Toronto. She believed there was “a great opening for women in the
domestic branch of architecture,” declaring that she hoped to specialize in
“Interior Decoration and Domestic Art.”20

16. A semi-structured questionnaire was sent to these female alumnae, and follow-up
telephone interviews were conducted with the two respondents who had enrolled in 1939.
Both agreed to be identified. The interviews were conducted by Ellen Scheinberg.

17. White, 100-101.

18. According to our database, the first female student was admitted in 1916. The second,
Esther Marjorie Hill, who was admitted in 1918, was the first woman to graduate in
architecture in Canada and the first Canadian woman registered architect. On Hill, see
Anne Marie Adams and Peta Tancred, “Designing Women”: Gender and the Architectural
Profession (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), 16.

19. Adams and Tancred, 7.

20. Toronto Star, November 14, 1916; The Varsity, December 8, 1916.



