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Abstract 
 

The aim of this thesis is to identify the influences affecting the construction of 

transnational histories in Western Australian and New South Wales secondary schools 

between 1978 and 2007. By focusing on how transnational histories are constructed in 

Australian school syllabi this study contributes a new perspective to the existing 

research on school history, which, over the last few decades, has focused on the 

representation of national histories in schools and pedagogical reforms in history 

education. At the core of this thesis is a case study comparing two Australian states with 

different education policies in general and different approaches to history education in 

particular. It investigates to what extent these different local authorities have responded 

to broader international and global notions of transnational history in schools. 

 

Overall, this study describes how state and national forces that impact on secondary 

school history and the content of history syllabi, interact with transnational ideas and 

concepts. For that purpose it uses the term transnational in two ways. First, the study 

defines all non-Australian history as transnational history. Second, it introduces the 

theoretical concept of a transnational cultural power impacting on cultural practices 

such as the teaching of history. It follows that this study examines interactions between 

the transnational history in syllabi and the transnational influences on syllabus content. 

At the beginning of the thesis, secondary school history is not only contextualised with 

Australia’s socio-political and economic developments but also with national education 

policies. Based on these contexts, the subsequent investigation of the evolution of 

history teaching moves towards a focus on transnational cultural influences as it 

discusses how pedagogic innovations from overseas have impacted on and been adopted 

in Australian reforms to history teaching.  

    The actual core investigation is organised into two steps and is concerned with 

Western Australia and New South Wales. In the first step, it examines how teachers, 

academics, and education administrators have reflected on the treatment of different 

world regions in schools. The second step is the analysis of syllabi that is based on a 

methodological framework derived from textbook research because this thesis argues 

that curricula, as do textbooks, belong to the same group of pedagogic history texts even 
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though their appearances differ greatly. Applying this methodology, the analysis of 

upper school history syllabi systematically deconstructs Asian, European, American, 

and African histories as well as approaches to transnational events such as the two 

World Wars. Syllabi are the main source on which the findings in this thesis are based. 

 

This thesis concludes that the histories of different world regions constructed for upper 

school syllabi in Western Australia and New South Wales reflect only to a certain extent, 

specifically Australian views of transnational history. Hence, this thesis proposes that 

there are connections between powerful transnational notions of history and locally 

produced transnational histories that are contained in history syllabi. As the findings 

indicate, these links between local syllabi and trans-local cultural power are forms of 

cultural globalisation. 
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Introduction 
 

Relevance and Purpose 
 

As Australia prepares to roll out a national school curriculum, it will also introduce its 

first ever national history curriculum. While this is not the first bid to establish a nation-

wide curriculum framework, it is the premiere of a national history curriculum.1 

Canvassing the new concept of a national history syllabus, the then National Curriculum 

Board clarified at the outset that “the restriction of the national curriculum to Australian 

history is inappropriate.”2 Instead it demanded in its 2008 National History Curriculum: 

Initial Advice and again in the 2009 Shape of the Australian Curriculum: History that 

“[s]tudents should have an appreciation of the major civilisations of Europe, Asia, 

Africa, America and Australia”.3 This proposition tied in with a second – reiterated – 

demand that students “need to understand world history”. 4 Both statements can be 

interpreted as transnational history in two ways. 

   First, they are transnational in that they place emphasis on histories other than 

Australian histories (including local histories). Transnationality can be defined from that 

perspective, according to Ann Curthoys and Marilyn Lake, as awareness that “historical 

understanding often requires us to move beyond a national framework”.5 Curthoys and 

Lake also stressed that moving ‘beyond a national framework’ frequently involves 

tracing the “connections between people, ideas, and political movements that are lost to 

vision when a firmly national framework is held in place.”6 This understanding was 

reflected in the 2011 version of the national history curriculum, which is concerned in 

                                                 
1 The failed national curriculum profiles and statements of 1993 included only a broad Social 
Studies subject incorporating History among other disciplines. 
2 National Curriculum Board. History Advisory Group, "National History Curriculum: Initial 
Advice" (2008), p. 6. 
3 Ibid , p. 7; National Curriculum Board, "The Shape of the Australian Curriculum: History" 
(2009), p. 9. 
4 National Curriculum Board. History Advisory Group, "National History Curriculum: Initial 
Advice" , p. 6; National Curriculum Board, "The Shape of the Australian Curriculum: History" , 
p. 12. 
5 Ann Curthoys, and Marilyn Lake, "Introduction" in Connected Worlds. History in Transnational 
Perspective, ed. Ann Curthoys, and Marilyn Lake (Canberra: ANU  E Press, 2005), p. 6. 
6 Ibid , pp. 10-11. 
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Year 8 with the mediaeval and early modern world “when major civilisations around the 

world came into contact with each other.”7 Approaches to this form of transnational 

history reflect what has been called world history in some Australian States such as 

South Australia or Western Australia but also in overseas nations such as the United 

States of America, where high school world history has attracted criticism.8  

   Second, in all these national Australian approaches to world history another 

potential approach to transnationality can be found. This is the idea of ‘major 

civilisations’. The term itself can be seen as a transnational idea or transnational concept 

of history in that it describes one way to think about and organise the vastness of history 

beyond the national container, but it is not a uniquely Australian invention. In neither its 

Initial Advice nor in its Shape of the Australian Curriculum did the National Curriculum 

Board go as far as to define what major civilisations were exactly or who would be 

authorised to distinguish between ‘major’ and ‘minor’ civilisations. However, the 2011 

Year 8 curriculum goes further and stipulates that gaining an overview of the mediaeval 

period includes “identifying the major civilisations of the period (Byzantine, Celtic, 

Anglo-Saxon, Viking, Ottoman, Khmer, Mongols, Yuan and Ming dynasties, Aztec, 

Inca)”.9  Still, nothing in these documents indicated that any further meaning was 

attached to the fact that their list of ‘major civilisations’ began with European 

civilisations.10 Moreover, the Australian states and territories will still be given the final 

authority to define the exact ‘shape’ or interpretation of the new curriculum. 

Nevertheless, investigations and analyses in this thesis will suggest that starting such 

lists with European civilisations is likely to be neither accidental nor coincidental. 

Instead, curriculum writers, teachers, and curriculum authorities are situated in a 

complex, even global, cultural environment in which certain dominant assumptions 

about global society and its history are negotiated, although individuals such as 

curriculum authors may not reflect consciously on this circumstance.  

   By deconstructing existing conceptualisations of ‘major civilisations’ in 

Western Australian and New South Wales upper school curricula and teachers’ journals 

of the thirty years preceding the current national curriculum, this thesis seeks to 

                                                 
7 Assessment and Reporting Authority Australian Curriculum, "The Australian Curriculum. 
History. Foundation Year, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 and 10a" (Australian Curriculum, Assessment 
and Reporting Authority, 2011), p. 46. 
8 See chapter three and chapter eight. 
9 Australian Curriculum, "The Australian Curriculum. History" , p. 47. 
10 Of course, it is also arguable that Byzantine was located at an intersection between European 
and Asian civilization despite its characteristic as a continuation of the Roman Empire and 
Greek culture, as well as the fact that it was the origin of a new Christian church. 
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establish in what ways these texts blended local, state-specific concepts of ‘major 

civilisations’ with trans-local, and even global, cultural assumptions about transnational 

history. 

 

Questions about the conceptualisation of or the approach to transnational histories such 

as world histories have, however, not been an important issue in the more recent 

literature about school history in general and the content of school history in Australia 

in particular. An example was the Communiqué of the 2006 Australian History Summit, 

which stated on the one hand that the “recognition of the global environment in which 

the development of Australia has taken place”11 was seen as one of the ‘key principles’ 

of history teaching but underlined on the other hand the importance of national history: 

“We are convinced of the urgent need for a nation wide [sic] revival in the teaching of 

Australian History and its global, environmental and social contexts.”12 The focus of 

this Communiqué made clear that the Summit was mainly concerned with Australian 

history as it identified an ‘urgent need’ for a ‘revival’ of the nation’s history in schools. 

This preoccupation with national history was also apparent in the recent Australian 

literature about history education and its contents and historian Anna Clark delineated 

in 2006 in Teaching the Nation two main reasons for this focus. First, the teaching of 

the nation’s history was in particular in Australia deeply affected by a “continuing 

struggle to define the nation’s heritage and legacy.”13 Second, school history as such 

was shaken by new research and pedagogical reform movements at a time when the 

field was challenged by declining student and public interest to the extent that History 

disappeared in Australia as an independent subject in the lower secondary school.  

 

In particular, this pedagogical reform intersected with the teaching of Australian history 

in that debates emerged as to whether the new integrated subject, Studies of Society and 

Environment, provided a practical framework for the teaching of history. Focusing on 

the practice of the teaching of Australian history in schools, Anna Clark also looked in 

History’s Children at the pedagogy as well as the content of the everyday teaching of 

the nation’s history in the classroom. In 2006 she interviewed 246 students, teachers and 

                                                 
11 Australian Government. Department of Education Science and Training, "The Australian 
History Summit. Transcripts of Proceedings" (Canberra: Australian Government. Department of 
Education, Science and Training, 2006), p. 83. 
12 Ibid , p. 82. 
13 Anna Clark, Teaching the Nation. Politics and Pedagogy in Australian History (Carlton: 
Melbourne University Press, 2006), p. 166. 
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administrators and argued that it is too often not taught very well. She found many 

interested teachers and students but also “teachers who are caught between public and 

political expectations of what students should know, and the reality of the classroom”14 

in addition to a significant lack of school organisation and (curriculum) coordination. 

More so than in her previous work, Clark focused in History’s Children on critical 

topics in Australian history such as Federation, the ANZACs and indigenous history.  

   Graeme Davison approached problems with the teaching of Australian history 

in 2000 from a different angle when he recommended that history teaching should 

reconnect to civics education, which would require “habits of free enquiry and debate, a 

critical reconstruction and analysis of the national past”.15 Davison was well aware that 

exactly this ‘critical reconstruction and analysis of the national past’ was a contested 

field between the 1980s and the 2000s. In particular the histories of European 

colonisation or of Western civilisation in Australia were disputed fields. The fact that 

this colonisation had not taken place in an empty space but rather in land traditionally 

inhabited by indigenous Australians led to the creation of the contested term ‘European 

invasion’.  

   The use of ‘settlement’ as opposed to ‘invasion’ in recent school curricula 

reflected, according to Anna Clark, the two main positions of the so called ‘History 

Wars’, which were fought over interpretations of Australian history.16 Kevin Donnelly, 

a conservative critic of Australian education policies, suggested that the use of the term 

‘invasion’ in schools reflected an understanding of history that Geoffrey Blainey called 

Black Armband-interpretation.17 Examining the Queensland curriculum for Studies of 

Society and Environment he remarked that “one searches in vain for […] a recognition 

that there is much that we have achieved since European settlement of which we should 

be proud.”18 The telling use of words such as ‘we’ and ‘proud’ in this example 

suggested that the debate derived its intensity from its link to national identity; 

European settlement was seen by Donnelly as the basis for Australian national identity, 

so a term like ‘invasion’ could therefore be seen as devaluing. Although Anna Clark did 

not share Donnelly’s views, she too suggested that the “school History Wars were 
                                                 
14 ———, History's Children. History Wars in the Classroom (Sydney: University of New South 
Wales Press, 2008), p. 32. 
15 Graeme Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History (Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2000), 
pp. 273-274. 
16 Stuart Macintyre, and Anna Clark, The History Wars, 2nd ed. (Carlton: Melbourne University 
Press, 2004), pp. 171-190. 
17 Kevin Donnelly, Why Our Schools Are Failing (Sydney: Duffy & Snellgrove, 2004), p. 190. 
18 Ibid , p. 147. 
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simply the latest manifestation of a perennial concern about historical knowledge and 

national identity.”19 Clark corroborated her argument with comprehensive investigations 

of public opinion as expressed in leading national newspapers such as the Courier-Mail 

or the Sydney Morning Herald but she also suggested that the ‘school History Wars’ 

were fought in the political arena. For example, Donnelly’s opinion was supported by 

former Prime Minister John Howard. He made it clear in his 2006 demand for a “root 

and branch renewal of the teaching of Australian history in our schools”20 that in 

“Australia’s case, that dominant [cultural] pattern comprises Judeo-Christian ethics, the 

progressive spirit of the Enlightenment and the institutions and values of British 

political culture.”21 Neville Meaney, who published in 1972 the popular multi-volume 

textbook The West and the World which was still in use in 2008, claimed in a much 

soberer tone that at least until the 1960s the prevalent national identity was 

Britishness.22 However, this identity has been in demise since the decision of the United 

Kingdom to join the European Economic Community in the 1960s. Meaney was much 

more sceptical than the academic historian Stuart Macintyre of whether a new form of 

multicultural identity, which has been attempted since the 1970s, would be capable of 

replacing the old myth.23  

 

Macintyre, who wrote the principal text on the History Wars, turned his attention in 

1997, in The Genie and the Bottle, to another main concern for history in schools: the 

subject’s continuous decline.24 He shared the diagnosis that school history was in crisis 

                                                 
19 Macintyre, The History Wars , p. 172. 
20 John Howard, "A Sense of Balance: The Australian Achievement in 2006, Transcript of the 
Prime Minister the Hon John Howard Mp Address to the National Press Club, Great Hall, 
Parliament House"  
http://www.htansw.asn.au/home/nationalcurriculum/John%20Howard%20Speech%2025%20
January%2006.pdf 
21 Ibid. 
22 Neville Meaney, "Britishness and Australian Identity. The  Problem of Nationalism in 
Australian History and Historiography" Australian Historical Studies 32, no. 116 (2001), p. 89; in 
Western Australia the 1986 edition of The West and The World was still recommended as a 
general textbook for Year 12 history units: Curriculum Council of Western Australia, "E306 
History (Year 12) - 2008-2009" (Curriculum Council of Western Australia, 2008), p. 7. 
23Meaney, "Britishness and Australian Identity" , p. 89; Macintyre, The History Wars , see 
particularly pp. 119-120; Richard Bosworth also is highly skeptical of whether a multicultural 
identity is feasible: Richard Bosworth, Nationalism, ed. Gordon Martel, Short Histories of Big 
Ideas (Harlow: Pearson, 2007), pp. 174-175. 
24 In The History Wars Macintyre argued that the main problem in these fierce disputes was 
perhaps not so much the effort to adopt the Australian identity to the changing times. The issue 
at stake was rather the abuse of a normal historical discourse, which not only allows for but 
even encourages different readings of the past within a scholarly debate. According to 
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with other specialists in the field, such as Anna Clark and Graeme Davison. Macintyre 

traced in more detail the falling enrolment numbers and reiterated well known 

explanations. These were far reaching developments in secondary education in general, 

such as the significant rise of the Year 12 retention rate and the subsequent alignment of 

secondary education with vocational education because the majority of the enlarged 

student population did not intend to proceed to tertiary education. As a consequence, 

humanities and social sciences such as history suffered. Yet Macintyre went beyond 

these explanations and argued that recent trends in history education to emulate the 

practices of academic historians should be reconsidered because “history is something 

more than an academic concern, [...] it has a general purpose.”25 However, in particular 

the method of imitating academic source analysis and criticism in school history aimed 

to stop the decline of the subject and make it more interesting and relevant again to the 

students of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. These pedagogic changes 

were not unique to Australia but can be considered transnational because they could be 

linked to British and North American attempts in the 1960s and 1970s to reform history 

education.26 

 

New approaches to the teaching of the subject developed into transnational ideas and 

concepts which moved between nations and continents. Australian states and territories 

adapted pedagogic innovations to a large extent from the USA and the United Kingdom 

at a time when history education was affected by pedagogic reform movements and had 

to respond to a changing student population with changing post school destinations. 

William Allen, for example, argued in his comprehensive study of history syllabus 

policies in Western Australia between 1983 and 2000 that reforms to the State’s upper 

school syllabi were considerably influenced by developments in Britain and the United 

                                                                                                                                               
Macintyre, this scientific discussion was taken hostage by politics and the popular media; Stuart 
Macintyre, "The Genie and the Bottle: Putting History Back into the School Curriculum" 
Australian Journal of Education 41, no. 2 (1997), pp. 189-199. 
25 Ibid, p. 198. 
26 See the work of scholars such as Jerome Bruner and Edwin Fenton among others; and also, 
the British Schools History Project. Examples include:  Jerome S. Bruner, The Process of Education 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960); ———, "The Act of Discovery" in Teaching the 
New Social Studies in Secondary Schools. An Inductive Approach, ed. Edwin Fenton (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1966); Edwin Fenton, "Teaching the Mode of Inquiry: History" in 
Teaching the New Social Studies in Secondary Schools. An Inductive Approach, ed. Edwin Fenton 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1966); Schools Council History 13-16 Project, A New 
Look at History (Edinburgh: Holmes McDougall, 1976); all of them recommended that students 
should engage critically with sources. In particular chapter three will discuss these 
developments in more detail. 
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States.27 Allen’s doctoral thesis about Western Australian syllabi and related assessment 

documents can be read as an elaborate and detailed example describing the major trend 

in history teaching to shift the focus from content to skills.28 Analytical and critical 

work with sources became more important, and the dominance of the history essay 

declined. Significant origins of this trend could be found in the UK and the USA and 

included Jerome Bruner’s ‘discovery approach’ as well as the British Schools History 

Project. In its aim to make school history more relevant again this project abolished the 

chronological teaching of history but introduced a module that allowed students to 

discover the nature of history; it also allowed for selection as well as in depth-studies. 

Such reforms were aimed to counter the decline of school history in Britain as a subject 

which was seen at that time as increasingly old-fashioned and irrelevant. Moreover, 

these innovations had a significant impact on Australia as well. Syllabi in New South 

Wales and, according to Allen, also in Western Australia were influenced by this British 

Project.29 These approaches to education were considered ‘progressive’ in that they 

were argued to be child centred and inclusive as opposed to discipline centred and 

segregating. Subsequently they evoked criticism that standards would be lowered 

because of an overemphasis on inclusiveness and equity. An expression of these 

concerns was the introduction of curriculum standards in England and Wales beginning 

in 1988 and the publication of national history standards for the United States in 1994. 

In Australia, a similar concern about raising educational standards led, for example, to 

the introduction of a standards-based curriculum in New South Wales in 1999. 

 

Another main example of transnational influences on school history was the 

introduction of Social Science in the form of Studies of Society and Environment 

(hereafter SoSE) in Australia between 1989 and 1993. It amalgamated History with 

Geography, Anthropology, Sociology, Economics, Ecology, Politics and Law into a 

new course for the junior secondary years. Although Social Studies was not new to 

Australia, the major initiative to reshape and extend it swapped, according to the 
                                                 
27 William J. R. Allen, "An Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History 
in Western Australia from 1983 to 2000" (University of Western Australia, 2004), pp. 9, 11-12. 
28 Although this can be understood as one of the main findings of this thesis, Allen also 
demonstrated that this was by no means a linear, uninterrupted process in Western Australia. 
Moreover, exams were an important factor in this reform: Ibid, pp. 112-113, 166, 213, 216, 218. 
29 Phil Harvey, Tom Maxwell, and Grahem Wilson, "Problems Associated with Applying Skills 
Objectives to the Discipline of History" Education Research and Perspectives 23, no. 2 (1996), p. 78; 
Ruth Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" 
Curriculum Perspectives 21, no. 3 (2001), pp. 8, 9; Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper 
Secondary School History in WA 1983-2000" , p. 150-151, 160, 202. 
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educationalists Alan Barcan and Patricia Toohey James, over from the USA in the 

1960s, which sought to overhaul its education system in order to make it a more 

efficient tool for the Cold War effort.30 Although the Soviet Union has long gone, 

Social Studies as a school subject survived and its latest implementation in Australia in 

1993 was based on a multitude of reasons. One among others was the understanding 

that a broad Social Studies subject was more appropriate for the diverse school system 

in Australia which is the prerogative of states and territories, which pass on significant 

powers to individual schools. The impact on school history of such a diverse school 

system, which is characterised by a constant negotiation between the national, state and 

school levels, has to be considered throughout this thesis and the adaptation of Social 

Studies can be seen as only one example. Alan Barcan was the first to warn of the 

dangers of the implementation of integrated subjects like Social Studies on a large scale 

and decades later the prominent history educator Tony Taylor delivered his influential 

report The Future of the Past. In this paper he concluded that the practical 

implementation of SoSE in Australian schools was not conducive to a proper history 

education.31 Taylor also recommended a clearer history strand in SoSE and a better 

history education for teachers who teach the subject. Following up on this 

recommendation, Taylor published in 2003 together with Carmel Young Making 

History, which could be seen as a handbook for any teacher teaching history in 

Australian schools.32 Taylor and Young not only referred to the work of Bruner and the 

Schools History Project but also to the more recent work of North American scholars 

such as Peter Seixas and Sam Wineburg who examined how students themselves 

construct history and how history education should work methodologically with the 

student’s own ideas of history.33 Taylor built on their research and popularised for 

example in Making History the idea of ‘historical literacy’ in Australia, which should 

                                                 
30 Alan Barcan, Social Science, History and the New Curriculum, W. E. A. Monographs (Sydney: 
Hicks Smith for Workers' Educational Association of N. S. W., 1971), pp. 14-15, 23-25; Patricia 
Toohey James, "The Evolution between 1962-1982 of the Modern History Curriculum for Senior 
Classes in New South Wales Secondary Schools and the Forces Which Influenced This" 
(University of Newcastle, 1986), pp. 19-20, 22. 
31 Barcan, Social Science, History and the New Curriculum ; Tony Taylor, "The Future of the Past. 
Final Report of the National Inquiry into School History" (Churchill: The Faculty of Education, 
Monash University, 2000), pp. 145-163. 
32 Tony Taylor, and Carmel Young, Making History. A Guide for the Teaching and Learning of 
History in Australian Schools (Carlton South: Curriculum Corporation, 2003). 
33 See for example: Peter Seixas, "Mapping the Terrain of Historical Significance" Social 
Education 61, no. 1 (1997), pp. 22-27; Sam Wineburg, "Making Historical Sense" in Knowing, 
Teaching, and Learning History. National and International Perspectives, ed. Peter Stearns, Peter 
Seixas, and Sam Wineburg (New York, London: New York University Press, 2000), pp. 306-325. 
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help develop the subject specific thinking in students. In addition to content knowledge, 

Taylor and Young argued that historical concepts such as change and continuity, 

causation and motivation, as well as source criticism should be taught and assessed. The 

attainment of ‘historical literacy’ has also become an important objective in the new 

National Curriculum. 

   Hence, two levels have been detectable in the current debate. On the first level, 

the ‘European heritage’ of Australia and its changing relationship with national identity 

has been a contentious issue. On the second level, the major issue has appeared to be 

how to teach history in schools which struggle to cater for a rapidly changing society. 

Here it has not been the colonial past but rather modern transnational influences on 

history education from North America and Britain that have impacted significantly on 

debates about history teaching in Australia. 

 

Seixas, Wineburg and Peter Stearns were not only concerned with reforms to the 

methodology of history education. They also suggested in Knowing, Teaching & 

Learning History that the “teaching of history, like all aspects of historical study, 

involves choice and selection: One cannot avoid choices, one cannot simply “include 

more.” The question then becomes on what grounds choices are made.”34 Looking at the 

issue of ‘choice and selection’ in an Australian context, it appears that the ‘question [...] 

on what grounds choices are made’ has received considerable attention in the literature 

with regard to Australian history. Contrasting with the extensive treatment of national 

history in recent literature on school history in Australia are upper school syllabi that 

routinely contain large sections on transnational histories and world histories. Moreover, 

in Teaching the Nation Anna Clark, who significantly contributed to the field of history 

education in Australia, pointed at the importance of history syllabi as sources because 

“their capacity to define the nation means that they are a powerful site of memory 

politics; their capacity to define the discipline itself makes them an equally compelling 

source for analysing history method and pedagogical approach.”35 By locating syllabi in 

a transnational context, which can be observed in the currents in history education, this 

thesis builds on these understandings and investigates ‘on what grounds choices are 

                                                 
34 Peter Stearns, Peter Seixas, and Sam Wineburg, "Introduction" in Knowing, Teaching, and 
Learning History. National and International Perspectives, ed. Peter Stearns, Peter Seixas, and 
Samuel Wineburg (New York, London: New York University Press, 2000), p. 7. 
35 Clark, Teaching the Nation , p. 6, see also p. 166. 
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made’ with regard to transnational histories in syllabi with the ‘capacity to define’ 

nation and discipline. 

 

 

Basic Settings and Definitions: Theory and its Appl ication 
 

Having established how this thesis connects to the existing research on history 

education in Australia, the next step is to lay out the basic design of the following work. 

At the beginning stands a more detailed clarification of the rationale and objectives of 

this thesis. First, this work is not concerned with pedagogy and it is not concerned with 

history teaching as such. It is not about history education but history in an education 

context. It deals with the content of history teaching. This means that this study aims to 

shift the attention to historiography in a school context, which can be conceptualised as 

a branch of historiography. Such a claim was, for example, made by Rolf–Joachim 

Sattler and almost forty years later by Karl Catteeuw with regard to school history 

textbooks. Extending their understanding to include history syllabi, I suggest reading 

these documents as ‘pedagogic historiography’.36 One of the main aims of this thesis is 

to argue for a consolidation of history textbooks and history syllabi under the umbrella 

of ‘pedagogic historiography’. This is discussed in more detail in chapter five of this 

thesis. 

   Naturally, the pedagogic aspect of history teaching is not neglected; it will be 

considered in the discussions about syllabus content. Concentrating on ‘pedagogic 

historiography’, this thesis is not concerned with the exploration of public opinion about 

school history and history education. Investigating what broader transnational concepts 

and ideas impacted on the American, Asian, African, and European histories in 

Australia’s syllabi means that an examination of public discourses about the teaching of 

history in the media is outside the scope of this thesis. These investigations can be 

found in Anna Clark’s work, who extensively researched discourses about school 

                                                 
36 This is my own translation of  a term borrowed from a German text: Karl Catteeuw, "Wenn 
die Mauern Des Klassenzimmers Sprechen Könnten: Pädagogische Historiographie Als Eine 
Archäologie Von Büchern und Bildern" in Das Schulbuch Zwischen Lehrplan und Unterrichtspraxis. 
Jahrestagung der Internationalen Gesellschaft Für Historische und Systematische Schulbuchforschung 
2004, ed. Eva Matthes, and Carsten Heinze, Beiträge Zur Historischen und Systematischen 
Schulbuchforschung (Bad Heilbrunn: Klinkhardt, 2005), pp. 109-118; Rolf-Joachim Sattler, Die 
Französische Revolution in Europäischen Schulbüchern. Eine Vergleichende Schulbuchanalyse, 
Schriftenreihe Des Internationalen Schulbuchinstituts. Band 4. (Braunschweig: Limbach, 1959), 
p. 14. 
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history in the Australian media as part of her studies of “the politics and pedagogy of 

Australian history education.”37 

   However, this thesis is very broad in its theoretical-methodological design as it 

draws on a wide range of secondary sources from different fields. These include a wide 

array of disciplines such as history, education, textbook research and a portfolio of more 

theoretical texts that deal with postmodernism, the nation, transnationalism, and 

globalisation. Still, the core of this thesis is a comparative case study of approaches to 

transnational history in the secondary schools of two Australian states yielding results 

which are analysed, contextualised and explained using this broad framework.  

 

Syllabi are the main sources for the actual core of this study although their content is 

contextualised with discussions about the main issues in transnational histories, which 

appeared mainly in the teachers’ journals of these two States. It follows that the analysis 

of the authoritative syllabus text is contrasted in this thesis with opinions and reflections 

from individuals such as teachers or academic historians as well as smaller professional 

groups such as history teacher unions.  

   In considering curricula as authoritative texts this study shows a particular 

understanding of the school curriculum that is expressed in the use of the word syllabus 

as reflected in the Western Australian Curriculum Framework, a document that guided 

the State’s K12 syllabi for more than ten years: “Curriculum is much more than a 

syllabus. A syllabus normally outlines the content to be taught.”38 Curriculum is a very 

broad term and allows for a basic distinction between the ‘intended’ and the ‘enacted’ 

curriculum of the real classroom. Focusing more on the ‘intended’ curriculum, this 

thesis does not deal with issues of basic educational philosophies, aims or rationales 

which are important aspects of the ‘intended’ curriculum. Instead, this study of 

‘pedagogic historiography’ is concerned with syllabi as specific history texts with a 

specific function and a specific readership. Therefore, this study follows a path that 

Hanna Schissler took earlier when she reviewed the transnational histories in German 

textbooks and syllabi.39 In a similar way, the review and analysis of selected history 

                                                 
37 Clark, Teaching the Nation , p. 8; see also her section in The History Wars: Macintyre, The 
History Wars , pp. 171-190. 
38 Curriculum Council, "Curriculum Framework for Kindergarten to Year 12 Education in 
Western Australia" (Osborne Park1998), p. 16. 
39 The following two sentences paraphrase to a large extent an article from Schissler: Hanna 
Schissler, "Der Eurozentrische Blick Auf die Welt. Außereuropäische Geschichten und Regionen 
in Deutschen Schulbüchern und Curricula. Gutachten Des Georg-Eckert-Institutes Für 
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syllabi in this thesis can only give examples of what content students in Australia are 

supposed to learn and what syllabi offer them in this regard. However the findings of 

this study do not allow for direct conclusions as to what content is actually taught in 

classrooms as this requires different research methods. 

 

Due to the previously mentioned very broad theoretical approach to the examination of 

the content of history syllabi a few central terms need to be defined which can provide a 

guiding thread throughout the thesis; they are intended to keep the analysis that follows 

in touch with basic theoretical understandings. These are the terms ‘power’, 

‘dominance’ and ‘transnational’, which are used as markers; they appear in the text 

frequently and have a specific meaning. Hence, it is important to introduce the 

theoretical approach behind this usage first. Power and dominance are used in a similar 

way. The main difference in this study is that the term ‘dominance’ is implicitly 

relational. For example, powerful social groups, ideologies, or reform movements can 

impact on the content of history curricula. If a specific ideology is called dominant, then 

it is in relation to all the other factors the single most powerful influence. Such a 

dominant power can control other powerful factors in that it can shape them and give 

them a certain direction but does not entirely suppress them; a dominant power still 

exists in combination with other powerful forces. A powerful ideology in this example 

could impact on how syllabus committees write syllabi and could influence the 

direction of reform movements. Hence, deliberations about theory depart from basic 

definitions of how the term ‘power’ is used in this study. Introduced will be the idea of 

a cultural power with the capacity to form basic assumptions about global society. In a 

next step, this idea of cultural power is extended into the transnational dimension as the 

question emerges whether, and if so to what extent, it is possible to locate the idea of 

cultural power on a transnational level. Powerful cultural assumptions on this level 

could have the capacity to impact on and even shape how people think about the global 

society and its history in not only one state or nation.  

 

                                                                                                                                               
Internationale Schulbuchforschung Für das Bundespräsidialamt" Internationale 
Schulbuchforschung. Zeitschrift des Georg-Eckert-Instituts für internationale Schulbuchforschung 25, 
no. 1/2 (2003), p. 155: translation of the title of this article: “The Eurocentric Perspective at the 
World. Non-European Histories and Regions in German Textbooks and Curricula. Advice of 
the Georg Eckert Institute for International Textbook Research for the Office of the Federal 
President”, International Textbook Research. Journal of the Georg Eckert Institute for International 
Textbook Research  25, no. 1/2 (2003). 
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The Idea of Cultural Power 
 

Before analysing transnational concepts of global society it is important to introduce a 

theoretical approach to cultural power that is based on a more abstract idea of power. 

This concept draws on applications of Foucauldian thinking from the fields of education, 

history and history education. Essential is a specific understanding of the relation 

between power and knowledge. Constructions of transnational history can be 

understood as constructions of history knowledge and this idea presupposes that 

someone or something has the power to create and disseminate a particular knowledge. 

In this understanding neither knowledge nor history syllabi are seen as consisting of 

objective facts, which reflects the thinking of Michel Foucault who opposed the 

existence of objective factual knowledge or truth in society beyond a specific 

discourse.40 Foucault argued that discourses produce their own truths. Stephen Ball 

applied Foucault’s ideas to the field of education when he claimed that “[p]ower and 

knowledge are two sides of a single process. Knowledge does not reflect power 

relations but is immanent [sic] in them.”41 Using Foucault’s concept of discourses, Ball 

suggested that social power is communicated, maintained and created through a 

discourse between various stakeholders such as local education authorities, state 

administrations, or lobby groups. In Western Australia and New South Wales, for 

example, these discourses have been evident between syllabus committees or secondary 

education authorities on the one hand and universities on the other. Tertiary institutions 

have influenced upper secondary education because the selection of university students 

has been decided by external exams at the end of Year 12. Although the influence of 

universities has been waning, documents such as the McGaw Reports in both States and 

the Beazley Report in Western Australia have highlighted how external exams have not 

only been focal points of ongoing discourses between school authorities, teachers and 

universities but have also had the power to impact on senior curricula and the 

                                                 
40 Michel Foucault, edited by Colin Gordon, Power/Knowledge. Selected Interviews and Other 
Writings 1972-1977 (New York: Pantheon, 1980), pp. 131, 133; Michel Foucault, "Theories Et 
Institutions Penales" Annuales du College de France (1971), p. 66; cited and translated in: Stephen 
J. Ball, Politics and Policy Making in Education. Explorations in Policy Sociology (London, New York: 
Routledge, 1990), p. 17. 
41 Ball, Politics and Policy Making in Education , p. 17. 
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construction of knowledge contained in them.42 Students and teachers have participated 

in the creation of this discourse by continuing to focus on upper school subjects eligible 

for a TAE, TEE or TER in order to keep the future pathways for school graduates 

open.43 The strong position of universities in the discourse with secondary education 

authorities has strengthened the subject of History, which can be seen as an integral part 

of “study in the humanities to ensure an educated [university] graduate.”44 

 

Examinations and the syllabi that prepare students for them are part of or a vehicle for 

educational discourses, but history syllabi can also be understood as history texts as 

such. In ways similar to Ball, the historian Keith Jenkins referred to Foucault’s 

understanding of truth and knowledge. In Re-thinking History Jenkins claimed that 

“linking history to the powers that constitute it”45 makes it possible to identify “the 

dominant discourse [which] has articulated its interests”.46 Although history educator 

Peter Seixas was rather sceptical of Jenkins’ propositions, he nevertheless 

acknowledged that a postmodernist approach to history teaching which mirrors the 

thinking of Foucault or Hayden White “helps to position all historical accounts in 

relation to the current interests of their narrators.”47 Seixas gave an example of how to 

make use of postmodernism in history education. Teachers could investigate the idea of 

                                                 
42 Barry McGaw, "Shaping Their Future. Recommendations for Reform of the Higher School 
Certificate" (Sydney: Department of Training and Education Co-ordination New South Wales, 
1997); Ministerial Working Party on School Certification and Tertiary Admissions Procedures. 
Chairman Barry McGaw, "Assessment in the Upper Secondary School in Western Australia. 
Report on the Ministerial Working Party on School Certification and Tertiary Admissions 
Procedures" (Perth1984); Committee of Inquiry into Education in Western Australia. Chairman 
Kim Edward Beazley, "Education in Western Australia. Report of the Committee of Inquiry 
Appointed by the Minister for Education in Western Australia, under the Chairmanship of Mr. 
K E Beazley, Ao" (Perth1984). 
43 These exams were decisisive for school graduates who wished to enrol at a university. The 
TAE was the Tertiary Admissions Exam in Western Australia, it was superseded in 1986 by the 
TEE (Tertiary Entrance Exam). In New South Wales the TER (Tertiary Entrance Rank) was 
derived from the Year 12 exams, which were part of the HSC (Higher School Certificate). 
44 David Andrich, Glenn Rowley, and Lesley van Schoubroeck, "Upper Secondary Certification 
and Tertiary Entrance. Review of Upper-Secondary Certification and Tertiary Entrance 
Procedures Commissioned by the Minister for Education in Western Australia" (Perth: Ministry 
of Education, 1989), p. 30. 
45 Keith Jenkins, Re-Thinking History (London, New York: Routledge, 1991), p. 57. 
46 Ibid . 
47 Peter Seixas, "Schweigen! die Kinder! Or, Does Postmodern History Have a Place in Schools?" 
in Knowing, Teaching, and Learning History. National and International Perspectives, ed. Peter 
Stearns, Peter Seixas, and Sam Wineburg (New York, London: New York University Press, 
2000), p. 30; Hayden White wrote the  influential Metahistory: Hayden White, Metahistory. The 
Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1973). 
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progress in school textbooks, which could be “questioned in terms of the reasons that 

school authorities would want students to be exposed to a story of historical progress”.48 

This thesis applies and extends Seixas’ suggestions. It is similar in that it investigates 

what reasons an authoritative power would have to expose school students to particular 

constructions of transnational histories. However, for the examination of history syllabi 

I would like to add another perspective to the understanding that certain power relations 

between interest groups or authorities within a nation or its constituent states are 

expressed in syllabi. Before I introduce this perspective it is useful to turn briefly to 

Richard Evans’ In Defence of History: 

 

It is quite wrong to suppose that professional historians [curriculum developers, 

state officers, head teachers, etc.] all agree on certain aspects of history because 

these conform to a “dominant ideology” which helps them keep their posts and 

their salaries. Visions or versions of history are not simply accepted because 

their authors have power within the historical profession or the universities 

[within local education or state institutions, or schools].49 

 

One reply to Evans’ criticism is to change the perspective and to instead look at terms 

such as power in a more indirect sense. Looking at reforms to the English education 

system, Ball suggested that discourses about education policies were shaped, and to 

some extent created, by right–wing pamphlets published between the late 1960s and 

1980s, such as the Black Papers or Our Schools – A Radical Policy.50 These texts were 

neither created by contemporary office holders nor did they have an immediate, binding 

effect on British education policy. However, they created the possible; they set out a 

certain thinking and by that demonstrated the power of ideology to create realities. Ball 

claimed that the “investigation of the ideological leads to [...] the limits of the possible – 

and to examination of education’s role in transmitting an effective, dominant culture”.51 

Moving postmodern ideas of power and dominance to a specific, cultural level was also 

approved by historian Evans:  

 

                                                 
48 Seixas, "Schweigen! die Kinder!"  , p. 33. 
49 Richard J. Evans, In Defence of History (London: Granta, 1997), p. 208. 
50 Ball, Politics and Policy Making in Education , pp. 22-23, 43. 
51 Ibid , pp. 10-11. 
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At its best, the work that is now appearing under the influence of 

postmodernist theory provides a new dimension of understanding that moves 

well beyond the limitations of social history. Studies of [...] the cultural 

dimensions of power and authority [...] and of many other subjects, have added 

significantly to historical knowledge.52 

 

A study of what I above called ‘pedagogic historiography’ could investigate specific 

aspects of cultural power and dominance in history in combination with an investigation 

of cultural power and dominance in education. As suggested above, textbooks can be 

seen as ‘pedagogic historiography’. Moreover, textbook researchers suggest that these 

books are affected by discourses about dominant cultures. When discussing the role of 

textbook content, Linda Biemer argued that dominant cultures do not impose 

themselves onto something; they rather connect to, infiltrate the existing narrative, and 

sustain it, but alter it more or less subtly.53 Specialising in history textbooks, Stuart 

Foster and Keith Crawford argued that “[a]lthough individuals or teams of authors write 

them, textbooks routinely present broader cultural ‘messages’ ”.54 In a similar way, 

history syllabi can be conceptualised as pedagogic history texts that, although written by 

‘individuals or teams of authors’, are part of a power discourse in which ‘broader 

cultural ‘messages’’ demonstrate ‘education’s role in transmitting an effective, 

dominant culture’. 

 

Drawing on all these ideas of cultural power and dominance and ‘pedagogic 

historiography’, this thesis suggests situating historians, syllabus committees, lobbyists, 

or school boards in a specific cultural setting that extends beyond the state and even the 

national border and can be considered not only dominant but hegemonic. In this study 

the idea of cultural power and even dominance will be extended beyond the scope of a 

geographically locatable national society when it traces hegemonic cultural–ideological 

perceptions that inform syllabi. Michael Apple’s use of the term ‘hegemony’, which he 

based on his reading of Antonio Gramsci and Raymond Williams, helps to demonstrate 

this understanding. Apple suggested that  

                                                 
52 Evans, In Defence of History , p. 184. 
53 Linda B. Biemer, "The Textbook Controversy: The Role of Content" in The Textbook 
Controversy: Issues, Aspects and Perspectives, ed. John G. Herlihy (Norwood: Ablex, 1992), p. 10. 
54 Stuart J. Foster, and Keith A. Crawford, "The Critical Importance of History Textbook 
Research" in What Shall We Tell the Children? International Perspectives on School History Textbooks, 
ed. Stuart J. Foster, and Keith A. Crawford (Greenwich: Information Age Publishing, 2006), p. 4. 
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hegemony refers not to congeries of meanings that reside at an abstract level 

somewhere at the “roof of our brain.” Rather, it refers to an organized 

assemblage of meanings and practices, the central, effective and dominant 

system of meanings, values and actions which are lived.55 

 

If we approach history syllabi from this perspective then constructions of transnational 

history can not only be seen as expressing the power discourse of local officials and 

authorities but also a dominant, i.e. hegemonic, understanding of the world. Hence, this 

thesis expands on the idea of cultural power using the vehicle of history syllabi and the 

concepts of the transnational contained in them. 

 

 

The Idea of the Transnational 
 

A very important basic design element in this thesis is the double use of the concept of 

the transnational as a term defining a specific form of history on the one hand and 

describing in a more abstract way factors impacting on the writing of history on the 

other. First, as a definition the term ‘transnational history’ denotes in this study all 

histories other than Australian histories in all their shapes and sizes. Second, the term 

transnational is given a more abstract meaning and describes global flows of ideas and 

concepts that impact on cultural practices such as the production of history for schools 

in not only one nation. These understandings of the term are derived from the more 

recent uses of the term in academic history. 

 

Historians have, among other things, stressed three main characteristics of the 

transnational in history. First, scholars such as Patricia Clavin, or Ann Curthoys and 

Marilyn Lake agreed on the high degree of flexibility the term offers.56 Curthoys and 

Lake argued that “[t]ransnational histories [...] can take many forms. [...] Transnational 

history has, then, many departure points and follows many lines of enquiry.”57 Second, 

however, these scholars limited the openness of the term by placing it in opposition to 

                                                 
55 Michael W. Apple, Ideology and Curriculum, 3 ed. (New York: Routledge Falmer, 2004), p. 4. 
56 Patricia Clavin, "Defining Transnationalism" Contemporary European History 14, no. 4 (2005), 
pp. 433, 438. 
57 Curthoys, "Introduction to Connected Worlds"  , p. 6. 
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the national idea, which did not necessarily lead to the rejection of the nation as an 

organising principle in history.58 Pointing at “its origins and existence as an alternative 

to or critique of national history”,59 Curthoys and Lake argued that transnational history 

“may seek to interrogate, situate, supersede, displace, or avoid it [the national history] 

altogether.”60 Michael Müller and Cornelius Torp followed a similar line of argument in 

claiming that “history beyond the nation-state” was a separate concept interacting with 

other defined geographical spaces, such as the nation or the smaller region, on many 

levels.61  Moreover, taking historical investigations into the transnational space is 

conceptualised by some as tracing interconnectedness, the “history of relations or 

transfers”62 or as “border crossings”.63 As history that crosses boundaries or describes 

connections and transfers, transnational history can take many forms. From that 

perspective it is concerned with international trade networks, slavery, feminism or black 

political movements; it can deal with networks of interaction in the Indian Ocean, the 

Atlantic world or the Pacific Rim. These understandings of the transnational point 

towards a third main characteristic that was indicated by some historians as they 

suggested ties between transnational history and world history. Clavin, Müller and Torp, 

and Curthoys and Lake all argued for such a connection, which surfaced in the 1980s 

when world historians set out to connect the vast diversity of the histories of the world 

with historical processes that linked the histories of the globe.64  

   All three main characteristics have significance for this thesis. First, the ‘many 

departure points and [...] many lines of enquiry’ of transnational history open up the 

space for an inquiry into the specific content of school history syllabi that, second, does 

‘interrogate, situate, supersede, displace, or avoid’ categories of national history. Third, 

this thesis suggests that the flexibility of the concept of transnational history allows for 

                                                 
58 Clavin, "Defining Transnationalism" , pp. 422, 434 
59 Curthoys, "Introduction to Connected Worlds"  , p. 19. 
60 Ibid , p. 5. 
61 Michael Müller, and Cornelius Torp, "Conceptualising Transnational Spaces in History" 
European Review of History - Revue européene d'histoire 16, no. 5 (2009), quotation: p. 610, 
argument: pp. 610-611, 613. 
62 Hans-Ulrich Wehler, "Transnationale Geschichte - der Neue Königsweg Historischer 
Forschung?" in Transnationale Geschichte. Themen, Tendenzen und Theorien, ed. Gunilla Budde, 
Sebastian Conrad, and Oliver Janz (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), p. 161: 
translated by Reinhard Kühnel; it also has to be noted that Wehler was rather skeptical of 
transnational history in general and recent German transnational history in particular. 
63 Curthoys, "Introduction to Connected Worlds"  , pp. 10-11; Clavin, "Defining 
Transnationalism" , p. 423. 
64 Clavin, "Defining Transnationalism" , pp. 434, 436; Müller, "Conceptualising Transnational 
Spaces in History" , p. 610; Curthoys, "Introduction to Connected Worlds"  , p. 7. 



Page 27 of 317 
 

the interpretation of connections and border crossings in world history as intellectual 

links and flows carrying ideas of how to construct the history of the world between 

nations. In order to understand this approach it is important to explain the double use of 

the transnational as transnational history on the one hand and transnational impact on 

history on the other. 

 

First, transnational history is used as a main term throughout this study. It means here 

all the histories that are not concerned with Australian histories. With the plural, this 

definition stresses inclusiveness and embraces, for example, Australian national history, 

the histories of Australian states and territories, or local and regional histories. Instead 

this thesis focuses on the histories of all other continents as they are dealt with in 

Australian secondary schools. The term transnational history is used here to provide 

clarity as it defines the divide between the sum of all Australian and non-Australian 

histories. Nevertheless, it is clear that such a distinction has limits and human history 

does not allow for clear compartmentalisation.  

   For instance, the history of the early Australian colony can be seen as an 

example of transnational history as virtually all major decisions were made in Britain 

and social histories dealing with convicts and early settlers are, to an extent, social 

histories of the United Kingdom as well. Another example is the story of the ANZACS. 

The story of the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps who fought in the First 

World War has become a major component in narratives about Australian national 

identity but it has to be approached through a major transnational event with a distinct 

emphasis on European history: World War One. The Great War and the following 

World War are conceptualised in this study as examples of transnational history in 

syllabi, although a clear distinction between the transnational and the national is not 

possible.  

   The assumption that clear categorisation is not achievable in history is also the 

reason this study refrains from using the term ‘world history’. A term that includes 

‘world’ can easily be misinterpreted as to claim entirety. However, this thesis is an 

investigation of a range of histories from different world regions contained in school 

syllabi whether these histories claim comprehensiveness or not. Nevertheless, they are 

all connected by their perspective. All of these transnational histories are transnational 

in the same way given their characteristic of transcending the national or even sub-

national Australian space. It follows then, that one significant link between these 
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diverse histories of different continents and countries is not their aspiration to 

geographical completeness but a shared conceptual ground.  

 

Such a shared perspective points at the second level of the transnational which can be 

found behind the history text. Looking at this common conceptual ground more closely, 

the shared transnational perspective of syllabus texts that describe other world regions 

can be interpreted in two ways. On the one hand, their descriptions of transnational 

spaces may be seen as reflections of national interests and world views. In other words, 

Australian syllabi depicting, for example, the histories of Asia or Europe do so from an 

Australian perspective. Consequently, powerful social groups in Australia can steer, for 

example, whether syllabi describe twentieth century histories of China or Japan in more 

detail than the histories of Britain or Germany. However, the educationalist Steiner-

Khamsi, who is an expert in comparative and international education, observed on the 

other hand “a boom in cross-national policy attraction”.65 She described a “mechanism 

of transnational policy borrowing and lending”66 which meant that local policy makers 

and other stakeholders in different national education systems invoke external, 

transnational authorities in order to support the realisation of their own educational 

policies. Thereby they import, adopt, and finally absorb transnational policies. 

Moreover, the historians Müller and Torp suggested investigating specifically the 

“territorially demarcated and institutionally integrated political entities on the one side 

and spaces of cross-border interaction, movements and practices on the other.”67 

Additionally, these academic historians offered a variety of entry points to investigate 

transnational relations in history such as “reconstructing the diverse geographies created 

through [...] intellectual [...] interactions and connections [...] and understanding the 

tensions and dynamics which result from the relationship between transnational spaces 

and politically bounded territories.”68 They clearly indicated a dialectical opposition 

between a rather boundless or fluid transnational space on the one hand and a bounded, 

constrained national or sub-national space on the other. Their views appeared to be 

supported by another expert in comparative education, Jürgen Schriewer, who 

suggested “that there is an abstract universalism of trans-nationally disseminated 

                                                 
65 Gita Steiner-Khamsi, "Conclusion: Blazing a Trail for Policy Theory and Practice" in The 
Global Politics of Educational Borrowing and Lending, ed. Gita Steiner-Khamsi (New York: Teachers 
College Press, 2004), p. 203. 
66 Ibid . 
67 Müller, "Conceptualising Transnational Spaces in History" , p. 611. 
68 Ibid, p. 613. 
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models which fans out into multiform structural patterns wherever such models 

interact”.69 Applied to this study, these approaches acknowledge the authorship of local 

syllabus committees or school boards and open up the possibility of determining 

transnational influences on history syllabi.  

   At this point, the above introduced idea of a pervasive cultural power 

expressed in texts of ‘pedagogic historiography’ such as syllabi is important because 

cultural power can be extended into the transnational. Returning to Clavin can help to 

illustrate this connection because she pointed out in her endeavour to define 

transnational history that “[...] culture is seen by many now to lie at the heart of the 

development of the modern world.”70  If the cultural ‘cross-border interaction, 

movements and practices’ or ‘intellectual [...] interactions and connections’ that Müller 

and Torp proposed are seen as powerful enough to be at ‘the heart of the development 

of the modern world’, then the question emerges as to what extent these powerful 

cultural practices can impact on history syllabi in ‘territorially demarcated and 

institutionally integrated political entities’. In this case, the histories of more or less 

remote world regions reflect the influence of transnational cultural understandings in 

history writing more clearly than the local histories of the ‘politically bounded 

territories’. Hence, this study investigates whether, and if so to what extent, cultural 

artefacts such as transnational histories in syllabi connect to and interact with powerful 

transnational ideas that cross national boundaries. Consequently, this thesis identifies 

these dominant ideas, the fundamental concepts or main threads that connect the 

histories of Europe, Asia, Africa, or the Americas which are constructed in Australia for 

Australian secondary schools. 

 

In sum, transnational history denotes in this thesis, first, a clear separation from 

Australian histories. Second, the transnational in history leads the investigation in its 

search for a common conceptual ground in Australian school texts that describe the 

histories of a multitude of different world regions. Therefore, the double use of the term 

transnational is important. It defines, first, the transnational content of school history 

and describes, second, the transnational influence on the content of school history. 

 

                                                 
69 Jürgen Schriewer, "Comparative Education Methodology in Transition: Towards the Study of 
Complexity?" in Discourse Formation in Comparative Education, ed. Jürgen Schriewer, 
Komparatistische Bibliothek (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2003), p. 30. 
70 Clavin, "Defining Transnationalism" , p. 437. 
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Applying the Theoretical Framework 
 

This dual use of the transnational, together with the earlier discussed understanding of 

cultural power and dominance, forms the main theoretical basis for the actual core of 

the thesis, which is a comparative case study. The two Australian States New South 

Wales and Western Australia were chosen as case studies. A number of factors indicate 

that these States’ senior history syllabi from 1978 to 2007 are highly suitable as a basis 

for this investigation. School syllabi in Australia are developed in each state and 

territory separately. Also, the new national curriculum will still give these 

constituencies the freedom to adapt it to their existing syllabi. The first efforts in the 

early 1980s and 1990s to implement nationwide curriculum regulations triggered a 

number of responses from States and territories which can, in the case of history, 

provide insights into various approaches to transnational history. For example, the 

History Teachers’ Association of New South Wales contended in 1981 that the basic 

principles and standards of the proposed Core Curriculum for Australian Schools 

“presume that students are given a thorough grounding in the history of their own nation 

and of the contemporary world, if not of the more distant origins of western civilisation 

to be found in ancient and medieval history as well.”71 By contrast, twelve years later 

the History Teachers’ Association of Western Australia was mainly concerned about 

another global region. In its reply to the National Statement on Studies of Society and 

Environment the Association demanded that the “Statement needs to place due 

emphasis on World History, Australia’s inter-relationship with the world, and in 

particular with Asia.”72 Although both Associations referred to the history of the world 

in its entirety, they also made their focus on different world regions quite clear. In other 

words, the New South Wales history teachers stressed European civilisations within 

world history while their Western Australian peers singled out the centrality of Asian 

histories. Twelve years of political, economic and social change as well as the central 

Australian deserts stood between these different perspectives.  

                                                 
71 History Syllabus Committee, "History and Core Curriculum: A Response to Core Curriculum 
for Australian Schools by Representatives of the History Syllabus Committees" Teaching History 
15, no. 3 (1981), p. 62. 
72 History Teachers' Association of Western Australia, "National Curriculum Update. H.A.W.A 
Response to the National Statement on Studies of Society and Environment" Hindsight 3, no. 1 
(1993), p. 61. 
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   As mentioned above, constructions of transnational histories in school syllabi 

can be read as expressions of how that nation or specific State relates to the world. New 

South Wales is on the eastern side of the continent and is the most populous Australian 

State, making it a suitable example of the large, populous Eastern states in a comparison 

with Australia’s only Western State. The latter is geographically isolated from the 

Eastern states. However, New South Wales is with regard to school history to some 

extent isolated from the rest of the nation because it has shown a peculiar commitment 

to the subject of History in secondary schools whereas other eastern states such as 

Queensland have been tending more to comprehensive Social Science approaches. New 

South Wales is the only State in Australia where public schools have offered History 

uninterruptedly at the lower secondary level as an independent subject. It follows that 

this study is also an examination that compares one State with an upper school history 

syllabus that is based on lower secondary SoSE with a second State featuring an upper 

school syllabus that is not based on junior secondary SoSE. Furthermore, New South 

Wales is not close geographically to larger foreign nations and takes its perspective of 

the world from its location on the Pacific Ocean. Western Australia, on the other hand, 

lies on the Indian Ocean and shares a border with Indonesia; although it is sparsely 

populated it covers roughly one third of the entire Australian continent. Highlighting the 

differences between these two States raises the question as to what extent their 

particular interests have influenced their history syllabi and the transnational histories 

contained in them. 

 

The decision to focus the examination of New South Wales and Western Australian 

history syllabi on the period between the 1970s and the early 2000s is based on a 

number of factors. Anna Clark and Graeme Davison suggested that the teaching of 

history in Australian secondary schools experienced a paradigmatic shift in the 1970s 

and Tony Taylor suggested that Australia experienced a “1970s school history 

revival”. 73  History teachers were, for example, influenced by the British Schools 

History Project and the teaching methods of Jerome Bruner and Edwin Fenton. In 

Western Australia, a new authority responsible for senior history syllabi was established 

in 1975 and New South Wales completed the introduction of a new upper secondary 

history curriculum in 1978. From the 1990s onwards history teachers in both States 

                                                 
73 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History , p. 188; Clark, History's Children , p. 73; 
Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , p. 16. 
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were affected, for example, by Sam Wineburg and Peter Seixas who urged history 

teachers to develop their “own understandings of their [students’] understandings [of 

what is important in history which] can then become a starting point for history 

instruction.”74 Moreover, the teaching about transnational histories in this period was 

impacted by the collapse of a world order that was polarised between an Eastern and 

Western sphere. Taking these profound changes as the background, this investigation 

spans a period of the three decades between 1978 and 2007 and thus finishes with the 

end of the Howard government just before the era of the new National Curriculum.  

   Finally, it is necessary to briefly explain why this study is based on upper 

school syllabi only. The main reason is to establish a coherent source base that allows 

for generalisations. As mentioned above, this study compares two Australian States that 

differ in their approach to history education because of their stance towards social 

studies. New South Wales has offered in its secondary schools a Year 7-12 history 

syllabus and Western Australia only a Year 11 and 12 syllabus. Hence, only Years 11 

and 12 provide this investigation with a complete source base of syllabi for the entire 

examination period. 

 

 

Organisation and Structure of this Thesis 
 

This thesis consists of eight chapters that can be grouped into three main blocks. Group 

one consists of chapters one to three; they are concerned with the context for 

transnational histories in Australian syllabi. In discussing the setting that impacts on the 

construction of syllabus content, they focus on the national environment. Only chapter 

three bridges this Australian level with the transnational level as it also looks at 

international developments in history writing and history education. Group two 

comprises of chapters four to seven which can be considered the core of this study as 

these contain the actual investigation of transnational histories plus the introduction of a 

methodological framework for the investigation of syllabus content. Also, these 

chapters navigate between the national and the specific state level on the one hand and 

the transnational level on the other. Finally, chapter eight is also the third section of this 

thesis as it draws together the argument and interprets the transnational influences on 

the content of Australian secondary history as a form of cultural globalisation. 
                                                 
74 Seixas, "Mapping the Terrain of Historical Significance" , p. 22. 
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The guiding principle connecting chapters one to three reflects to some extent William 

Marsden’s thoughts:  

 

Three factors have perennially impacted on curriculum change. They derive 

first from academic subject influences; secondly from educational/philosophic 

principles; and finally from external social forces (Bramwell, 1973). Gordon 

and Lawton’s historical study of curriculum change (1978) was likewise based 

on what were essentially the same elements: changing subjects, changing 

educational methods, and the impact of outside forces, whether reflecting 

official legislation, external examinations, or pressure groups.75 

 

Starting with the very end of Marsden’s enumeration of factors, the first of the three 

context chapters looks at the ‘external social forces’. These forces are defined in this 

chapter as Australian national forces that have the power to impact on the construction 

of syllabus narratives. Consequently, it summarises and discusses the political, social 

and economic developments of the post World War Two era from the perspective of 

history education. More particular ‘outside forces’ on school syllabi such as ‘official 

legislation, external examinations or pressure groups’ are in Australia defined to a large 

extent by the states and territories and vary therefore from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. 

For that reason, these ‘outside forces’ are part of chapters six and seven, which deal 

with Western Australian and New South Wales syllabi. 

   Chapter two is concerned with ‘changing educational methods’ that have been 

decisive for the entire nation. Due to this broad approach this chapter deals 

predominantly with politics and leading educational policies because the more 

fundamental changes to ‘educational/philosophic principles’ are considered an integral 

part of the pedagogical changes in history education and discussed in chapter three.  

   Chapter three deals with different approaches to history education. The first 

section analyses changes in ‘educational/philosophic principles’. Significant reforms to 

history education that impacted on Australia originated in the United States and the 

United Kingdom. Therefore they can be seen as transnational impacts on the 

construction of syllabi in Australian states. The next section is concerned with what can 

                                                 
75 William E. Marsden, The School Textbook: Geography, History, and Social Studies, ed. Peter 
Gordon, Woburn Education Series (London, Portland: Woburn, 2001), p. 8. 
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be seen as ‘academic subject influences’. First, it introduces more recent approaches to 

Australian history that are relevant to history syllabi. Second, the emphasis on 

transnational influences on Australian syllabi is extended. It consists largely of a 

discussion highlighting how transnational developments in historiography in general 

and in ‘pedagogic historiography’ in particular have been reflected and negotiated in 

Australian schools.  

 

Chapter four opens the investigation of transnational histories produced in Australia for 

Australian secondary schools. The investigation is organised in two steps. This chapter 

is the first step, in which individual experiences and opinions concerning the ways 

transnational histories are approached in Australian secondary schools are presented. 

This approach also includes opinion pieces published by teachers’ unions and 

curriculum officials. In this chapter the focus is on transnational school history and not 

on transnational influences on school history.  

   Chapter five provides the necessary link between the two steps in this 

investigation. On the one hand chapter four provides a necessary background in that it 

highlights important issues and debates in transnational histories. On the other hand, 

chapter five provides the necessary methodological basis for the examination of the 

content of history syllabi. This specific methodological framework is founded in the 

methodologies of textbook research as it is also intended to establish a common 

conceptual basis for textbooks and syllabi as ‘pedagogic historiography’. Both are 

considered essentially as history texts with specific forms because of their specific 

functions and readerships. 

   Following chapter five is the second step in the investigation of transnational 

histories, which focuses on the authoritative syllabus text instead of opinions. It is the 

major part of the thesis and is therefore dealt with in two separate main chapters: 

chapter six and chapter seven. Here the methodological framework of chapter five is 

applied. Still, these two chapters deal primarily with transnational histories and only to a 

lesser extent point at transnational influences on the histories in the syllabi. Both 

chapters investigate not only syllabi but also an extended set of state policy documents, 

such as reports and reviews. Although the syllabi are the main source, they need to be 

seen in context with the policy texts. As powerful, official documents that shape school 

education in both States, reports and other policy documents are important for tracing 

the various influences on the construction of transnational histories.  
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Finally, chapter eight brings together the main arguments of this thesis and concludes 

with a specific interpretation of what transnational influences on transnational histories 

means. It consists of two sections. In the first part, the findings of chapter four, six and 

seven are summarised. In the second half, these findings are put into context with the 

theory. It is here that the variety of different transnational histories is contextualised 

with transnational flows of ideas and concepts that have the power to impact on the 

production of school history. Ways of relating these transnational histories from 

Australian secondary schools to the cultural power of transnational ideas and 

understandings which help shape the histories of the world with its civilisations are 

explored in this section. Finally, the conclusion suggests that the cultural power of 

transnational understandings of world history which has had an impact on transnational 

histories in Australian syllabi is best understood as one manifestation of cultural 

globalisation. 
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1. The Context for Transnational History in Austral ian 

Schools 1: The Basic Settings 

 

Australia as a nation and its constituent parts have experienced important changes over 

the last thirty years which have affected history writing, including the history 

constructed for school consumption. Looking at these changes, this chapter suggests 

that there are specific political, social, and economic developments that are relevant to 

school history. In this respect, it proposes two main themes based on their ability to 

impact on historiography. These topics are social changes, such as immigration, 

multiculturalism, and the integration of indigenous Australians into the country’s 

society; and economic changes, such as a seminal shift in the Australian commodities 

sector, the adaptation of neo-liberal policies and the growth of Australian-Asian 

economic ties. In discussing these themes, this text also intends to delineate various 

expressions of dominance that are detectable in these two main fields. Variations on the 

theme of dominance in an Australian context can be discussed on the basis of ongoing 

arguments about issues such as multiculturalism or the country’s relation to and 

identification with Asia in the context of its British-European heritage. Moreover, this 

specific theoretical perspective establishes the interconnectedness between social, 

political, and economic developments in Australia and dominant transnational 

ideologies, such as economic models or ideas of identity and belonging. 

 

All the themes discussed here have affected and transformed the diverse society in 

Australia, and these changes have been framed by one particularly powerful cultural 

concept, which is the self-perception of being a national society. It follows that the 

highlighted developments not only change the face of this national society, but they also 

impact on national identity. Nationality and national identity can be considered 

constructions which are based on socio-political developments. This chapter refers to 

Ernest Gellner, Eric Hobsbawm, and Benedict Anderson who not only support this 

notion, but they also refer to school education as a part of nationalist developments 

although they do not agree on the exact nature of the relationship between school 
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education and nationalism.76 Their concepts of school education in the service of 

nationalism are contextualised in this chapter with reflections on national identity and 

history to suggest a consequential link between the creation and adaptation of a national 

awareness in schools and the construction of history for schools. 

 

 

1.1 Overview of the Relevant Main Developments in 
Australian Society 
 

1.1.1 The Changing Society up to the 1960s 
 

Recent research indicates an intact dominant position of the original social setting of 

this former dominion and part of the British Empire. Stuart Macintyre, Ann Curthoys, 

John Hirst, Derek J. McDougall, Jon Stratton and others demonstrated the persisting 

social dominance, if only relative and retreating, of an Anglo-Celtic or British section 

within the growing diversity of Australian society.77 

 

The Australian historian Bill Gammage pointed out in 1992 that this Britishness was in 

itself rather a specific colonial tradition describing “Australians [who] were no longer 

English or Scots or Welsh or Irish, but increasingly […] British, a word becoming used 

to describe white men of the Empire wherever they were.”78 Gammage's view was 

                                                 
76 Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism, ed. R. I. Moore, New Perspectives on the Past 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1983); Eric John Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780 Programme, 
Myth, Reality (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990); ———, The Age of 
Revolution. Europe 1789-1848 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1962); Benedict Anderson, 
Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London, New York: 
Verso, 1991). 
77 Stuart Macintyre, The Oxford History of Australia. Volume 4 1901-1942. The Succeeding Age ed. 
Geoffrey Bolton, vol. 4, The Oxford History of Australia (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 
1986), p. 306, Ann Curthoys, "History and Identity" in Creating Australia: Changing Australian 
History, ed. Wayne Hudson, and Geoffrey Bolton (St Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 1997), p. 35; 
John Hirst, "Multiculturalism: Australia's Absurd History" in Intruders in the Bush: The Australian 
Quest for Identity, ed. John Carroll (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 205-206; Jon 
Stratton, Race Daze. Australia in Identity Crisis (Annandale: Pluto Press, 1998), pp. 35, 37; more 
cautious is McDougall: Derek J McDougall, Australian Foreign Relations. Contemporary 
Perspectives (South Melbourne: Longman, 1998), pp. 161-162. 
78 Bill Gammage, "Anzac" in Intruders in the Bush: The Australian Quest for Identity, ed. John 
Carroll (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 58; Stuart Macintyre, Kate Darian-Smith 
and Patricia Grimshaw also discussed briefly in the Introduction to Britishness Abroad the term 
British and cautiously implied that it derived its meaning and essence from overseas territories: 
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cautiously supported by the conservative historian John Hirst, who on the other hand 

fiercely attacked the term Anglo-Celtic for showing with its hyphenated form the 

divisive nature of the contemporary version of multicultural Australia.79 Curiously, he 

shared the rejection of the term – essentially an extension of the term Anglo-Saxon that 

is supposed to accommodate also the Irish element of this dominating group – with the 

more liberal Jon Stratton.80 Moreover, both agreed not only in their understanding that 

this term was a product of the contemporary multicultural ideology in Australian society 

but also that it was an inadequate means to “describe the so-called core culture of 

Australia”.81 These two points formed the limit of their common opinion and Stratton 

suggested that this term could not be used “as a tactic of inclusion but as a strategy of 

exclusion”82 and he thought it “important to recognise that Anglo-Celtic retains the 

connotation of its racially based history.”83 Hirst, on the other hand, interpreted the 

historical connotation of this compound in a different way when he argued that Anglo-

Celtic denied the historical development of a unique Australian society that allowed 

Catholic Irish and Protestant English or Protestant Scots to develop a precious culture of 

mutual tolerance and acceptance – the “Australian ethos”84 – that was still based on 

English institutions.85 Nevertheless, he acknowledged limits to this ‘ethos’ since “[i]t is 

true that British Australia before the Second World War was intolerant of non-British 

migration, but it was expert in the modes of toleration.”86 Although these ‘shades of 

Britishness’ defined Australian society for such a long time, it is also important that 

Ann Curthoys and Derek McDougall reminded us of immigration waves in the 

nineteenth century of Chinese, Japanese and also Europeans, such as Germans, that 

were, however, discontinued when the “strong and specific sense of Britishness”87 was 

reasserted and found expression in state and Commonwealth legislation that was 

designed to end non-white immigration, in particular from Asian countries. 

 

                                                                                                                                               
Kate Darian-Smith, Patricia Grimshaw, and Stuart Macintyre, Britishness Abroad. Transnational 
Movements and Imperial Cultures (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 2007), p. 6. 
79 Hirst, "Multiculturalism: Australia's Absurd History"  , pp. 194-195. 
80 Stratton, Race Daze , pp. 38-39; Hirst, "Multiculturalism: Australia's Absurd History"  , pp. 
194-195. 
81 Stratton, Race Daze , p. 38. 
82 Ibid . 
83 Ibid , p. 39. 
84 Hirst, "Multiculturalism: Australia's Absurd History"  , p. 202. 
85 Ibid , pp. 193, 202, 206. 
86 Ibid , p. 201 
87 Curthoys, "History and Identity"  , p. 27. 
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Ideas and means of dominance in Australian society have changed with time and the 

concept of a dominating British or Anglo-Celtic element of this nation has had to be 

constructed in relation to changing concepts of Otherness. Two paradigmatic shifts on 

the way to modern day multicultural Australia can be identified in this process. They are 

related to two distinctive guiding policies for immigration: assimilation and toleration. 

 

Assimilation became the guiding term for immigration politics in Australia following 

the Second World War until the end of the 1960s. This War challenged basic Australian 

senses of belonging, in the main, at two different levels. First, it shifted the Australian 

attachment to a British defence system as part of the British Empire to an US system. 

Whether and, if so, how America’s growing influence affected more than the defence of 

the country constitutes an important question for my examination of the histories 

presented in textbooks and curricula. Dennis Phillips claimed in a journal for history 

teachers in 1987 that “[a]t first glance, the similarities between the two nations appear to 

be compelling. Both countries sprang from the same Mother Country.”88 However, 

Phillips, who taught American history and politics at Macquarie University, was rather 

critical of US-Australian relations, noting that “Australia has been remarkably naïve in 

its ‘open door’ policy to American penetration. In many respects, we have allowed the 

Americans to colonize not only our economy and our popular culture, but also the very 

way we think about vital issues of the day.”89 World War II has given rise to US-

American power on a world wide scale, but this War had also an additional effect on a 

local scale. In Australia, the fight against imperial Japan fostered a sense of threat that 

the nation which numbered less than ten million inhabitants scattered over a huge 

landmass, had almost been, and might also in future be, overrun by an enemy. Therefore, 

the War “had augmented the call to ‘populate or perish’ and the Labor government 

embarked on the first major migration programme for two decades”.90  British 

immigration could no longer meet this demand and Australia “turned of necessity to 

continental Europe”,91  where the War had added to hundreds of thousands of 

impoverished Mediterranean peasants “millions of refugees”.92 Such an immigration 

                                                 
88 Dennis Phillips, "Half a World Apart: Myth and Reality in Australian-American Relations" 
Teaching History 21, no. 3 (1987), p. 6. 
89 Ibid, p. 8. 
90 Stuart Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia, 3 ed., Cambridge Concise Histories (Port 
Melbourne, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 202. 
91 Ibid . 
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program should be seen in context with what Jon Stratton called a “racially based 

understanding of the nation.”93 Race can, of course, be a highly problematic term and 

concept, but Stuart Ward defined in Australia and The British Embrace the term 

“ ‘British race patriotism’ – the idea that all British peoples, despite their particular 

regional problems and perspectives, ultimately comprised a single indissoluble 

community through the ties of blood language, history and culture.”94 Accordingly, 

Stuart Macintyre and John Hirst suggested that all these European immigrants were 

supposed to assimilate into the existing Australian society.95 Hirst went a step further 

and defended this immigration policy:  

 

It should not be forgotten that assimilation, now criticized for its cultural 

arrogance, was a welcoming attitude. And it demanded less than its latter-day 

critics imagined. There was not a homogeneous society insisting on complete 

conformity. Migrants were not being asked to abandon everything; rather they 

were not to make a public display of difference; they were to ‘mix in’ and live 

among Australians and not in their enclaves.96 

 

Assimilation was, however, an opportunity restricted to selected peoples; it remained 

firmly “within the constraints imposed by the White Australia Policy”97 and continued 

to exclude Asian immigrants until the end of the 1960s.98 Essentially, this meant that the 

aforementioned Britishness was extended to ‘Europeanness’. In practice, Australia 

became home to significant numbers of European immigrants who arrived in large 

numbers from Greece, Yugoslavia, and Italy, although strong British immigration 

persisted. “In the two decades after 1947 more than two million migrants settled here, 

the majority from non-English-speaking countries. With their children they contributed 

more than half the population increase”.99  

 

                                                 
93 Stratton, Race Daze , p. 124. 
94 Stuart Ward, Australia and the British Embrace the Demise of the Imperial Ideal (Carlton South: 
Melbourne University Press, 2001), p. 2. 
95 Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia , pp. 204, 226; Hirst, "Multiculturalism: Australia's 
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96 Hirst, "Multiculturalism: Australia's Absurd History"  , p. 202. 
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European Immigration and its Effects on School History 

Such a massive social change affected school history and in 1978 the senior history 

syllabus from New South Wales justified the devotion of a large section entirely to 

European history in the following terms: 

 

As myth and reality, Europe 1914-1945 is still alive and influencing 

contemporary Australian politics and society. Few other periods provide such 

fertile ground for exploring the statement that ‘all history is contemporary 

history’, that is man in the present, exists as a remembrance of things past. No 

other earlier period has left history such a vast legacy of evidence – […] memoir, 

document and those many Australian citizens who actually lived in Europe from 

1914 to 1945.100 

 

A closer examination of this document from 1978 reveals that it was clearly not pre-

occupied with British history. For instance, this section suggested seven separate topics, 

only one of which dealt specifically with British history. Similar to the aforementioned 

question of the impact of the USA on histories designated for use in Australian schools, 

a declining focus on Britain also deserves more attention and raises the question of 

whether this version of European history simply reflected a diminishing awareness of a 

dominant British element in Australian society, or whether this broader understanding 

of European history indicated more than that. Regardless of the question of the extent to 

which Australia was still dominated by its British heritage, migrants were also offered 

another, distinctly materialistic, way to assimilate to their new home that bypassed 

national heritage. They could be part of the ‘Australian Way of Life’ that was defined 

by consumerism, suburban houses and cars. Macintyre highlighted that a “depiction of 

Australia as a sophisticated, urban, industrialised consumer society had clear Cold War 

implications”.101 Hirst emphasised another aspect of this social culture and claimed that 

social tolerance was part of this lifestyle too.102 As we have seen, migrants were 

according to him not expected to completely shed their cultural identities. Rather, 
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assimilation and a certain degree of tolerance were yoked together in the ‘Australian 

Way of Life’ of these post-war decades.103 

 

 

1.1.2 The Changing Society after the 1960s 
 

Assimilation requires dominant elements in a society that display the capacity to 

enunciate and enforce assimilatory principles toward newcomers. Stuart Macintyre 

pointed out that in the case of Australia it was the first Commonwealth minister for 

immigration, Arthur Caldwell, “who coined the term ‘new Australian’ to encourage the 

assimilation of polyglot immigrants.”104 Macintyre did not conform to the interpretation 

of assimilation put forward by Hirst because he argued that the “pressure on them 

[immigrants] to give up their ethnic identities in order to conform to ‘the Australian way 

of life’ […] was insistent”.105 A further aspect of such “a shift from the restrictions of 

ancestry or the traditions of national legend to the cultivation of life-style”106 can be 

found in the possibility to allow for a limitless ethnic tolerance. However, Ann Curthoys 

and Stuart Macintyre suggested that the concept of tolerance can also be put into context 

with dominant social groups because “[t]olerance […] asserts the power to tolerate, 

while minorities are its well-behaved beneficiaries.”107 Consequently, when a basic shift 

from assimilatory principles in the late 1960s and early 1970s to an increased tolerance 

of ethnic diversity gathered pace, it “has left the dominance of the ethnic majority intact 

– the descendants of those who claimed exclusive possession continue to define the 

comfortable limits of pluralism.”108 These boundaries can be detected in the linguistics 

of Australia’s multiculturalism, according to Jon Stratton. He referred in Race Daze to 

the terminology employed in what he called Australia’s ‘official multiculturalism’ that 

uses names with hyphens, such as Lebanese-Australian, that link two distinct national 

groups. Stratton’s account indicated that such a construction expresses two main 

problems.109 First, it is based on the assumption that something like a discrete national 

identity is the primary concept of belonging. The here chosen example  that this can be 
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seen as a problematic proposition as Lebanon is a country consisting of different and 

competing ethnic and religious identities. National belonging as a fundamental social 

concept of our time is in this chapter, and in this thesis in general, an important theme 

for discussion, but here it is more important to stress the implications of the compound 

linking two seemingly discrete elements.110 For this hyphenated term expresses “an 

image of an Australian national culture in which there is a core culture derived from a 

history of British and Irish migration”111 that is linked to a seemingly unlimited pool of 

other nationalities. More importantly, this construction with a ‘core culture’ has further 

implications as it ensures that dominance in Australian society remains at least 

terminologically unchallenged: “It seems that, in the main, the members of this culture 

prefer the hybrid formulation […] because it allows the traditional Australian culture to 

remain untransformed while accepting ethnic culture as tolerated and peripheral 

entities.”112 Nevertheless, such a concept of linguistic reassurance allowed for the 

inclusion of a theoretically unlimited variety of ethnicities into the ‘Australian Way of 

Life’. As Stratton suggested, it has become an important conceptual part of “[o]fficial 

Australian multiculturalism”113 that was to become an official policy introduced by 

Labor Prime Minister Gough Whitlam, who came to power in 1972. Tolerated in this 

hyphenated form were not only European immigrants, who arrived in Australia from the 

late 1940s onwards, but also more and more newcomers from Asia. 

 

Immigration from Asia can be seen as a natural element of immigration to Australia 

given the geographical proximity of Australia to densely populated stretches of the 

Asian continent.114 However, history proved otherwise and the official ‘White Australia 

Policy’ was adopted at the founding of the Australian Federation in 1901 and remained 

in force until 1973. Apart from Stratton’s claim that, beginning in “the 1960s […], there 

had been an international move away from such a reductionist view of race”,115 it was 

rather a specific combination of events in the late 1960s and early 1970s that seemed to 

be instrumental in the final demise of this long standing and dominant thinking of 

                                                 
110 For the discussion on nationalism and national identity see sub-chapter 1.2. 
111 Stratton, Race Daze , p. 35. 
112 Ibid . 
113 Ibid . 
114 This argument has surfaced in an ongoing Australian discussion about its national identity: 
McDougall, Australian Foreign Relations ,p. 162; Macintyre cited Geoffrey Blainey at length on 
this topic in: Macintyre, The History Wars , p. 87; Stephen Fitzgerald, Is Australia an Asian 
Country? Can Australia Survive in an East Asian Future? (St. Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 1997). 
115 Stratton, Race Daze , p. 12. 



Page 44 of 317 
 

Australia as being not only part “of the British race”, 116  but implicitly also an 

endangered offshoot of the ‘white race’ in the southern hemisphere.117 Stuart Ward, 

Derek J. McDougall, Stuart Macintyre and Neville Meaney suggested that these events, 

which made older assumptions increasingly untenable, can be found – paradoxically – 

in Europe again.118 On the one hand, Meaney, Ward and Macintyre pointed out that in 

particular Britain’s turn to the European Economic Community could be seen to have 

had a significant impact on Australian understandings of its relation to Britain. Stuart 

Ward argued that it was not events such as the fall of Singapore in World War II that 

weakened decisively the Australian-British bonds; instead “the EEC crisis of the early 

1960s provoked a major reassessment of the core precepts of the Anglo-Australian 

relationship.”119 Of course, Britain’s membership application did not cause Robert 

Menzies to discount imperial alliances but  

 

it provided a primary catalyst for long-overdue discussion and debate, not only 

about the fading ties to Great Britain, but also about Australia’s political and 

economic future as an isolated, thinly populated, predominantly white 

community on the fringes of a politically turbulent Asia.120 

 

According to Derek J. McDougall, the immigration politics of this white Australian 

community were even directly influenced by developments in the European 

Communities. He argued that the influx of European immigrants decreased 

independently from British politics, simply because “Europe, influenced by 

developments such as the EEC, had become much more prosperous so that the 

economic incentive for migrating had become less.”121  Influenced by these 

developments in Britain in particular and Europe in general, Australia officially 

embarked in 1972 on a new policy under the Whitlam government designed to move the 

country in economic and political terms from the margins of Asia more towards its core. 
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However, the Whitlam Government also inherited a completely different commitment 

in Asia: Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War.  

 

When Australia sent military advisors in 1962 and joined the United States in 1965 in 

sending troops for the defence of South Vietnam against the Communist North, it had 

just reintroduced conscription for young Australians. All these moves were motivated 

by a specific Cold War logic that identified a considerable threat from a monolithic, 

powerful Communist block to Australia’s north. For that reason, the involvement in 

Vietnam was initially popular in Australia. However, conscription and Vietnam became, 

in the second half of the 1960s, increasingly divisive issues in the Australian public. As 

the numbers of drafted men who had died rose, doubts were likewise raised about 

American warfare and the justifications for this war. Public opposition and street 

protests grew. Davison suggested that history in schools was also affected. Traditionally, 

the subject was a part of civics and citizenship education but in “the 1960s and 1970s it 

became common to question the teaching of patriotism: a society divided over the 

Vietnam War was wary of the dangers of bringing politics into the classroom.”122 

Finally, Australian troops gradually withdrew from Vietnam between 1970 and 1972. 

Three years later Saigon fell and the victory of the Communist troops sent waves of 

refugees to neighbouring countries and Australia. 

 

Beginning in the 1970s, a diverse mix of immigrants from many parts of Asia has 

changed the appearance of Australia. However, not only did historic structures of social 

control and dominance remain relatively stable, but also historic experiences with a 

migration policy that accepted displaced people were relived. Similar to European 

refugees who arrived in Australia after the Second World War, exiles from what had 

been called Indochina during European colonisation flocked into the country in the first 

wave of Asian immigration in the 1970s and early 1980s. Though Whitlam had at first 

hesitated because of possible political repercussions, Australia took in roughly 60,000 

Asian emigrants mainly from Vietnam, but also from Cambodia, and Laos. At the end 

of this wave, “Australia claimed to be taking more refugees in per capita terms than any 

other country of resettlement.”123 
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Of course, such a major shift in immigration politics sparked public discussion, and one 

of the most vociferous expressions of public concern was a debate about Asian 

migration that centred on the historian Geoffrey Blainey. In 1984 he questioned the 

level of Asian immigration, although he neither opposed the basic acceptance of Asian 

settlers nor multiculturalism as such.124 However, his comments resonated widely with 

the public and he did not retreat from his criticism of recent Australian immigration 

practices. Subsequently, Blainey started to emphasise more the image of an Australia 

that had been built by white British settlers; such a conception of Australia appeared to 

be threatened by contemporary immigration policies. This development in the argument 

anticipated as early as 1984 a further twist in the debate and Blainey subsequently 

coined the term ‘black armband history’ at the Latham Memorial Lecture in 1993. With 

this term Blainey created a powerful catchphrase in the service of one specific 

interpretation of history that interpreted a general, growing tendency to recognise 

atrocities against indigenous Australians committed by white settlers as an attempt to 

rewrite and denounce Australian history. In a summary of Blainey’s further argument at 

this lecture Stuart Macintyre highlighted an important connection to contemporary 

immigration politics as he emphasised Blainey’s claim that “[m]ulticulturalists had 

spread the message that until they arrived much of Australian history was a disgrace.”125 

This bold statement can be read as an excellent example of how history can be pressed 

into the service of current politics. It demonstrates possible interpretations of history 

that can be used to justify and at the same time also to attack far reaching changes in 

immigration politics. 

 

Nevertheless, numbers of new settlers from Asian nations continued to rise and their 

share of the yearly intake of immigrants soared from a mere 5.3 per cent in 1971 to an 

impressive 50.7 per cent in 1992.126  Although such high levels have not been 

maintained they can explain in part the rising public concern over immigration from the 

1980s onwards.  

  In combination with another set of numbers, this unrest can be further 

interpreted as part of a discursive process that aimed at reassuring dominant ideas of 

cultural belonging. Over the first half of the 1990s the percentage of new settlers from 
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Asian countries of the total intake was, at 25.2 per cent, slightly higher than the number 

from the British Isles and New Zealand taken together.127 Based on an understanding of 

a multiculturalism constructed around an Anglo-Celtic or British centre in the 

Australian society, these figures demonstrate a potentially problematic development. 

Blainey’s warning that too many newcomers from Asia could upset a social balance can 

be understood as a warning that what Jon Stratton called “[t]he construction of an image 

of the cultural organisation of Australia in terms of a core Australian culture with 

peripheral cultural add-ons”128 might be endangered. Seen from this perspective it was 

important that multicultural Australia could find the balance in its dual multiculturalism 

between the dominating core and the parts attached with a hyphen in order to avoid a 

sense of threat when one part was felt to become disproportionate. The more 

immigration politics threatened to upset this delicate equilibrium, the more 

multiculturalism was prone to criticism. Higher numbers of non-European immigration 

opened up avenues for debates about race and identity. 

 

However, such numbers need to be seen in their specific context. On the one hand, 

statistics tell us that in 1971 the share of Asians of all overseas-born Australians was 

still at 2.7 per cent and that this percentage rose until 2005/6 almost six-fold.129 On the 

other hand, overseas-born Australians from nations such as China, Vietnam, India, and 

the Philippines amounted to a mere 17.2 per cent of all overseas-born Australians, 

whereas British-born Australians alone accounted in 2005/6 for 23.3 per cent of the 

total.130 It follows that these and similar numbers lend themselves to a range of different 

interpretations; they can be invoked to support a variety of policies and politics. 

 

Consequently, the public debate about Asian migration not only continued but became 

more heated in 1996. Instead of a historian it was the politician John Howard but also 

Pauline Hanson who marked the extremes of a political spectrum that focused again on 

the image of the Australian core culture.131 In particular Hanson, who was elected for 

one term to the Commonwealth parliament in that year, based her politics on the notion 
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that a white Australian core culture was under threat from foreigners and also demands 

from indigenous Australians. ‘Hansonism’ appeared at the end of a long period of 

constant, and far reaching, economic and social change that had been led by Labor 

governments under Bob Hawke and Paul Keating. Stuart Macintyre set out that Keating 

not only “call[ed] for a final break with Britain through the reconstitution of Australia 

as a republic”,132 but also aspired “to engage the creative energies of the cultural sector 

and to use the diversity of a multicultural society as a national strength.”133 Macintyre 

and also Graeme Davison further highlighted that Keating’s ‘big picture’ encountered 

wide spread scepticism; it “was an uninspiring vision to many ordinary Australians, for 

whom the numbers were meaningless abstractions and his ‘big picture’ too remote to be 

real.”134 Therefore, it can be argued that the political ideology of Pauline Hanson 

expressed anxieties about the fundamental social fabric, concerns about the older, 

British derived dominant cultural setting in Australia that came into conflict with 

Keating’s open minded picture of cultural diversity and creativity. Policies that were 

designed to exploit such fears could make use of recent immigration numbers. By the 

time of the federal election of 1996 the percentage of immigrants from nations such as 

China, India, Vietnam, the Philippines and others equalled the percentage of new 

arrivals from Britain and New Zealand, with both groups making up 23.8 per cent of the 

yearly intake.135 However, shifting the context would open another interpretational 

venue: The United Kingdom and New Zealand constantly occupied the first two 

positions in a ranking of the nations with the largest numbers of new permanent arrivals 

to Australia.136 The share of Asian newcomers on the other hand had been – as 

demonstrated above – higher in the first half of the 1990s, and in 2005/6 new arrivals 

from Britain and New Zealand made up 32.2 per cent whereas new settlers from Asian 

nations amounted to only 26.6 per cent of the grand total.137 McDougall concluded that 

“the emergence of Hansonism was indicative of the fact that high levels of Asian 

immigration had not won universal acceptance in Australia.”138  
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It was, however, not Pauline Hanson but the Liberal Prime Minister John Howard who 

utilised most successfully from the late 1990s to the early 2000s the image of an 

embattled Australian core culture that was imagined, in the main, as a European derived 

middle class society. Robert Manne claimed that Howard “believed that during the 

Hawke and Keating years, in the cause of Asian integration, Australia’s ties with the 

West and the United States had been dangerously diluted.”139 The Prime Minister was 

not only highly sceptical towards Keating’s ‘big picture’ but also towards Hawke’s 

concept of multiculturalism that was summed up by John Hirst as the idea of “a diverse 

society united by core institutions and values”.140 Diversity was interpreted by Howard 

as potentially dangerous, and such a threatening social concept could not be stabilised 

by institutions as Robert Manne reminded us that Howard “saw multiculturalism as a 

project for demeaning the achievements of the British settlers and turning Australia into 

a nation of tribes.”141 Nevertheless, it is important to distinguish between politics and 

policies in this case as Macintyre made clear that “Howard himself was affirming 

multiculturalism by 2001 as immigration began to rise, reaching a new high of 180,000 

arrivals in 2007.”142 However, his return to multiculturalism can be put into context 

with the above cited numbers from 2005/6 that suggested a higher proportion of arrivals 

from Europe again. The economy was a second factor that contrasted with Howard’s 

late discovery of multiculturalism: Only the demand for minerals from economically 

strong Asian nations such as China and Japan made possible the strong mining boom in 

Australia on which much of the national economy in the new millennium depended. It 

would have been difficult for the Howard government to argue for free trade agreements 

with China, Japan, Singapore, and Malaysia on the one side, while opposing Asian 

migration on the other. 

 

 

Asian Immigration and its Effects on School History 

Finally, the question emerges how these struggles over the meaning and extent of 

multiculturalism have affected ideas of history. New migrants brought new histories and 

these histories were likely to impact on the national narrative; they entered into a 
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discourse with a dominating national narrative. McDougall, for example, argued that 

despite a growing Asian component in the nation’s populace “the dominant British-

derived culture will also continue to be the major influence.”143  Based on this 

assumption, he anticipated that “‘History’ will not be simply a European (and 

particularly British) history, but will also entail an Asian dimension (with the greater 

emphasis being given to the indigenous people also being important).”144 In this text, 

McDougall did not address the history that is being taught in schools; nevertheless, the 

way and the extent to which Asian history should be taught in schools has been subject 

to debate.145 One example was Ian Simpson, a history teacher from New South Wales, 

who criticised in the journal Teaching History repeatedly from 1988 onwards the 

neglecting of Asian history in the syllabus. In 1997, he attempted to look forward to the 

next century and claimed that the “current students will be citizens living in an Asian 

century”.146 Based on this assessment he identified two missed opportunities at the onset 

of the Howard years: One was that students were denied insight into other cultures and 

the second was the lost chance of being  

 

the best-informed English-speaking people about Asia. Admittedly the 

misjudgement is an historic one, going back generations to the time when 

Australians decided to adhere to their British and European heritage and ignore 

the fact of their geography.147 

 

His clear cut opinion brought together in a few sentences all but one of the main issues 

of social change at the beginning of the new century; it combined the main terms of an 

important discursive process in Australian society in a highly significant way. The word 

Asia appeared here in opposition to the terms Britain and Europe; all these names were 

lined up in a certain chronology. ‘British’ and ‘Europe’ were located in the past, but 

they still affected the present where they intersected with the designation Asia. This 

confluence was not without conflict; it was constructed in opposition and characterised 

by using the prefix ‘mis-’. In this opinion from the grass roots level history bore some 

responsibility for having had a bad influence. Another aspect of Simpson’s text was that 
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Europe and Britain were clearly distinct entities; he not only referred to the British 

heritage in Australian society, but he also acknowledged a European heritage, so the 

post-war migration had left its mark. However, his sentence combined the name of a 

nation, Britain, with that of a whole continent, Europe. By this he invoked the image of 

a dominant Australian conception of multiculturalism that was constructed with the so 

called ‘Anglo-Celtic’ or, in the older diction, British core yoked together with an 

unspecified range of other nationalities located across the continent. They were 

contained within the word Europe and could mean ‘Italian-Australian’, ‘German-

Australian’ or ‘Greek-Australian’ as well as ‘Vietnamese-Australian’.  

  Simpson did not attempt in this article to fathom the meaning of 

multiculturalism. Nor did the Labor administrations led by Whitlam, Hawke or Keating 

succeed in establishing consensus as to this concept’s meaning, and the conservative 

Howard grappled with the roll back of a yet undefined social concept. Richard 

Bosworth noted that “the idea of a country generously rich in histories and designedly 

loose in its mental borders did not establish itself.” 148 He also pointed at the potential 

meaning of dominance and power in such an undefined social concept when he argued 

that “multiculturalism meant little more than a public celebration of immigrant dance 

and cuisine. In any arena where power operated, it had to bow to the homogenizing 

purpose of the nation.”149 Nation states as dominant concepts for the organisation of 

modern societies and the nation as a dominant theoretical framework for the writing of 

history will be the main topic of the next section.  

  Simpson’s complaint about the suppression of Asian history operated with the 

idea of heritage as the dominating ideology. Others discussed the linguistic expression 

of power and dominance that tolerated a wide range of other national heritages as part 

of a dual term that was always constructed with the word Australia to signify a 

dominating section of the society. Yet, Simpson’s argument for more Asian history in 

school curricula did not rest on heritage or culture; his reasoning was based on a more 

rational notion of being informed.  

  Being informed implied in Simpson’s argument distance: people who speak 

English appeared in separation from Asia; they were only supposed to be informed 

about it. These limits expressed a demarcation from the other culture or nation. 

Admittedly, this Other in a transnational space should be well known; it should have a 
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firm presence in the nation’s history curricula and textbooks. Utilising this knowledge 

of the transnational cultures and histories was a chance that multicultural Australians 

should grasp in the twenty first century. 

  This text from the grass roots level showed a common characteristic with 

McDougall’s influential analysis of Australian Foreign Relations as both texts were 

similar in their orientation towards Asia. This Asian dimension in Australia was seen as 

something that Australians will have to bear in mind more and more. Seen from this 

perspective, neither Australian history in general nor school history in particular should 

neglect Asian themes, but they will have a greater effect on the histories of the future. 

However, neither McDougall nor Bosworth focused on Asia alone; the different 

perspective in their texts allowed them to mention another eminent theme in Australia. 

This was the only theme that was not mentioned in Simpson’s attack on Australian 

school history: Indigenous Australians. 

 

 

1.1.3 Indigenous Australians 
 

All newcomers to the nation continent had in common that their negotiation between 

assimilation and toleration was different from the experiences of indigenous 

Australians.150 A sense of difference between generations of more and more diverse 

European arrivals on the one hand, and the various peoples who had inhabited Australia 

earlier on the other, was still after World War Two accompanied by a sense of hierarchy 

that was implied in ideas of the white race and the lingering concept of Australia as a 

terra nullius prior to European settlement. Notions of white dominance were subject to 

constant re-shaping and re-modelling according to dominant ideologies of race, society 

and population management. The development of policies and politics concerning 

indigenous Australians after the Second World War can be broadly sketched as a 

movement from various forms of politics and policies of assimilation and coercion to 

approaches centred on the themes of reconciliation and redemption. Moreover, Stuart 

Macintyre and John Carroll agreed that these policies were based up to the 1980s on a 

broad political consensus: “The principal parties all endorsed the discriminatory 
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practices that prevailed for most of the twentieth century and all embraced 

assimilationist policies after the Second World War.” 151  John Carroll, however, 

identified reasons for a rupture in the 1980s that were not supported by Macintyre when 

he claimed that “[t]he 1980s saw the emerging of a new Aboriginal myth, this time 

created by urban middle-class intellectuals.”152 He argued that an Australian middle 

class coherence that rested on “the stable nuclear family” 153 was eroded by left politics 

and this new ‘intellectual class’ was able to dominate more and more the political 

agenda.154  

 

Carroll reacted with his interpretation of an endangered middle class society not only to 

the specific Australian circumstances that began to change from the 1980s onwards. His 

ideas also echoed a broader international trend that dominated the political life of the 

United Kingdom, the USA and other countries in the 1980s. Neo-Conservative politics 

in the US during the presidency of Ronald Reagan, for example, referred to ideas of 

left-leaning intellectuals that threatened with their writings and teachings a broad social 

consensus in the nation. Similar constructions of ‘we’ and ‘them’ and similar images of 

destructive intellectual forces from the left that aspired to devalue a general notion of a 

continuous social progress in the American middle-class became apparent in the 

political sphere. Also in the UK, the picture of left wing intellectuals that undermine 

with their work the social fabric was apparent. Themes such as multiculturalism were 

seen from this perspective as embodying a radical political agenda that would 

undermine the cultural heritage. Hence, Carroll’s understanding of an emerging 

dominant intellectual class in Australia that challenged an established social coherence 

resonated to some extent with the dominant neo-conservative politics of the 1980s in the 

still existing Western hemisphere. His interpretations were framed at home by a 

combination of changes that deeply affected Australia from the 1980s onwards. 

 

Not only historians began to enter an increasingly fierce dispute as to the nature and 

extent of violence exerted in colonial and post-colonial Australia against indigenous 
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peoples, and this debate extended also to the interpretations of this period that were 

offered in recent histories.155 There were a number of reasons in the 1980s that 

engendered and strongly supported such a broad debate: One reason was the increasing 

documentation of the forceful removal of Aboriginal children from their families at least 

from 1910 to as late as 1970.156 A further dispute emerged about the commemoration of 

the bicentenary of British and European settlement in Australia in 1988. Approaches to 

this seminal event were increasingly divided between understandings that the arrival of 

Europeans had marked the beginning of the destruction of Aboriginal Australia on the 

one hand and on the other that 1788 stood as founding date of the highly successful 

modern day Australia. Only a few years later, landmark decisions by the Australian 

High Court, such as the Mabo case in 1992 and the Wik decision in 1996, finally 

abandoned the notion of terra nullius that had originally defined the policies of 

European settlement, and the principal ownership of the land by its indigenous 

inhabitants was (re-)asserted. All these issues had in common that they assigned to 

interpretations of history a decisive influence. It follows that the ensuing Australian 

‘History Wars’ were to a large extent fought over interpretations of Australian history 

and its consequences for modern day Australia. Issues of guilt and redemption were 

located in a historical context, different readings of the historical record gave rise to 

different notions of guilt, and history was invoked for arguments about the 

consequences for modern day Australia. Stuart Macintyre suggested in his highly 

influential History Wars that the main problem in these fierce disputes was the 

dislocating of a normal historical discourse, which not only allows for but even 

encourages different readings of the past within a scholarly debate. According to 

Macintyre, this scientific discussion has been taken hostage by the popular media and 

politics. Examining the use of history in many contexts, Graeme Davison argued earlier 

that Labor politician Paul Keating and the conservative John Howard had one thing in 

common: they made effective use of history in order to support and frame their 
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Van Diemen's Land 1803-1847 (Paddington: Macleay Press, 2002); the following section  draws 
heavily on Macintyre, The History Wars  
156 The numbers are taken from: Macintyre, The History Wars , p. 154; in 1982, the young 
historian Peter Read published the report The Stolen Generations that gave the whole issue its 
name; 1997 saw the publication of the report of the National Inquiry into the Separation of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families: Bringing them Home. 
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policies.157 History in the context of the outlined debates was influential in designing 

policies for contemporary and future Australia.  

 

Despite their political differences, Keating and Howard also shared the strategy to 

connect multiculturalism with indigenous issues. This notion is also supported by 

Davison’s argument as he highlighted on the one hand that “in Keating’s Redfern 

speech, the Prime Minister had acknowledged, more fully than any of his predecessors 

or successors, the moral responsibility of non-Aboriginal Australians for past 

injustices”.158 On the other hand he clarified also that “[t]he kind of multicultural, 

prosperous Australia Keating sought could be created, however, only by confronting 

‘the problems which beset the first Australians–the people to whom the most injustice 

has been done’.”159  Keating was not the only Prime Minister who linked 

multiculturalism with indigenous initiatives. John Howard’s politics demonstrated an 

immediate response to a multiculturalism that developed on the back of a gradually 

evolving awareness of the need for reconciliation with indigenous Australians. He took 

up again the ideas John Carroll had invoked earlier and created an image of “the ‘men 

and women of mainstream Australia’ whose interests had been disregarded by the 

‘noisy minority groups’ of feminists, environmentalists, the ethnic lobby, the Aboriginal 

industry [sic] and the intellectuals who held the government captive to their special 

interests.”160  

  Consequently, the Howard government did not support a re-interpretation of 

Australian history that would back up indigenous demands. In fact, Davison argued not 

only that Howard used history to reassure ‘mainstream Australia’, but that “we play fast 

and loose in our reckonings with the past, giving our forefathers credit when it suits us 

but ruling off their debts if the liability seems large.”161 Although Keating apologised 

and sought reconciliation he firmly located any sense of guilt in the past. Howard’s 

interpretation of history was influenced by his opposition to what he identified as the 

‘political correctness movement’ that sought to impose a certain political idealism onto 

honest ‘Australian Britons’ in the past who simply acted according to their 

                                                 
157 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History , pp. 2-9. 
158 Ibid , p. 4. 
159 Ibid : the single quotation marks enclose a quotation from Paul Keating’s Redfern speech 
from 10 December 1992. 
160 Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia , p. 264. 
161 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History , pp. 7-8. 
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contemporary norms and beliefs and therefore cannot be seen as guilty in the modern 

sense of the word. 

 

Of course, these ‘History Wars’ and their ideological quarrels also impacted on school 

history. Anna Clark suggested, for example, that the terms ‘settlement’ and ‘invasion’ in 

school syllabi represented the two principal positions of these ‘Wars’.162 The term 

‘invasion’ was, according to Kevin Donnelly, a conservative critic of education politics 

in Australia, based on the so called Black Armband-interpretation of Australian history 

that  

 

describes the way, as a result of the politically [sic] correctness movement, 

Australian history is taught in our schools. Instead of celebrating what we have 

achieved as a nation and the benefits of European settlement, the belief is that 

our history is one of violence, inequality and destruction.163 

 

Donnelly also made use of this idea of a ‘political correctness movement’ (PC) that he 

clearly credited with being the main ideological source of a certain reinterpretation of 

the nation’s history. As this interpretation was undoubtedly part of a left wing agenda in 

his view, PC appeared here as a vehicle that expressed certain ideological 

connotations.164 Only, these connotations were interpreted differently. On the one side 

Donnelly understood it as a tool of left politics, but on the other side Stuart Macintyre 

highlighted the use of PC as a specific vehicle of right politics constructed to identify 

and frame opposing policies and politics.165 However, both Donnelly and Macintyre 

could agree at least on the origin of something like a basic intellectual construct and 

structure that could be subsumed under the term ‘political correctness movement’, 

although they arrived at this common ground from completely different directions. They 

clearly located the provenance of the terminology and concept that had dominated to 

some extent a discourse about interpretations of Australian history in American colleges 

and universities of the 1980s and 1990s.166 Hence, the Australian ‘History Wars’ were 

                                                 
162 Macintyre, The History Wars , pp. 171-190. 
163 Donnelly, Why Our Schools Are Failing , p. 190. 
164 Ibid ; this theme is prominent throughout Donnelly’s text, but there is a whole chapter 
devoted to political correctness: pp. 126-151; see also p. 195. 
165 Macintyre, The History Wars , pp. 133-135. 
166 Donnelly, Why Our Schools Are Failing , p. 127; Macintyre, The History Wars , p. 134. 



Page 57 of 317 
 

at least partly conceived by an ideological discourse that went well beyond the national 

level; it was a transnational concept. 

 

Ann Curthoys offered yet another way to conceptualise these borders between an 

increasingly complex multicultural Australia on the one hand and the nation’s 

indigenous heritage on the other. In History and Identity she claimed that “[e]veryone in 

Australia who is non-indigenous, the ‘tolerators’ and ‘tolerated’ alike, still share in and 

are advantaged by a history of colonisation.”167 Her argument, however, went further as 

she asked whether the long line of people who arrived in Australia at whatever point in 

time can ever achieve a true sense of belonging to the Fatal Shore: 

 

Our sense of history could become one which recognises that non-indigenous 

claims to belonging must always remain limited and complex, and that what we 

need to understand now is how present-day Australians of all ethnicities fit into a 

larger world history.168 

 

Coupling the words world and history generates a multitude of possible meanings, and 

opens up a large variety of interpretative avenues. Curthoys’ argument has a wide range 

of implications. They all have in common that interpretations of Australian history 

should be reconnected to the multitude of transnational influences on the nation’s 

history, which can be found on many levels. 

 

 

1.1.4 Economic Developments 
 

Labor and Coalition administrations in the 1980s and 1990s not only shared the basic 

idea of using history to back specific politics and policies. They also shared some basic 

assumptions about economic imperatives. In particular two main evolutions in the 

national economy that shaped the period from the 1970s to the beginning of the new 

century are described here; they demonstrate that economic developments and politics 

can be seen as less divisive than social issues such as disputes about the extent and 

meaning of multiculturalism and indigenous reconciliation.  

                                                 
167 Curthoys, "History and Identity"  , p. 35. 
168Ibid , p. 36 
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  The first of these main processes, which have demonstrated a striking 

unanimity between Labor and Liberals, has been the pursuit of neo-liberal politics of 

deregulation. What made this conformity even more special is that it was an ideological 

orientation that was strongly supported by neo-conservative leaders in the 1980s such as 

Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan: both were non-Labour politicians, and in the 

case of the former a clear opponent to Labour.169 In Australia, it was the Labor Prime 

Minister Bob Hawke who embarked on this new course of deregulation.170 As a Labor 

politician and former president of the Australian Council of Trade Unions he could 

employ New Right policy because he could ensure an agreement with unions. Hawke 

floated the Dollar and cut tariff protection, but left the central wage fixation to a large 

extent in place. His policy meant a paradigmatic change that halted a policy aiming at a 

strong and protective nation that understood as one of its tasks enacting active 

legislation to achieve high living standards. This shift also meant the discontinuation of 

state policies that actively strove for social equality. Instead, Hawke pursued a welfare 

policy that could protect the weakest: social benefits were targeted at the lowest class, 

while more was handed over to the free market. 

  The master mind behind Hawke’s neo-liberal deregulation was his treasurer 

Paul Keating. He kept this track when he took over the helm in 1991 and started the 

privatisation of state owned companies. After 1996 Prime Minister John Howard 

continued this economic policy of deregulation. However, contrary to Hawke he did not 

refrain from open conflict with trade unions and contrary to Keating he opposed a bold 

multicultural vision for a future Australia in the first years of his time in office. In his 

later years, Howard readjusted these positions; he increased immigration numbers again 

and pursued a policy of rapprochement towards Asian nations, as I have argued 

earlier.171 

 

Changes in the broader economic field have also affected education, and again Hawke 

responded with an understanding of education that departed from previous ideologically 

motivated Labor policies. Economic change refers in this context to a constant rise in 

unemployment numbers, which became a public concern from the 1970s onwards. One 

                                                 
169 Stuart Macintyre especially demonstrated this ideological congruence in economic concepts 
between the US, the UK and Australia: Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia , p. 250. 
170The Australian party is called Labor instead of Labour. Although Malcolm Fraser was also 
deregulating with the removal of restrictions on non-domestic investment in the 1970s for 
example, Hawke could go much further due to his understanding with the unions. 
171 See sub-chapter 1.1.2;  see also: Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia , p. 291. 
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major strategy to counter this trend has been to react with the education system to the 

changing needs of the labour market. This strategy has been, in the case of Australia, 

two-fold. The first part of it has been an understanding that the higher the educational 

achievement the lower the risk of being unemployed. This was not a new discovery; 

likewise, it was not a novel trend that retention rates in high schools continued to rise. 

In 1977, 35 per cent of students in Australian secondary schools finished Year 12. This 

number rose to 53 per cent in 1987 and increased to 79 per cent in 2006.172 Secondly, 

there was the reconceptualising of education toward the notion of education as a set of 

useful tools.  

  This rethinking of education policies reflected the earlier mentioned 

paradigmatic change in the notion of the welfare state in the Hawke-Keating years. An 

example of this change was the Commonwealth Schools Commission that was 

established in 1973 during the Whitlam administration. Its policies were designed to 

change the then existing national school system in order to ensure equal opportunities 

for all Australians. Janice Dudley and Lesley Vidovich were also concerned with the 

role of this Commission when they gave in The Politics of Education an overview of the 

Australian education policy from 1973 to 1995. They claimed that the “legitimating 

ideology of the Schools Commission – equality and empowerment – was an expression 

of the dominant political ideology of the 1960s and early 1970s.”
173

 However, 

 

the ideological climate of the late 1980s, reflected in the reorientation of the Labor 

government […] towards economic rationalism and the priority of the economy, 

was hostile to the [C]ommission and made its replacement inevitable.
174

 

 

The Commission was finally disbanded in 1987 during the Hawke administration, 

which can be read as a further expression of the dominance of the notion that education 

has to equip future employees with a set of necessary skills tailored for an increasingly 

demanding market economy. 

 

                                                 
172 Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools. Chairman Sir John Carrick, "Report of 
the Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools" (New South Wales Government, 1989), 
p. 177; Australian Bureau of Statistics, "Yearbook Australia 2008" , p. 381. 
173 Janice Dudley, and Lesley Vidovich, The Politics of Education. Commonwealth Schools Policy 
1973-1995, Australian Education Review (Camberwell, Melbourne: The Australian Council for 
Educational Research, 1995), p. 102. 
174 Ibid , p. 103. 
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The second main development in the national economy has been a far reaching shift in 

the commodities sector. Revenues from the export of commodities have always had a 

relatively high significance in the Australian economy.175 However, export goods such 

as meat, wheat or wool have been gradually superseded by mineral commodities, 

although they have not entirely disappeared from the list of export goods. Already the 

statistical Yearbook for 1975–76 claimed in its section on the mining industry that 

“Australia is a large supplier of certain minerals to the rest of the world”176 and the 2008 

issue of the same publication asserted that “Australia continues to rank as one of the 

world's leading mining nations”177 with minerals such as coal, iron ore and bauxite 

ranking consistently at the top. Macintyre rightly suggested that Fraser’s “promotion of 

Australia as a quarry at time [sic] when the world economy has stalled [oil crises in the 

1970s] was a risky strategy”.178 Nevertheless, this economic policy demonstrated some 

continuity during the Hawke, Keating, and Howard administrations as again supported 

by the 2008 Yearbook: “Total production of the Mining industry […] almost doubled 

between 1985–86 and 2005–06 […].”179 Mining has developed into the largest or 

second largest export earner, regardless of the political colour of governments. 

 

All these developments not only demonstrated a relative detachment from traditional 

party ideology, but they were also related, even dovetailed, to a further general trend 

that had a more complex relationship with political parties: a constant growth of 

Australian – Asian relations. Labor and Coalition governments in the 1970s and 1980s 

adhered to a basic multicultural orientation in their understanding of how Australian 

society ought to develop. Howard initially left this consensus but returned in his later 

years. As I have argued, such multiculturalism has implied increased numbers of Asian 

migrants in Australia. Moreover, the growth of the Australian mining industry over the 

last thirty to forty years has been largely dependent on Asian economies.180 Society and 

economy can be understood as necessarily interrelated and interdependent. Such a 

notion was supported by Derek J. McDougall as he linked the themes of Asian 

immigration and the national economy. Although he departed from the warning that 
                                                 
175 Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia , pp. 207, 245-247, 290-291; see also: ———, The 
Oxford History of Australia. Volume 4 1901-1942. , pp. 27, 287, 289-290. 
176 Australian Bureau of Statistics, "Official Year Book of Australia. No. 61, 1975 and 1976" 
(Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1976), p. 942. 
177 ———, "Yearbook Australia 2008" , p. 525. 
178 Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia , p. 247. 
179 Australian Bureau of Statistics, "Yearbook Australia 2008" , p. 529. 
180 Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia , pp, 233, 247, 290-291. 
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large numbers of newly arrived Asian immigrants could, under certain circumstances, 

complicate foreign relations, he nevertheless pointed out that  

 

[o]n the other hand one should also keep in mind the potential for expanding 

economic links with Asian countries as a result of the heightened cultural 

sensitivity deriving from the presence of people from many different Asian 

countries living in Australia.181 

 

 

Economic Developments and School History 

All these seemingly diverse themes, such as deregulation and accompanying 

educational reforms, the growth of a specific sector in the national economy and 

Australia’s relation to Asia with school history, can be connected. McDougall 

introduced culture as a key factor linking economy and society.182 Culture as a very 

broad term can be related to schools, with schools understood as places where the next 

generation of a given society learns so called cultural skills such as numeracy and 

literacy. Schools are also institutions that are committed to general education; different 

understandings of the term culture are conveyed by subjects such as Geography or 

History. It is this connection between the dynamically changing elements of the 

economy, society, schools and history that has also been discussed at the grass roots 

level, namely by school teachers and curriculum developers: In 1989 four New South 

Wales high school teachers claimed in an editorial of Teaching History that  

 

a number of correspondents have urged the editors to include more Asian material. 

Second, the Federal Government’s White Paper on Higher Education has made it 

quite clear that in future the humanities in Australia must have a far greater Asian 

emphasis in order to meet national economic and social goals. For history, this 

means that the study of Asian content in syllabuses must be fostered […].183 

 

More recently, an electronic journal of the Australian Curriculum Corporation, 

Education Quarterly Australia, reminded its readers repeatedly of Asian studies and 

                                                 
181 McDougall, Australian Foreign Relations , p. 162. 
182 Ibid , pp. 161-162. 
183 Judy King, Larissa Treskin, Howard Wolfers, Robert Lee, "Editorial. The Curriculum 
Discussion Paper" Teaching History 22, no. 4 (1989), p. 2. 
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devoted many articles to several aspects of this broad field of studies. Deborah 

Henderson opened her 2004 article Why Studies of Asia Deserves a Place in Australia's 

History Curriculum with three main arguments in support of her title: “More than half 

of humankind lives in Asia. Australia is in the Asian region. Asia represents huge 

markets in a global world.”184 The ending of the last sentence was remarkable in that it 

emphasised with the coupling of the terms global and world the notion of the ‘global’ as 

a non-geographical term; it appeared in this sentence as a denotation that was linked to 

the noun ‘markets’. Hence, ‘global’ seemed to be an economic entity rather than a 

geographical one. Henderson’s text was further assisted by a longer citation of 

arguments from the Asian Studies Association of Australia. Strong support for Asian 

studies was in line with the editorial orientation of this journal that published in 2009 an 

entire issue with the title Asia Literacy—Our Future and featured an article by the 

president of the Asian Studies Association of Australia.185 

 

By and large, Australia’s economy could not be disconnected from the developments in 

Asian and international markets. It profited strongly from the Korea boom and suffered 

from the Vietnam War; it still benefits strongly from the paradigmatic change of 

exported commodities, which has been based on the rise of the big Asian national 

economies such as Japan and China. However, it has also been affected – albeit only 

mildly – by the most recent Global Financial Crises. Furthermore, the nation’s economy 

was remodelled in the 1980s and 1990s in line with economic ideologies that have 

appeared to be dominant at a transnational level. Neo-liberal doctrines have been 

dominant enough to cross party lines and national boundaries as Stuart Macintyre 

poignantly summarised: “Like Margaret Thatcher, Paul Keating insisted that there was 

no alternative.”186 The inescapability of such dominant transnational influences can be 

correlated with the power of the ongoing globalisation process. 

 

To summarise, the Australian economy, the social fabric of the country and its 

education system should be seen in the context of dominant international developments. 

However, these observations do not necessarily support direct causal relations. This 

                                                 
184 Deborah Henderson, "Why Studies of Asia Deserves a Place in Australia's History 
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chapter does not intend to argue that dominant groups simply define a social setting or 

that dominant overseas developments simply generate Australian copies. It neither 

suggests that politics and policies in the United States of America, the United Kingdom 

or any other powerful nation for that matter can directly be related to social or economic 

developments in Australia; rather, they might enter a discursive field where degrees of 

rejection or adaptation are negotiated. In short, this text rejects mono-causal 

explanations. Instead, I support the notion of multi-causality. Founded on the 

assumption that political, social or economic developments are based on and are part of 

a complex interplay between a variety of different factors, I would like to emphasise 

one group of factors in order to discuss whether, and if so to what extent, it is necessary 

to re-evaluate the meaning of transnational ideologies in a national setting and to rethink 

common assumptions about the factors involved in the writing of national histories. 

Therefore, this thesis shifts the attention to transnational influences on the writing of a 

specific form of national history: school history. However, this chapter still utilises the 

concept of the nation, as it examines a national society, a national economy and national 

politics. Hence, the next step is to contextualise these observations of dominance in 

different spheres with a further set of dominant ideologies: the nation and the national 

identity. 

 

 

1.2 Changes in Context 

 

Writing about the Use and Abuse of Australian History, Graeme Davison showed the 

relevance of the idea of the nation as a basic theoretical context that connects the big 

social, political and economic themes in the nation with school history: 

 

The demand for school history in the 1990s, as in the 1890s, is an essentially 

conservative one – a desire to reinforce a sense of common identity, group 

loyalty and national purpose. It gains new strength from fears on both sides of 

politics that the forces of globalisation, multiculturalism and economic turmoil 

imperil national and community bonds.187 
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These sentences located the key issues of nation and belonging in a discourse between 

commonality and difference that was also characterised by uncertainty and change. As a 

historian, Davison was well aware of the novelty of the idea of a ‘national identity’.188 It 

was a novelty when in 1981 Richard White claimed in Inventing Australia that “[t]here 

is no ‘real’ Australia waiting to be uncovered. A national identity is an invention.”189 

Geoffrey Stokes claimed in The Politics of Identity in Australia that “a conception, 

discourse or theory of identity is simply another type of theoretical resource within a 

political ideology.” 190  Davison’s text from 2000 demonstrated more than this 

understanding; he pointed at the potential for conflict or at the tensions identity claims 

could create in a nation such as Australia. Also, Geoffrey Stokes argued that the 

“politics of identity involves political contest over the content, boundaries and practical 

implications of the group identity, as well as dispute over who has authority to define 

this identity”.191 Consequently, he also argued for the importance of dominance in this 

concept and he emphasised a further conceptual necessity in claiming that “the assertion 

of identity inevitably requires construction of an ‘other’, and political struggles over 

identity call for the reconstruction of outside groups as ‘others’.”192 I have related 

abstract terms such as dominance and the Other to the specific Australian context with 

my discussion of an Anglo-Celtic or British group identity and my deliberations about 

the construction of multiculturalism in Australia. Davison utilised implicitly similar 

ideas of the Other in his arguments for school history when he pitched multiculturalism 

against ‘national and community bonds’ and further supported this notion with 

vocabulary such as ‘common’ and ‘group’. Together this highlighted another potential 

problem in the concept of national identity. As Stokes noted, “certain narratives of 

group identity, such as those of nationalist ideology, inevitably overstate commonalities 

within a group and exaggerate differences with others considered alien.”193 

  In short, Davison’s ‘demand for school history’ can be understood as a part of 

a discourse that locates struggles over belonging in a national context. Seen from this 

perspective, school history can be contextualised with historiography because similar 

                                                 
188 Macintyre, The History Wars , p. 200; see also Stratton, Race Daze , pp. 105-133. 
189 Richard White, Inventing Australia. Images and Identity 1688-1980 (Sydney: George Allen & 
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issues inform the writing of history in a more general sense. Geoffrey Stokes also 

pointed at the significance of history for the construction of group identities in a society: 

“The resources drawn upon for the construction of such identity claims are generally 

historical”.194 Jon Stratton made a similar point: “The debate over Australian national 

identity is bound up with the debate over Australian history because the claim to a 

particular national identity is legitimated by a particular version of Australian 

history.” 195  National identity and national history are here also united in their 

characteristic that they are essentially based on the concept of the nation. Hence, it is 

this ideology that deserves more attention. 

 

Similar to claims about the characteristics of the idea of national identity, our 

conceptualisation of a country as a nation is also understood to be a modern invention. 

Benedict Anderson, Eric Hobsbawm, and Ernest Gellner all agreed that there were no 

natural nations in a modern territorial sense that pre-dated conscious or unconscious 

processes of construction in modern or early modern history.196 However, these most 

recent key thinkers about nationalism offered different explanatory models in order to 

account for these construction processes. Anderson identified the interaction of print 

technology with capitalism as crucial. It enabled the reading middle classes to imagine 

national communities and this set in motion a global long term evolution with different 

stages beginning in the Americas and reaching Europe only in a second step. As a 

specialist in European history, the Marxist Hobsbawm focused on a string of historical 

developments in Europe in which notions of national economy, state administration, and 

state patriotism interacted with popular group identities in order to create at the end of 

the nineteenth century an ethnically and linguistically defined nationalism. Some of his 

basic understandings were inspired by Ernest Gellner who is, however, clearly anti-

Marxist.197  

  Nevertheless, the similarity in their understandings of the nation was also 

demonstrated by the vocabulary they employed. Both used the term ‘invented tradition’ 

that referred to interpretations of history and culture that nations construct to support 

                                                 
194 Ibid , p. 9. 
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197 Hobsbawm referred to Gellner’s understanding that a political and national unit should 
overlap, and he also cited Gellner’s claim about the nation as a social construct: Hobsbawm, 
Nations and Nationalism since 1780 , pp. 9-10.  
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claims for ancient origins, and both intended to demonstrate with this term that they 

understood such readings of history simply as modern fabrications.198 Furthermore, 

Gellner has a similar personal background; like Hobsbawm he has family ties with the 

former Habsburg Monarchy, and he also stressed European roots in his analysis of the 

nationalist paradigm.199  

  Gellner was, however, less concerned with concrete historical developments 

than with his central thesis that nations and nationalism were a necessary corollary of 

the modern universal high culture that was based on central Enlightenment values such 

as rationalism. This new form of rational and analytical thinking did not acknowledge 

intellectual boundaries and led to cognitive growth in the eighteenth century that has 

become the basis for economic growth. A society that was home to this new form of 

universal high culture necessarily had to create new universalised education and 

communication systems; it also generated new senses of belonging. This new form of 

society was in Anderson’s words “always conceived as deep, horizontal 

comradeship”.200 This was in Gellner’s view the birth of the modern national society. 

Contrary to Anderson and Gellner, Hobsbawm argued that nationalism is now past its 

apex, which he located in the first half of the twentieth century.
201

 He was also the only 

one among the three who stressed a commonality between the USA and Australia in 

terms of their nationalist foundations: 

 

The USA and Australia are obvious examples of nation-states all of whose 

specific national characteristics and criteria of nationhood have been 

established since the late eighteenth century, and indeed could not have existed 

before the foundation of the respective state and country. However, we need 
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hardly remind ourselves that the mere setting up of a state is not sufficient in 

itself to create a nation.202 

 

Do these few lines deliberately reject a conclusive answer to the question whether 

Australia (but also the USA) can be identified as a nation according to these theoretical 

approaches? First, they create a dialectical tension between ‘national characteristics’ on 

the one side and concrete states on the other side. Second, they also resonate with 

important aspects of an Australian discussion that revolves around definitions and 

meaning of the ‘national characteristics’ of the modern Australian state. Hence, this 

question could be reformulated to whether Australia’s nationhood can be defined on the 

grounds of eighteenth century ‘criteria of nationhood’. One of the challenges for this 

notion is the inclusion of indigenous Australians into the national story. Hobsbawm 

obviously agreed with Manning Clark, who stated in the opening of his History of 

Australia that “[c]ivilization did not begin in Australia until the last quarter of the 

eighteenth century.”203  Their statements suggested that both men dismissed any 

significant contribution of indigenous peoples to the modern Australian nation.204 

However, this understanding is now much more open to debate than in 1962 when Clark 

wrote these lines. Richard Bosworth delineated a prominent opposing view:  

 

The expansion of national time achieved by blending a ‘timeless’ ‘Aboriginal 

history’ before 1788 into the national past encouraged a slew of writers, film-

makers and the rest to urge that the roots of each Australian’s identity lay in the 

soil.205 

 

Moreover, Hobsbawm expressed with his argument a specific European perspective. 

His coupling of the United States of America and Australia and the basis of eighteenth 

century ideas of nationalism clearly linked the two states to the European 

Enlightenment and thereby to European intellectual traditions. Bosworth and Richard 
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203 Manning Clark, and Michael Cathcart, Manning Clark's History of Australia. Abridged by 
Michael Cathcart (Carlton South: Melbourne University Press, 1993), p. 3. 
204 In the case of Clark this view was supported by Stuart Macintyre: Macintyre, The History 
Wars , p. 43. 
205 Bosworth, Nationalism , p. 178. 
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White also noted a tension between Australian interpretations of nationalism on the one 

side and the European pedigree of this intellectual concept on the other.206 

  In the case of Australia, Europe has a further specific connotation as this 

general term is often used ambiguously, because there is a tendency that it is not clearly 

separated from the term Britain; the broader term implies in some uses the nation. 

‘National characteristics’ are not only based on eighteenth century philosophy from 

Europe but also on the eighteenth century arrival of the First Fleet from Britain. This 

British Australian link in nationalist terms is also reflected in the specific national 

traditions designed to foster national unity. Hobsbawm’s argument that nations invent 

traditions based on chosen historical occurrences can be supported by these Australian 

circumstances.207 Examples such as the installation of a royal tradition that was intended 

to appeal to the masses but also Australia Day and ANZAC Day as part of a broader 

commemorative tradition can be understood as national traditions in Hobsbawm’s sense. 

Australia Day as an official national holiday locates one part of the national tradition 

firmly in the British sphere as it commemorates the arrival of the First Fleet in Australia. 

Moreover, the ANZAC legend is closely related to British imperialism; ANZAC troops 

were in fact part of the Australian Imperial Force and fought for Britain in the first place 

and for Australia as dominion of the British Empire in the second place. This 

problematic tension between an Australian identity and a British identity is also 

recognised by Neville Meaney and Bill Gammage.208 However, the ANZAC tradition 

became instantly an important founding block for the Australian identity.209  

 

Anderson also referred to Australia. He chose Australia as one of the examples in 

support of his argument that the barring of administrational staff from service in 

colonial centres and from careers in other parts of a given colonial power helped to 

create colonial nationalism. It created in his view not only a colonial administrative elite 

but it was also one of the steps towards the imagining of a national community within 

this colony – in this case Australia. It follows that Anderson conceived Australian 

nationalism in relation to colonialism and more specifically to the British Empire; he 

                                                 
206 Ibid , p. 177, White, Inventing Australia , p. ix. 
207 Hobsbawm, "Mass-Producing Traditions: Europe, 1870-1914"  , pp. 263-269, 281-283. 
208 Meaney, "Britishness and Australian Identity" , pp. 76-90; Gammage, "Anzac"  , pp. 57-61. 
209 Macintyre, The Oxford History of Australia. Volume 4 1901-1942. , pp. 151, 189; White, Inventing 
Australia , pp. 125-139. 
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contextualised the rise of Australian nationalism as part of the decolonisation-

movements in the twentieth century. 

  Be it an ‘invented tradition’ or just an expression of decolonisation in the form 

of a post-colonial identity gap, ‘national characteristics’ have been in Australia rather in 

a process of being re-negotiated; the attention has been shifting away from the former 

colonial centre and more and more to concepts of multiculturalism, although the old 

colonial identity lingers. Focusing on the dominant Anglo-Celtic group, Ann Curthoys 

highlighted in 1997 the problematic and disruptive character of this development when 

she claimed on the one side that “[m]any British Australians wish to preserve the British 

character of the country as a whole and its connections with Britain via the 

monarchy.”210 On the other side such ideas were confronted with an opposing view: 

 

Many other Anglo-Celtic Australians, though, now wish to do away with older 

conceptions of Australian society as a kind of British museum, a theme park 

where the aspirations of the old world are to be preserved and realised, 

protected by the monarchy and inherited British institutions.211 

 

Here, ‘national characteristics’ appeared more as an ‘invented tradition’ and were rather 

conceived as outmoded traditions in need of modernisation. Curthoys identified herself 

with this position: “They – we – are very attracted to the notion of Australian society as 

successfully multicultural”.212 This notion was closer to the ideas of an influential 

Australian Prime Minister: Gough Whitlam. He popularised in the early 1970s a new 

way of thinking about nation and nationalism.213 The national characteristics of the 

Australian nation should in Whitlam’s view include a multicultural society that ought to 

be more distanced from the British heritage. In the case of Australia this has led to 

increased Asian immigration. Alone, it seems to be difficult to define the success that 

Curthoys set out as a goal in her text. She remarked that “these multicultural and post-

colonial ambitions have their limits”214 and also Richard Bosworth suggested that 

multiculturalism based on immigration was increasingly a global phenomenon that 

eroded nationalist constructions aiming to (re-)invent a set of unifying traditions such as 

                                                 
210 Curthoys, "History and Identity"  , p. 33. 
211 Ibid . 
212 Ibid . 
213 Stratton, Race Daze , pp. 126-128, Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia , p. 238. 
214 Curthoys, "History and Identity"  , p. 34. 
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a unifying national narrative.215 One way of devising a uniting narrative that responded 

to the multicultural challenge was to construct a more inclusive national past. History 

was a powerful tool for this task. It offered the possibility of ‘inventing a national 

tradition’, which Gellner and Hobsbawm identified as necessary for the formation of 

national communities; it could also assist in ‘imagining a national community’ in 

Anderson’s sense. History was, according to Ann Curthoys, especially in countries such 

as Australia a potent instrument: “History is […] an extraordinarily national and often 

nationalist discipline, nowhere more so that in settler societies with their double-edged 

histories, looking both at their country of origin and at their struggles with indigenous 

peoples.”216 

 

Concepts and theories of the nation from Anderson, Hobsbawm and Gellner also had in 

common that they considered education and schools to varying degrees. Although 

Hobsbawm subscribed to the interpretation that the age of the nation is declining, he 

cautioned in Nations and Nationalism that “[t]his does not mean that national history 

and culture will not bulk large – perhaps larger than before – in the educational systems 

and the cultural life of particular countries”.217 His Age of Revolution located the roots 

of the rise of nationalism in Europe indirectly also in the rise of school and to a lesser 

degree of tertiary education as he identified the emerging lower middle class as the main 

supporter of nationalist movements, and this burgeoning stratum was closely related to 

an expanding education system.218 As school attendance in European countries such as 

in the various German states of the first half of the nineteenth century or Tsarist Russia 

rose, so did nationalist agitation. Hobsbawm’s argument resembled Anderson’s in the 

sense that he emphasised certain social classes. Anderson shifted the focus into the 

colonial sphere; he discussed the first appearance of nationalism in South America 

before European nationalism. There, it was reliant upon a colonial administrative class 

and print capitalism, both requiring (school) education. With regard to Europe, his 

argument resembled Hobsbawm’s as he also sketched the rising lower middle classes 

and the extension of school education as a pre-condition for nationalist thinking. More 

                                                 
215 Bosworth, Nationalism , pp. 180-181. 
216 Curthoys, "History and Identity"  , p. 31. 
217 Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780 , p. 191. 
218 Eric John Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution. 1789-1848 (New York: First Vintage Books, 
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important, however, was his concept of ‘The Last Wave’219 that was concerned with 

colonial and post-colonial nationalism that explicitly rested in his explanatory model on 

“the spread of modern-style education”.220 Nationalist movements in colonies were 

based on members who were “the first generation in any significant numbers to have 

acquired a European education, marking them off linguistically and culturally from their 

parents’ generation.”221 Although Anderson did not refer to settler colonies, such as 

Australia, his argument showed in combination with his reference to nationalism in 

South America and Europe that school education was in one form or another crucial to 

nationalism despite varying contexts and appearances. Since Anderson and Hobsbawm 

demonstrated that school education in Europe – although in various concrete forms – 

was involved in creating a particular nationalist consciousness, they were able to show 

that school education was to varying degrees important in constructing the nation. With 

regard to the time scale in this thesis, it is important that Anderson and Hobsbawm 

noted that post World War Two nationalism also needed the education system in order 

to establish and maintain a modern national paradigm.222 A school system appeared as a 

propagandistic tool to justify and maintain state power. However, it was Ernest Gellner 

who established the closest relationship between nationalism and (school) education as 

in his view universal education as offered in a modern compulsory school system was a 

necessary precondition for the modern nationalist state. But Gellner went even further 

when he stressed that  

 

the important, identity-conferring part of one’s education or formation is not the 

special skill, but the shared generic skills, dependent on a shared high culture 

which defines a ‘nation’. Such a nation/culture then and then only becomes the 

natural social unit, and cannot normally survive without its own political shell, 

the state.223 

 

Such a “truly essential generic core is supplied at a rather high level”224 and it is likely 

that this definition implies more than literacy and numeracy training; history could 

                                                 
219 Anderson, Imagined Communities , chapter heading, p. 113. 
220 Ibid , p. 116. 
221 Ibid , p. 119. 
222 For Hobsbawm see the beginning of this sub-chapter; Anderson, Imagined Communities, p. 
114. 
223 Gellner, Nations and Nationalism , pp. 142-143. 
224 Ibid , p. 32. 
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arguably be seen as an important part of this ‘identity-conferring’ generic education in a 

modern national society. 

 

In short, we can understand the modern nation state as a modern necessity rather than a 

natural entity; it is a construction that cannot be divorced from school education. This 

nation state seeks to legitimise itself with references to identity. Such a national identity 

is shifting and fragile; it is at the centre of a discourse that is fuelled by various claims 

about uniting traditions or uniting historical narratives. Hence, history education in 

schools is a crucial element in the construction of national identities in the citizens of 

states; Australia is not an exception to this understanding. History is assigned the task to 

construct a certain image of the world, it creates images of the national self and thereby 

it also creates vistas of the transnational Other. 

 

 

1.3 Conclusion 
 

To summarise, this discussion of various expressions of dominance in Australian 

society, both of dominant approaches in economic thinking, and of a particularly 

dominant cultural-ideological context – the nation – repeatedly highlighted two 

important aspects. First, these diverse themes exhibited a connection to historiography 

both within and outside of a school context. Second, part of these discussions described 

a certain level of interaction between local developments and transnational influences. 

At this point it is important to return to the dual use of the term transnationalism in this 

thesis, which is adopted, first, to define non-Australian histories and, second, to describe 

ideas and concepts that cross borders. From changing ideas of the nation or the national 

community to highly political weapons such as the Political Correctness concept to 

economic neo-liberalism, all had in common that dominant ideas at a transnational level 

interacted with specific Australian problems and conflicts. Moreover, the construction 

and transformation of group or national identities with the help of school education and 

school history could be seen as a dialectical process also involving transnational history. 

A sense of belonging created and also shifted views regarding the Other, such as other 

cultures and other nations. From this perspective, a change in the construction of the 

self entailed a change in the construction of the Other. As national self images have 

changed so too have depictions of the transnational Other. Hence, in a given 
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multilayered context of influences I would now like to shift the focus from one side, the 

local/national, to the other side, the transnational. 
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2. The Context for Transnational History in Austral ian 

Schools 2: General Education Policy and 

Secondary Schools 

 

This chapter continues to discuss variations of dominance. Even though the term is used 

in a different context here and is defined differently, it is nevertheless connected to the 

way it was used in the previous chapter. I discussed the term in chapter one in a more 

direct sense as I put it into context with dominant social groups in Australian society. I 

also moved the idea of dominance into a more abstract field with my discussion of 

dominant political movements in the 1980s and the identification of nationality as a 

dominant idea of society. Correspondingly, chapter two relates to dominance and power 

in a more abstract context as it focuses to a greater extent on the role of ideology 

underpinning educational policies that can be understood as an important part of the 

web of influences that have affected the content of history curricula and textbooks. 

 

Eminent scholars in the field of education such as Michael Apple, Albert Henry Halsey, 

S. J. Ball and others have discussed an important relation between education, education 

policy and power or dominance in many different ways. 225 Ball, for example, examined 

in Politics and Policy Making in Education the power of economic considerations, 

political developments and also the ideologies that underpin both. Here it is worth 

repeating his claim that the “investigation of the ideological leads to [...] the limits of 

the possible – and to examination of education’s role in transmitting an effective, 

dominant culture”.226 In investigating the ideology behind education policy in Australia, 

I therefore examine here the question: To what extent is there one dominant culture in 

Australia defining education policy?  

 

                                                 
225 Apple, Ideology and Curriculum ; A. H. Halsey, Brown, Phillip, Hugh Lauder, and Amy Stuart 
Wells, "The Transformation of Education and Society: An Introduction" in Education. Culture, 
Economy, and Society, ed. Brown A. H. Halsey, Phillip, Hugh Lauder, and Amy Stuart Wells 
(Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), pp. 7, 13, 18; Ball, Politics and Policy Making 
in Education , pp. 3, 17-18: here Ball refers to Foucault and his understanding that knowledge is 
an expression of power and knowledge is produced via and communicated with discourses. 
226 Ball, Politics and Policy Making in Education , pp. 10-11. 
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Apple, Halsey, Ball and others observed essentially the same, ideological, main 

development in education over the last decades as did the Australian educationalists 

Welch, Kenway, Lingard, Dudley and Vidovich from their Australian perspective: They 

identified a paradigmatic shift from the focus on equality and empowerment to 

efficiency, from the state to the individual, a move from the public and the social good 

to the private and economic good.227 These educationalists distinguished the rise of a 

certain idea of the economy as the core of this change; that is, the idea of the supremacy 

of a free market able to regulate every aspect of life, including education.228 Based on 

their analyses, this chapter establishes that there has been a reorientation of the 

Australian education landscape from student centred education, which included a focus 

on developing and fostering individual development, to economy centred approaches. It 

also identifies an increased Commonwealth involvement as part of a more general 

rationalisation process, although the federal characteristics of the Australian education 

landscape have been preserved. 

 

Australian education policy is determined to a large extent by a permanent negotiation 

between the federal government and the states. At the school level this system is further 

divided into state, Catholic and a variety of independent schools. All these levels 

participate in designing education policies; all these levels influence decisions about 

curricula. Their interaction forms the basic characteristic of Australian school education, 

which is variety and diversity. A salient example of diversity and variety in Australia is 

the use of textbooks, as there are no strict state or Commonwealth regulations.229 The 

input comes not from the administrative hierarchical level but rather from the market, 

where publishing houses produce specific textbooks to meet demand. In particular at the 

senior secondary level, teachers can use whatever they please. A different case exists for 

curricula as the states had and still have the constitutional power to devise curricula. 

                                                 
227 Anthony Welch, "Making Education Policy" in Education, Change and Society, ed. Raewyn 
Connell et. al. (South Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 6-10; ———, 
"Globalization, Structural Adjustment and Contemporary Educational Reforms in Australia: 
The Politics of Reform, or the Reform of Politics?" in Globalization and Educational Restructuring 
in the Asia Pacific Region, ed. Ka-ho Mok, and Anthony Welch (Basingstoke, New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003), pp. 262-263; Dudley, The Politics of Education 1973-95 , pp. 5-6; Jane Kenway, 
"Educational Politics and the National Curriculum" Canberra Bulletin of Public Administration 67, 
no. (1991), pp. 96-99; Bob Lingard, "Corporate Federalism: The Emerging Approach to Policy-
Making for Australian Schools" in Schooling Reform in Hard Times, ed. Bob Lingard, John Knight, 
and Paige Porter (London, Washington D. C.: Falmer, 1993), pp. 28-34. 
228 Ibid. 
229 Regarding textbooks see chapter five. 
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Some states, such as Victoria in the 1970s or the ACT in the 1980s, yielded some of this 

power to schools; other states did not follow that policy. However, no state dispensed 

with its constitutional rights entirely this is the reason why states developed and still 

develop at the very least independent curriculum frameworks. In order to emphasise the 

importance of state policies, this thesis discusses the particular state education policies 

in chapter six and seven as they deal with the specific curriculum developments in 

Western Australia and New South Wales. In addition to the Commonwealth, the states 

and the territories, schools themselves can also be seen as key players in Australian 

education policy because this smallest unit in the education system is the place where 

much of curriculum development actually takes place. 

 

 

2.1. Policies and Changes before the Dawkins-Inspir ed 
Education Reforms 
 

In general, schools in Australia have a considerable degree of autonomy and 

responsibility with regard to curriculum design. Margaret Vickers argued that, in the 

late 1960s and 1970s, the trend to school-based curriculum development became very 

strong.230 Following Cherry Collins, she identified ‘progressivism’ as the pedagogical 

ideology behind this trend. Collins suggested the existence of a “popular movement 

towards a more progressive curriculum, a wave of the late ‘60s and early ‘70s.”231 

According to Collins, the term ‘progressivism’ “combined, on the one hand, a focus on 

the individual child as a unique, developing human being and, on the other, a concern 

for social justice in education.”232 In the ACT “curriculum responsibility was left 

entirely in the hands of school communities”233 and in Victorian secondary schools 

teachers even “negotiated with students to design a workplan that would promote each 

student’s intellectual growth”.234 This so called Victorian Schools Year 12 Tertiary 

Entranced Certificate allowed for a huge range of individually designed courses that 

                                                 
230Margaret Vickers, "Curriculum" in Education, Change and Society, ed. Raewyn Connell et. al. 
(South Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 250-251. 
231 Cherry Collins, "Curriculum Stocktake: A Context" in Curriculum Stocktake. Evaluating School 
Curriculum Change, ed. Cherry Collins (Canberra: Australian College of Education, 1995), p. 4. 
232 Ibid ; see also: Vickers, "Curriculum"  , p. 240. 
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234 Vickers, "Curriculum"  ., p. 252. 
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were all developed at schools level. South Australia followed Victoria in these trends.235 

However, not all states followed such ‘progressive pedagogies’ to the same extent. 

Western Australia and New South Wales followed a more conservative path regarding 

the post-compulsory years; in the latter state alternative courses at the Yr 12 level were 

called Other Approved Studies and they did not lead to university admission. In both 

states the senior syllabus remained focused on university entrance examinations.236 

School-based curricula did not question the basic authority of the individual states to 

devise their own education policies. This authority was questioned by certain 

Commonwealth policy initiatives and state syllabi were also affected by national 

policies. Writing in 1981, Brian Crittenden observed in Changing Ideas in Australian 

Education that the “power over the educational system has been growing at the 

Commonwealth level”,237 and he also noted that school-based curricula would profit 

from a national curriculum framework.238 With this analysis he anticipated a major 

policy change that has been dominating Australian education policy to this very day. In 

line with this major shift to national curriculum regulations, the idea of school history 

has also changed at a national level because the discipline history has been 

conceptualised as only one part of a broader social science subject in junior secondary 

schools. 

 

Influential education policies at the national level were formulated between 1973 and 

1987 by the Commonwealth Schools Commission. This institution was directed by two 

important educational agendas that heavily influenced Australian education policy in the 

1970s, which were a dispute over schools funding and the fostering of equality in an 

increasingly diverse society. Brian Crittenden summarised the reasons that had strained 

the financial situation of schools across the country by highlighting that between the 

1950s and 1970s “the number of enrolments in both government and non-government 

schools doubled while the number of teachers more than doubled by a substantial 

                                                 
235 Ibid , p. 251; a good South Australian example is: Secondary Curriculum Unit of the Schools 
Directorate, "The School's Curriculum 1. The Framework within Which School-Based 
Curriculum Develops", ed. Publications Branch (Education Department of South Australia, 
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margin.”239 Commonwealth support seemed to be a necessary step in this situation but it 

inevitably touched on sensitive issues because public schools have always been the 

responsibility of the states in Australia and these states have tended to regard 

Commonwealth involvement as an intrusion.240 More problematic seemed to be the 

funding of private schools. Welch, Dudley and Vidovich agreed that the question of 

Commonwealth support for non-government schools has in Australia been translated 

into the highly contentious question of public funding of church schools.241 In this 

situation the Whitlam government commissioned an enquiry into the state of Australian 

education. It was chaired by Peter H. Karmel and the report that was released in 1973 

became known as the Karmel Report. 242 This document strongly influenced national 

education policy in the 1970s and early 1980s as it formed the conceptual basis for the 

Schools Commission. Dudley and Vidovich argued that in “political terms, the Schools 

Commission policy depoliticised the schools funding issue by transferring it to an 

objective, rational and independent body of ‘disinterested’ educational experts.”243 

Their Politics of Education was devoted to a large extent to the political and ideological 

framework in which this Commission was set and from this perspective they claimed 

that  

 

[e]quality, the needs principle, and the advocacy and empowerment of 

disadvantaged groups provided the legitimating ideologies for both the Schools 

Commission and the distribution of Commonwealth monies to government and 

non-government schools.244 

 

This ‘needs principle’ could be interpreted as the idea that an objective panel of experts 

would devise programs within the framework of a depoliticised Commission to allocate 
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funds to the members of the community that would need it most, be these religious 

institutions or indigenous or rural Australians. 

 

During the fourteen years of its existence the ideological orientation of the 

Commonwealth Schools Commission changed significantly as it expressed a more and 

more problematic balancing act between the lingering pedagogical ideology of the 

1970s and the pedagogical policies that had become dominant in Australia from the 

1980s onwards. This general shift is demonstrated in the next sections by the most 

significant issues in national education policies in the last decades, which were, first, the 

pre-existing debates about school funding policies and, second, the first attempts to 

introduce a national curriculum. 

 

The funding policies of the Schools Commission can be seen as part of a more general 

move from the public to the private good. Educationalist Don Smart demonstrated in 

1987 that especially during the Fraser administrations, the Commonwealth funding for 

private schools increased sharply by 87 per cent from 1975/6 to 1982/3, whereas the 

funding for public schools fell by 24 per cent in that period.245 He summarised that at 

“the end of the Fraser era the 24 per cent of students in private schools were receiving 

56 per cent of the Schools Commission’s recurrent grant budget.”246 Dudley, Vidovich 

and Welch argued that the Schools Commission even supported this trend despite its 

basic aim for equality.247 Finally “the perception of the Schools Commission as a 

‘commission for private schools’ grew”248  and eroded the underlying political 

consensus that was the basis for the Commonwealth Schools Commission. Under these 

circumstances, the ‘needs principle’ lost credibility and the Commission was finally 

abandoned in 1987.249 Welch, Vickers, Dudley and Vidovich even identified a basic, 
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long term trend to private schools at the expense of the public system that is 

accompanied by a qualitative loss in the public system that started in the 1970s.250 

 

The Schools Commission also developed first plans for a national curriculum 

framework that can be understood as an expression of an increasing ideological 

ambiguity in national education policies. In 1980 the Curriculum Development Centre 

(hereafter CDC) published the so called Core Curriculum for Australian Schools that 

could be seen as an important attempt to amalgamate the essential elements of the 

educational ideology of the 1970s with a new educational agenda.251 On the one hand 

this paper reflected the CDC’s and the Schools Commission’s firm rooting in the 

agendas of the 1970s pedagogy. It espoused school-based curriculum developments, 

“open or progressive education”,252 and a Core Curriculum that should be based on 

broad community involvement. Furthermore, the CDC vehemently opposed “the 

temptation to succumb to external tests” as this “would be [...] a most retrogressive 

step”.253 Moreover, the Centre supported pedagogical reforms such as “inquiry or 

discovery-based learning”254 which has become a backbone of history teaching ever 

since. On the other hand, the CDC clearly pointed to the limits of school-based curricula. 

Core Curriculum for Australian Schools claimed that the “restructuring of the 

curriculum by introducing a wide and numerous array of electives, has met many 

requirements but is not proving to be quite the answer”; instead it caused 

“misunderstanding and misgiving in the community because of lack of clarity about 

assumptions and directions.”255  In order to react to these deficiencies the CDC 

suggested a national curriculum framework that would give clear guidance. Moreover, 

the Centre and Crittenden supported the case for national collaboration with an 
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argument that was to become dominant in the following decades: basic skills for the 

workforce. The CDC and also Crittenden emphasised the need to define at the national 

level a set of essential skills and knowledge required for the workforce; they used the 

idea of education as a ‘tool’ to tackle unemployment in Australia.256 Crittenden referred 

to an unspecified ‘assumption’ “that deficiencies in this basic education account for 

much of the unemployment among school leavers.”257 Both main arguments for a 

national Core Curriculum seemed to create tension with the idea of ‘progressive 

education’ and its ‘numerous array of electives’. This notion could be further supported 

by Crittenden’s criticism of the Core Curriculum because he identified a clear gap 

between its rationale on the one hand and the specific suggestions on the other. If the 

document, he argued, was to give clear guidelines and orientation as to what the basic, 

“common core of learning”258 was, then the proposed Curriculum was much too 

unspecific and broad. In his words, it resembled more an “inclusive common curriculum 

than a core.”259 Such an ‘inclusive common curriculum’ can be seen as reflecting the 

CDC’s support of a certain form of ‘progressive education’, such as school-based 

curriculum development. This orientation could also be detected in the Centre’s clear 

and strong rejection of the “traditional way of packaging knowledge into required 

subjects [because it] no longer satisfies either society or students.”260 As a solution, the 

CDC suggested Areas of Knowledge and Experience that anticipated to a large degree 

as early as in 1980 the structure of the failed national curriculum from 1993. 

 

Instead of the traditional organisation of school knowledge into subjects the CDC chose 

a broad and inclusive approach that defined nine Areas. Subjects such as History or 

Science, were replaced with the Areas of Social, Cultural and Civic Studies, or 

Scientific and Technological Ways of Knowing and Their Social Applications. The 

Core Curriculum was never implemented but in 1993 the idea of nine Areas was 

replaced with a similar system that had eight Key Learning Areas (hereafter KLAs); 

History was still subsumed in a broad Social Studies subject with the name Studies of 

Society and Environment (hereafter SoSE). One explanation for these similarities was a 
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sustained political will to national collaboration. Jane Kenway mentioned the 

interpretation that the national curriculum project of the early 1990s “simply 

represent[ed] a continuity of previous national collaboration in curriculum production 

which dates back as far as the early 1970s”.261 At the end of the 1980s and the 

beginning of the 1990s, this collaboration reached, in her words, “despite State rivalries 

and differences, and despite State suspicions of the Commonwealth and Commonwealth 

frustrations with the States, [a level at which] school education is indeed becoming 

national.”262 Kenway’s observation hinted at another reason for the congruence between 

the national curricula from 1980 and 1993 because she stressed the older problem that 

education policy has been prone to tensions, even conflict and power struggles within 

the federal structure of Australia. Viewed from this perspective, broadly defined Areas 

as a basis for the further development of a common curriculum framework offered the 

least potential for conflict.  

  Exactly this design that stressed inclusiveness met the needs of the Australian 

Education Council (hereafter AEC) that was to become the principal organisation 

overseeing the development of eight Key Learning Areas. This Council was a joint 

institution consisting of the education ministers from all Australian states and territories 

and the Commonwealth and was intended to facilitate cooperation between the States as 

well as the States and the Commonwealth.263 These political circumstances can offer an 

explanation for the way the old idea of nine Areas was further developed. Nine Areas 

were reduced to eight by 1991 and in 1992 each Australian jurisdiction was given the 

responsibility to devise statements and profiles for one of them.  

  A political situation that demanded collaboration and compromise supported 

broadly defined learning areas as a lowest common denominator that proved to be 

adaptable to different stakeholders’ demands but also to a changed thinking about 

education. It follows that the inclusiveness of this design allowed for flexibility and 

adaptability so that the basic concept of broad learning areas could provide a framework 

for different educational ideologies. 

 

To summarise, it can be argued that policies with regard to funding and the plan for a 

national core curriculum anticipated the coming dominant educational paradigm in 
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several aspects. Moreover, they demonstrate a change in thinking about the extent of 

education policies as they were an attempt to act at a national level. They can be 

understood as an acknowledgement that regulations beyond the state level were needed, 

as they epitomised the idea that the Commonwealth should be involved in education 

policy and curriculum policy making. Although the Schools Commission’s plan for a 

Core Curriculum and its programs for school funding were ‘products’ of a Commission 

that was part of the educational paradigm of the 1970s, these policies reflected different 

thinking and were increasingly distant from the Commission’s very ideological 

foundation.264 

 

 

2.2 Policies and Changes under the Influence of the  
‘Dawkins’ Paradigm’ 
 

The fact that the Labor politician John Dawkins, whom Vickers described as an 

“economic rationalist”,265 first served as Minister for Finance and Trade and only after 

that in a function that was tellingly called Minister for Education, Employment and 

Training highlighted a shift in the approach to education. Bob Lingard argued that a 

connection between the economy and education was characteristic of “the 

Hawke/Keating governments [which] have attempted to reconstitute education policy as 

part of the restructuring of the economy”.266 Dawkins was a part of these Labor 

administrations, and therefore this section introduces the term ‘Dawkins Paradigm’ in 

order to specify a certain thinking about education that has led to the highly influential 

reforms that were initiated during his time as Minister for Education. However, it is 

important to note that this term is only used to describe a certain policy trend; it is not 

claimed that Dawkins was the sole intellectual origin of this approach. Dawkins is 

treated here as an influential factor that personalised a certain trend and strongly 

supported its growth. His policies made clear the impact of an instrumentalist approach 

that understood education as training aimed at acquiring a set of skills and attitudes 

necessary for the dawning knowledge economy. School history was redesigned 
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accordingly and the method of historical enquiry was conceptualised as a training of 

transferable skills. 

 

In 1988 Dawkins published Strengthening Australia’s Schools, which can be used to 

demonstrate key characteristics of this educational reform agenda that became dominant 

from his time in office onwards. Such an interpretation of this document was for 

example supported by educationalists such as Collins, Lingard, Dudley and Vidovich.267 

Educationalists Kerry Kennedy and Jane Kenway recognised that Strengthening 

Australia’s Schools was seen by many as a key document signalling a Commonwealth 

initiative to reorganise the school curriculum, but they opposed this view by arguing 

that a string of preceding Labor politics and documents had demonstrated this 

development earlier.268 Their view is supported here to a certain degree and even 

extended, as I argued above that Core Curriculum for Australian Schools anticipated as 

early as in 1980 some of the basic characteristics of the national curriculum project of 

the early 1990s. Lingard looked at Strengthening Australia’s Schools from a different 

angle when he claimed that the “Dawkins-authored, May 1988 document [...] was the 

first fully articulated expression of [...] corporate federalism” and this idea of ‘corporate 

federalism’ was also supported by Jane Kenway.269 Both agreed that this new mode of 

collaboration between different stakeholders within the Australian Commonwealth had 

a significant impact on education policy making in the following years. 
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2.2.1 Forces behind the Dawkins’ Paradigm 
 

Lingard used ‘corporate federalism’ to describe not only the nature but also the 

background of a distinct nationalisation in policy making, including education policy, 

within the federal structure of Australia in the late 1980s and early 1990s. His concept 

was linked to what can be called ‘neo-corporatism’. Collins described ‘neo-corporatism’ 

later as “a system of decision-making which bypasses parliamentary debate, replacing it 

with national councils of major stakeholders who are then supposed to hold their 

constituents in line.”270  Lingard argued for an ongoing reshaping of Australian 

federalism in a ‘neo-corporatist’ form. It was in his view based on  

 

the Accord (between the trade unions and the Labor government), the 

economic Summit held immediately after Labor won power in 1983, the 

tripartite bodies such as the Economic Planning Advisory Council (EPAC), 

consisting of business, the unions and the government, and the industry 

councils.271 

 

Looking more closely at this setting, it is striking that the unions are neither in 

opposition to business and industry nor to the government. Instead, the central 

Australian Council of Trade Unions was one of the cornerstones of the new ‘tripartite 

partnership’. However, Kenway as well as Dudley and Vidovich suggested that this 

body did not necessarily reflect the specific interests of teachers unions from the states 

and Lingard noted a tendency in the national constellation to subordinate the interests of 

teachers unions under the interests of the union movement as a whole.272 These 

developments can be understood as a concentration of power in the hands of a few. For 

example, Dudley and Vidovich argued that a “corporatist tripartite partnership of 

[Commonwealth] government, business and industry (capital), and the union movement 

(labour) effectively marginalises all other groups”.273 They did not stress so much the 

federal context of policy making as the focus was more on the national level, for which 
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they described a shift from a broader policy model that had been “grounded in 

consultation and negotiation with legitimate interest groups”274 that were basically a 

“combination of specialist expertise and the community” 275 to promote “the ‘efficiency’ 

of small group decision making.”276 Finally, Dudley and Vidovich agreed with Lingard 

that a ‘tripartite’ structure has been very important to social policy making – and 

thereby also education policy making – in Australia from the late 1980s onwards. 

 

Such dominant powers created in Australia, according to Lingard, “either a move to 

national policies, agreed to by the relevant intergovernmental committees, or mutual 

recognition of standards and regulations across state boundaries”277 In practice, this 

collaboration has meant that “Special Premiers’ Conferences and the various 

intergovernmental committees take on greater policy significance. In education, the 

AEC has become an important policy player”,278  and in 1993 the Curriculum 

Corporation was created based on this context and as a replacement for the former 

Curriculum Development Centre; it subsequently became a new highly influential 

institution at this level.279 Not only the new term ‘Corporation’ might hint at the new 

paradigm guiding educational policy; also, changes in the organisational structures 

made clear the new orientation when in 1993 the AEC was remoulded into the 

Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (hereafter 

MCEETYA). The grouping of the terms ‘education’, ‘employment’ and ‘training’ was 

similar to the new name of the Ministry for Employment, Education and Training that 

was created in 1987 and the order in which the words appear in the new denomination 

hint at the orientation of this ministry. It “has pursued the task of adjustment in these 

three areas”280 according to Dawkins in Strengthening Australia’s Schools, and this 

‘adjustment’ aimed in his words at clearly providing school students with “all the 

knowledge and skills, and especially contemporary skills, they will need in life.”281 The 

focus on education was not only coupled with a new focus on employment but the new 
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administrative structures also hinted at a changing intellectual approach to education 

that can be seen as a “national push to convert education to training”.282 

 

 

2.2.2 Context and Characteristics of the Dawkins’ P aradigm 
 

Dawkins’ Strengthening Australia’s Schools contained the key ideas and elements that 

were based on this new conceptual relationship between education and economy: 

 

The central role of schools in meeting the challenges of a changing economic 

and social climate, and the expanding expectations the community has of 

schools, means that we must continually strive to improve the quality, 

relevance and effectiveness of school level education throughout Australia.283 

 

Dawkins used key terms such as ‘economic’, ‘social’, and ‘community’ and they 

appeared to form in the new ideological paradigm a hierarchical relationship that had 

the former term at the top and the latter two at the bottom. This ordering has been 

crucial to the new thinking that dominated society and with it also education from the 

1980s onwards. Such a ranking could also be identified in the way Dudley and Vidovich 

referred to “the political ideology of economic rationalism. [They claimed that] [t]his is 

an economistic discourse which is centred upon the economy rather than upon 

society”.284 Crucial was also the increasing international focus: “The individual’s role in 

‘society’ is principally to serve the needs and interests of the internationally competitive 

economy. Fundamental assumptions are the inherent superiority of free market 

principles, and of neo-classical economic ideas more broadly.”285 Educationalists such 

as Welch as well as Dudley and Vidovich pointed out another important argument in 

support of the primacy of the ideology of the free market economy. They highlighted its 

claim to being based on objective science in a positivist sense.286 Understood as 
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positivist science, economic rationalism can pretend to be free of certain social values 

and world views and therefore beyond them. Welch suggested that this approach was 

likely to yield clear social consequences: 

 

The domination of social policy by positivist forms of economics, including in 

education, distorted the policy process, simply adopting certain goals as given, 

or self-evident, and then ‘rationally’ implementing these goals in the leanest, 

most economically efficient manner, ignoring moral concerns about the quality 

of people’s lives, and the impact on society.287  

 

An internationally organised market economy has been considered superior to the state 

with regard to organising society due to the increasingly dominant premise that “the 

market operates as a neutral moral arbiter of conflicting interests. Additionally, interests 

are construed as being economic rather than social, whilst the focus is upon the self-

interested individual rather than the collective interests of society.”288 This idea of a 

rational individual that is guided by economic self interest is at the core of the so called 

Human Capital Theory that had a considerable impact on education.289 

 

The connection between Human Capital Theory and education can be seen from two 

different perspectives. The more dominant one is the view from the economy as a whole 

that could understand people not only as prospective employees but as a form of raw 

material. Every person could therefore be considered a commodity that can be refined 

by education: the more educated the prospective employee is the more valuable he or 

she is as a commodity for the economic process. From the perspective of the 

prospective employee, education becomes more of a means to achieve a certain end. 

Education is seen from this angle as being instrumental; it is an instrument applied to 

gain employment or improve the conditions of employment. Vickers claimed that this 

view of education has always been very strong in Australia.290 Human Capital Theory 

conceptualises students and prospective graduates as rational thinking individuals who 
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strive according to Welch “to maximise their return on their educational investment”291 

and Dawkins claimed in Strengthening Australia’s Schools that “maximising our 

investment in education”292 is a very important guideline for the national education 

policy. 

 

An important reason that has facilitated the advancement of economic rationalism and 

Human Capital Theory in education was, according to Crittenden, Vickers, Dudley and 

Vidovich, the rising and potentially threatening unemployment from the late 1970s 

onwards.293 Youth unemployment rose between 1971 and 1989 from approximately 

four per cent to 15.7 per cent with a peak in 1983 at almost 25 per cent.294 In this 

context school education was seen as a rational investment by self interested individuals 

aimed at gaining employment. The intellectual concept of Human Capital Theory led 

directly to the idea of the so called knowledge economy. According to Welch, this was a 

form of economy where the commodity ‘knowledge’ was increasingly a fundamental 

building block.295 Related to this thinking was the distinction between the Fordist 

economy of the twentieth century when the majority of the industrial workforce was 

required to perform simple tasks only and the post-Fordist era of the dawning twenty-

first century when the ‘human capital’ would be required to have a better education; 

individuals should have so called transferable skills and competencies such as 

communication skills or analytical skills. Australia should have been transformed into a 

‘Clever-Country’ as Hawke’s long term Minister for Science, Barry Jones, envisaged 

it.296 

 

Such a reorientation of educational ideology created tension and disagreement. For 

example, the rejection of this idea of education among educationalists was unambiguous. 
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Kenway, Lingard, Dudley, Vidovich, Bagnall, and Welch argued that the marriage 

between economic rationalism and education would reduce the breadth and quality of 

the latter.297 These authors supported the idea that education should be based on a broad 

consultative and democratic process and it should aim for social development in a more 

social democratic sense. Education for equity and support of disadvantaged groups were 

central issues that had been, in their view, neglected in the new paradigm. Especially 

Bagnall and Welch also suggested that nation states in general, and the Australian state 

in particular, should have been more critical of the consequences of the ideology of 

economic globalisation.298 

 

This conceptualisation of education as part of microeconomic reform in the context of 

an increasing economic internationalisation that informed Dawkins’ Strengthening 

Australia’s Schools has had wide-ranging consequences. I would like to suggest three 

main developments based on this agenda that have become dominant from the 1990s 

onward, which have in common the putting into practice of one elementary aspect of 

managerialist principles deriving from economic rationalism: efficiency. Efficiency 

itself is, of course, not restricted to a specific ideology, but the argument here proposes 

that it has tended to become a dominant principle expressing a new educational 

paradigm. The following sections discuss how the argument for improving efficiency 

was invoked to justify the continuation and extension of the Commonwealth Schools 

Commission’s policy to support private schools with public funds. This argumentation 

was also used for the introduction of new national testing regimes such as the National 

Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (hereafter NAPLAN) and Australia’s 

participation in international evaluation programs such as the Programme for 

International Student Assessment (hereafter PISA). Finally, Dawkins also supported his 

push to develop some form of national curriculum with the argument to increase 
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efficiency.299 These reforms have changed secondary schooling and similar thinking has 

also affected the history that has been taught in schools. Dawkins urged reforms in the 

school system, citing ‘challenges of a changing economic and social climate’ as a 

reason. In a similar fashion, ‘New History’ aimed at making the subject more relevant 

to the increasing number of students who would stay on in the system until Year 12 and 

would need to find employment in the increasingly internationalised economy upon 

graduating from high school. It follows that “the new school history debate focused on 

explorations of methodology as a way of identifying specific historical skills, which 

could be translatable, and which could be considered more or less relevant.”300 Seen 

from this perspective, history education appeared as an efficient investment, as 

according to managerialist thinking the skills acquired could be transferred to the offices 

of the knowledge economy. Hence, a remarkably persuasive power of the efficiency 

argument is understood here to be one of the most visible elements of a dominant 

ideology that understands educational restructuring as part of economic restructuring 

and this has not spared history in schools. 

 

 

2.2.3 Main Changes Based on the Dawkins Paradigm 
 

General Developments 

Returning to Dawkins’ sentence from Strengthening Australia’s Schools, the second 

section of this important statement also contains key terms for the ongoing educational 

reform: 

 

The central role of schools in meeting the challenges of a changing economic 

and social climate, and the expanding expectations the community has of 

schools, means that we must continually strive to improve the quality, 

relevance and effectiveness of school level education throughout Australia.301 

 

Based on the earlier examination of context and meaning of terms such ‘economy’ or 

‘social’ in this sentence, it is important to take the next step and look more closely at the 
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nouns ‘quality’, ‘relevance’, and ‘effectiveness’ at the end of his claim: In particular the 

meaning of ‘quality’ in education has been subject to far reaching changes in recent 

decades.  

 

Welch suggested that in “education, as in other policy arenas, the relative weighting of 

social and economic concerns is sometimes seen as a contest between ‘quality’, a major 

concern of structural adjustment proponents, and equality.” 302 This thinking is in 

Australia reflected in the dichotomy between the private and public school sectors. The 

link between equality and the public sector on the one hand and quality and the private 

sector on the other hand can be found in the intellectual framework of economic 

rationalism. On the surface, quality in school education could be improved by 

increasing the choice for students and parents. An extended Commonwealth support for 

private schools translates in this argument into more school options; a larger school 

variety provides the community with more choices. However, private schools still 

operate with fees and Kenway translated such a “privatisation”303 of education into “the 

transfer of the costs of education from the state to the ‘consumer’ via various ‘user-pay’ 

schemes”.304  Precisely this new economic terminology with its foundations also 

stretching into Human Capital Theory has been used to legitimate the retreat of public 

authorities from investment into school education because “it is individuals who reap 

the reward of their ‘investment’ in education, [so] the corollary is that they themselves 

should bear the costs.”305 As indicated above, the relative increase of funding and with 

it the relative rise of the private schools sector began as early as under the direction of 

the Commonwealth Schools Commission. However, Welch argued that major initiatives 

in this direction that were taken by the incoming Howard Government in 1996 have 

sped up and extended this process as statistical data suggests.306 In 1984 25.1 per cent of 

all Australian school students attended a private school whereas 74.9 per cent were 

educated in the public system, but in 2004 these numbers had changed to 67.5 per cent 
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in the public and 32.5 per cent in the private system.307 Even more drastic was the 

augmentation of the independent schools sector during the Howard era: Between 1994 

and 2004 it grew by 16.4 per cent whereas the public sector shrunk in the same period 

by 3.2 per cent.308 Specific policies that facilitated this shift of public funding from 

public schools to private schools were the so called Enrolment Benchmark Adjustment 

(EBA) and, after its dismantling, a statistical index that was named Socio Economic 

Status (SES).309 In particular the first policy made clear the underlying agenda as it 

stipulated that the Commonwealth would decrease the funding for state schools by 

every child that enrolled in a private instead of a public school. The policy directive 

simply has been cost cutting as extensive Commonwealth support for private schools 

has still been cheaper than the funding of government schools.310 In other words, it was 

proclaimed that public funds could be used more efficiently in the private system than 

in the public system. 

 

This increase in efficiency has had serious social consequences as the diversion of 

public funding has led to a deteriorating system of public education.311 Vickers agreed 

with Welch that a sustained shift in funding from the public to the private sector has 

nurtured or at least supported a growing social gap in Australia between a majority who 

can only attend lower quality public schools and a minority who can afford a place in a 

more prestigious private school.312 More importantly, Welch also claimed that such a 
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division has added to a widening social gap in the Australian society in general.313 His 

conclusion supports the notion of an instrumentalist view of education that identifies a 

widening cleavage between families and individuals who can share the economic wealth 

created by the knowledge society and some who are to varying degrees excluded from 

prosperity based on education. Hence, not only states or the Commonwealth aim for 

efficient investment into education but also individuals have to strive to maximise their 

return from their considerable investment into (private) education. Students are 

interested in what Dawkins called ‘quality, relevance and effectiveness of school level 

education’. However, it would be misleading to reduce Dawkins’ plea only to a push to 

increase the private school sector. 

 

Another important aspect of Dawkins’ idea of ‘quality, relevance and effectiveness of 

school level education’ has been the introduction of testing and evaluation schemes. In 

this field there is a clear break with the policy of the Commonwealth Schools 

Commission. The Commission unequivocally rejected in Core Curriculum for 

Australian Schools any form of national benchmarking or testing programs and argued 

that it would inevitably narrow education as teaching would be focused on these tests. 

Seventeen years later, the then new MCEETYA defined quality and effectiveness 

differently and introduced NAPLAN, which has been devised to evaluate student 

performance on different levels. Standardised testing programs can provide the basic 

data to evaluate whether resources are efficiently used and help analyse how to 

efficiently redistribute resources in order to maximise the ‘output’ of school education 

as the schools can be ranked in league tables. These tests are only concerned with 

numeracy, reading and writing in the years three, five, seven, and nine. As NAPLAN 

has been restricted to evaluating the most basic skills it can support the notion of a two-

tier education. It suggests a distinction between education that really matters and one 

that does not. Such an understanding can be supported by Australia’s participation in 

two international evaluation schemes, PISA and the Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study (hereafter TIMSS).314 Their design points at the 

                                                 
313 Welch, "Globalization, Structural Adjustment and Contemporary Educational Reforms in 
Australia"  , pp. 272, 277, 288-289———, "Making Education Policy"  ,  pp. 26-29. 
314 PISA has been developed by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) for fifteen year-old students and Australia has taken part in this scheme since its 
inception in 2000. TIMSS has been devised by the International Association for the Evaluation of 
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international power of the concept of ‘relevant’ skills as both assess students’ 

competence in mathematics and science and PISA also tests reading. Of course, there 

are different arguments that support a restriction to a very small number of core 

competencies, such as the difficulty of comparing very distinct national education 

systems that are the product of unique cultural backgrounds or the reasoning that 

mathematics and science are particularly significant in the age of information 

technology.315 However, it is clear that history is excluded in all these tests and this 

circumstance further supports Tony Taylor’s observation that school history has had to 

struggle against “accusations of irrelevance from non-historians”.316 

 

Curricula 

Dudley and Vidovich claimed that Dawkins’ Strengthening Australia’s Schools was 

essentially the “document, which provided the impetus for national collaboration on 

curriculum”.317 Arguably the largest reform that was initiated by John Dawkins, work 

on a national curriculum tended to focus on increasing ‘efficiency’ and this objective 

was and still is to some extent a main argument for a nationwide curriculum framework 

for all schools.318  Nevertheless, such an approach that aimed for increased 

‘effectiveness’ rested on redefined notions of ‘quality’ and ‘relevance’. In the context of 

the Dawkins-reforms the latter two terms were interlocked, as qualitative education had 

to be relevant in economic terms from this perspective. Since in the Dawkins era school 

education was part of an economic reform agenda aimed at increasing the economic 

competitiveness of Australia, it was characterised by what can be called an 

instrumentalist idea of education that favoured, according to Lingard, Dudley and 

Vidovich as well as Kenway, mathematics and science as more relevant areas of 

knowledge.319 Education as an instrument should be efficient and this efficiency-

argument appeared to be particularly important for Dawkins’ push for a national 

curriculum. In a context where economic rationalism had a powerful effect on the 

                                                 
315 For a brief discussion of problems of international comparisons in school education see: 
Bagnall, "Globalisation"  , p. 293. 
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thinking about education and administration, the argument to reduce the resources 

necessary to devise six to eight different and independent curricula frameworks six- to 

eightfold had a high level of persuasiveness. When in 1980 Core Curriculum for 

Australian Schools gave a range of reasons for a national curriculum approach only one 

out of seven was to increase the efficient use of resources, but in 1988 the reasoning 

changed.320 For Dawkins the increase of effectiveness was one of his primary reasons to 

press for a national curriculum.321 Summarising the general situation of schools in 1988, 

Dawkins made clear in Strengthening Australia’s Schools: “We must now concentrate 

on the most effective use of those resources, in schools, at the system level and 

nationally.”322 This ‘we’ was dominated by a few institutions despite his reference to 

the school level. Apart from the new Commonwealth Department of Employment, 

Education and Training (hereafter DEET), there was the advisory body National Board 

of Employment, Education and Training (hereafter NBEET) that had been founded only 

in 1988 as a replacement for the Commonwealth Schools Commission. Finally, the 

AEC became a platform on which inputs from the Commonwealth and the state 

bureaucrats were formulated and put into concrete policies. Although Dawkins as the 

head of the DEET commissioned the NBEET to develop plans for an implementation of 

the guidelines set out in Strengthening Australia’s Schools, it was at the AEC where 

preparations made at different bureaucratic levels were decided upon. At the AEC 

meeting in 1989 in Hobart the eight ministers of education agreed on a plan to establish 

a national Curriculum Corporation (hereafter CC) that would replace the older CDC that 

had been part of the Schools Commission. In Tasmania, they also agreed on the ten 

Common and Agreed Goals for Schooling that were to become much better known as 

the Hobart Declaration. 

 

On the surface the ten Common and Agreed Goals did not reflect strongly the dominant 

agenda of the day. The document was to a large extent based on a 1988 Discussion 

Paper that had been issued by the New South Wales Ministry of Education and Youth 

Affairs in preparation for State wide reforms to school education.323 As Dudley and 
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Vidovich argued, this Declaration “could be described as [an] unexceptionable, laudable 

[collection of] goals which reflect the liberal, generalist orientation characteristic of 

compulsory schooling in the late 20th century.”324 However, they also suggested that it 

was new to have clear references to the economy in the list of educational goals.325 

Their argument was based on two goals in the document that dealt first with the 

importance of education that would provide young Australians with flexible and 

adaptable skills for changing economic requirements and second with career education 

as well as basic knowledge in macroeconomics. However, by comparing the Hobart 

Declaration with the 1980 Aims for Australian Schools that were published in Core 

Curriculum for Australian Schools, their argument becomes untenable and is not 

supported here. 

  No significant difference can be identified when looking at whether the 

economy and its connection to education was more prominent in the Hobart Declaration 

than it had been in the older Aims from 1980. First, the old text, which was published 

by the CDC based on the educational ideology of the 1970s, contained only one 

paragraph on the importance of education that also considered economic requirements. 

Moreover, these Aims had an unequivocal vocational element as they made clear that 

“manual and other physical skills”326 were part of a list of “basic learning tools and 

resources.”327 Both aspects indicate that the importance of the link between the 

economy and education did not significantly change between the two documents. 

Nevertheless some aspects and the perspective differed, for example, the Hobart 

Declaration dropped a focus on manual labour. Instead, it is argued that the Hobart 

Declaration did not assign the economy a salient role in education. This interpretation is 

supported by the opening paragraph that demanded education that would be “relevant to 

the social, cultural and economic needs of the nation.”328 Only paragraph four was 

dedicated to the role of education to prepare young people for their participation in the 

ever changing workforce. Tellingly, this paragraph came only after the one that 
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contained a demand for education for equality. The Hobart Declaration also contained a 

list of ten knowledge and skills areas in which the economy was not mentioned at all. 

 

Hence, this Declaration rather reflects the relativity of the concept of dominance as this 

term does not necessarily exclude other forces from having an impact on policy making. 

Although economic rationalism can be identified as the dominating ideology, it was not 

the only influence as the Hobart Declaration was a document that had to consider nine 

different authorities each with different views on education. Even Dudley and Vidovich 

acknowledged the interpretation that this paper only represented a common ground that 

inevitably had to be unspecific to some extent in order to ensure consensus from all 

stakeholders.329 Looking at the Hobart Declaration from this perspective, it can be seen 

as reflecting discourses of compromise and consensus between different states in the 

Australian federal system and these negotiations can be a reason why economic 

rationalism did not impact significantly on this document. Nevertheless, discourses of 

compromises can also display specific tendencies and inclinations. 

 

Such an interpretation of the Hobart Declaration would identify a slight tendency to 

emphasise mathematical, scientific and technological education. As mentioned above, 

Dawkins tended to translate ‘relevant education’ into education with a scientific 

technological emphasis and there are some elements in this document that support his 

view. Out of the ten knowledge and skills areas of the Declaration, mathematical or 

analytical scientific skills were detectable in four of them whereas there were only two 

direct references to languages and this included English. From this perspective, the 

economic aspect could be identified indirectly since mathematical, scientific skills and 

knowledge could be understood as the most relevant part of an instrumentalist education 

in a technological age that requires exactly these skills from the workforce.330  

 

A further indication could be found in the way the treatment of history has evolved from 

this Declaration to the next step in the progress towards a national curriculum. The ten 

knowledge and skills areas of the Hobart Declaration included one that was concerned 

with “Australia’s historical and geographic context” 331 and another that centred on 
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“balanced development and the global environment”.332 History was in this list first 

contextualised together with Geography and firmly put into a national context; therefore, 

it also lacked transnational aspects. Contrary to English, Mathematics or a foreign 

language, it no longer appeared as an independent and comprehensive field of study. 

Geography was conceptualised in the same way. However, the following eight Key 

Learning Areas, which built on this Declaration to some extent, only featured one Area 

with the name Studies of Society and Environment (hereafter SoSE) that was supposed 

to subsume History, Geography, Ecology, Politics, Law, Economics, Anthropology, and 

Sociology. This merger of subjects indicates that the ‘relevance’ of humanities and 

social science subjects had rather been downgraded in the instrumentalist agenda of the 

Dawkins Paradigm, but this interpretation requires a closer look at the proposed Key 

Learning Areas. 

 

It was again the AEC that presented in 1991 a draft for eight so called Key Learning 

Areas. These Areas were Mathematics, English, Science, Technology, Languages other 

than English, Arts, and new constructions such as Health and Physical Education and 

finally Studies of Societies and Environment. In a next step, the Curriculum and 

Assessment Committee of the AEC also coordinated the development of so called 

statements and profiles. Statements described subject content and subject-specific skills 

and methods; these statements were further divided into various strands. In the case of 

SoSE, History formed the core of the Time, Continuity and Change strand; Geography 

was the central element of a strand with the name Place and Space. Profiles described in 

great detail so called student outcomes that detailed exactly what students would be 

expected to know and to do at certain stages in their education. These stages were called 

bands and the educational spectrum from kindergarten to Year 10 was divided first into 

eight and later into four bands. There were exact definitions available for student 

outcomes at different levels in each band. The development of this national curriculum 

framework was clearly a national effort that was firmly based on federalist principles. 

Each state or territory was assigned the entire development of a statement and a profile 

for one KLA. Furthermore, the coordinating Assessment Committee also reflected 

broad community involvement as it “included representation from the Commonwealth, 

States and Territories, New Zealand, Catholic and independent schools, parents, 
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teachers, the AEC Secretariat, ACER [The Australian Council for Educational Research] 

and Curriculum Corporation.”333 

 

Looking at this broad participation, the question emerges again whether there can be 

any dominant agenda or whether these profiles and statements simply reflected a lowest 

common denominator. Similar to the Hobart Declaration, the argument here is again 

that politics of consensus and compromise also exhibit dominant overtones. It is 

suggested here that discourses of conciliation can be influenced or even guided by 

dominant tendencies, although they cannot be directly attributed to one dominant party. 

This understanding was supported by the specific form of instrumentalist education of 

the Dawkins and post-Dawkins era that was based on what Welch referred to as “a 

move to more outcomes-based education”334 which is clearly expressed in the basic 

design of the national curriculum project. Essential here is that even though the 

development of outcomes was based on a broad consultative process the basic agenda 

was not necessarily based on this process. Outcomes require an understanding of 

education as being able to produce something measurable; something that can be clearly 

described in outcomes that are written up in profiles. Outcomes and profiles cannot be 

part of the earlier mentioned idea of a ‘progressive’ curriculum that emphasised 

personal student development outside of measurable skills and knowledge.335 Therefore, 

the basic agenda of an instrumentalist curriculum went in this context unquestioned. 

However, it is not claimed here that an ideological superstructure entirely directed the 

development of the national curriculum project. Instead, it is suggested here that 

discourses between an ideological superstructure and a local web of influences were at 

work.  

 

The relative strength of the ALP in Australia at the end of the 1980s and the beginning 

of the 1990s can be seen as an important factor supporting the development of a 

national curriculum framework. It was the Hawke/Keating administration that embraced 

the above described logic of economic rationalism and the instrumentalist view of 

education as part of the economic reform agenda. In addition to that, there were five 

ALP Premiers in eight jurisdictions in Australia at the beginning of 1991 and six by the 
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end of that year. Furthermore, Dudley and Vidovich suggested that the Commonwealth 

Minister Dawkins was very skilled in playing down his initiative as being essentially a 

cooperative work between him and his ALP colleagues, founded on collaboration 

within the AEC. Although the development of a national curriculum was based on 

collaborative work and broad consultation the agenda had been set by Dawkins in 

1988.336 Looking at this dominant position of the ALP from another perspective, 

Vickers as well as Dudley and Vidovich agreed that the decreasing strength of the ALP 

in 1993 contributed significantly to the final demise of the national curriculum.337  

 

Considerable criticism levelled against the new national curriculum can also support 

this understanding that a relatively dominant political/intellectual agenda, which was 

more than a lowest common denominator of a broad consultative process, had a 

significant impact on the project. This view was supported by Kenway as well as by 

Dudley and Vidovich who noted criticism and rejection at the grass roots level where a 

perceived lack of teacher involvement was resented.338 Scepticism and disapproval of a 

dominating ideology of education is more obvious in the comprehensive criticism of the 

new subject and knowledge organisation. Vickers, Dudley and Vidovich as well as 

Kenway mentioned criticism of the new subject division.339 Their observations were 

similar to the above suggested view that this national curriculum project with the 

suggested KLAs created privileged and less privileged knowledge areas.340 Traditional 

subjects such as Mathematics, English, or Science deemed to be highly ‘relevant’ for 

the upcoming knowledge society remained intact, whereas traditional subjects 

considered less important such as History or Geography were reorganised in a very 

‘efficient’ way; that is, they were subsumed in a few area studies. All four authors noted 

and supported the criticism that the specific form of the national curriculum project as 

expressed in the KLAs represented a narrowing down of education, as its focus on 

vocationalism disregarded too many social aspects of education that had to serve in their 
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opinion the diverse interests of a diverse society.341 Similar to Kenway, Dudley and 

Vidovich directly referred to issues of dominance in asserting that these statements and 

profiles were “likely to reflect both more powerful interests and the dominant political 

ideology of the day.”342 

 

Political interests and power have been regarded as the most important factors 

contributing to the final demise of the whole project. In the July 1993 meeting of the 

AEC in Perth, the education ministers effectively halted the national implementation of 

the new statements and profiles and referred them back to the state level. Most 

important for this turn was the above described political shift within Australia that put 

the Commonwealth government in a minority position as the ALP had only three 

Premiers left when the decisive AEC meeting was held in 1993.343 With regard to the 

AEC as a collaborative body consisting of all state education ministers and the 

Commonwealth minister, it might have been important that the Commonwealth and the 

States were dominated by one party. However, the minority of ALP ministers faced 

political resistance from the incoming Premiers and their education ministers who 

opposed a Commonwealth policy initiated and led by an ALP Commonwealth 

government. However, it would be too simplistic to argue that a political struggle 

between the ALP and the Coalition was the sole reason for the discontinuation of this 

national curriculum project. For example, Vickers also regarded negative media 

attention surrounding the curriculum in development as a further factor contributing to 

the failure of the whole project.344  She as well as Dudley and Vidovich cited 

considerable criticism of the mathematics statements and profiles that was brought 

forward by a group of academics and discussed publicly in the media.345 More 

important was a strong concern that a national curriculum would lead automatically to 

“national monitoring and reporting”.346 As alluded to above, this long-held fear of 
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control fuelled the suspicion against national regulations.347 This scepticism can be 

found in Kenway’s 1991 discussion of the national curriculum profiles and statements, 

as well as in Vickers’ and Alan Reid’s reflections on this national curriculum 

framework.348 They all stressed that national testing would result in a significant 

reduction of educational quality and breadth when “assessment will eventually drive the 

curriculum rather than the reverse.”349 Crucial here was the perception that national 

testing would lead to national control. However, the tendency to translate national 

curriculum approaches into national control became more apparent when put into the 

context of Australian federalism that assigns the powers to devise curricula to the 

individual states and territories. Hence, the pedagogically founded rejection of what 

Kenway called “a very simplistic form of standardised population testing”350 fed into 

the argument that the Constitutionally protected autonomy of the states and territories 

would have been endangered by the tightening grip of the national curriculum project. 

Nevertheless, the extensive work that had been invested into the development of 

statements and profiles was not in vain as this curriculum material subsequently became 

the basis for state curricula. 

 

Struggles about national statements and profiles can therefore be seen as an expression 

of power struggles between states and the Commonwealth that went beyond concerns 

about educational quality, efficiency and relevance. Improving the quality, efficiency 

and relevance of school education as Dawkins set it out in his Strengthening Australia’s 

Schools led to both failed and successful nationalisation efforts as demonstrated in the 

failure of the national curriculum project in 1993, but on the other hand in the 

successful introduction of national numeracy and literacy tests in 1997. Paradoxically, 

the drive to implement national schemes in education has been paralleled by an 

unprecedented growth of the private school sector. Both have been argued using an idea 

of quality based on Human Capital Theory that conceptualises well educated individuals 
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as commodities for the ‘knowledge economy’. Quality education can be thought of in 

economic terms as efficient education and taxpayers’ investments would be used most 

efficiently in private schools instead of public schools and in one single national 

curriculum framework instead of eight different ones. The definition and meaning of 

quality education has been contested in any case. The success of Dawkins’ 

interpretation of quality education seems to have been supported by the way it 

responded to the problem of unemployment and this is best demonstrated in the senior 

years of secondary schooling. 

 

 

Reforms in the Senior Years of Schooling 

Dawkins’ notion of a ‘qualitative’, ‘efficient’ and ‘relevant’ education as building 

blocks of the burgeoning knowledge economy has, of course, had significant impact on 

the senior years of schooling. Here it was much more apparent that discourses about 

these concepts went far beyond Australian struggles about state powers, since it was in 

Years 11 and 12 that the understanding of education as part and parcel of economic 

restructuring was much more clearly connected to pressures from the job market as 

indicated above. In the senior secondary years the interaction between education, 

unemployment, and economic restructuring has also had an international aspect, as it 

can be seen as part of a globalisation process. Globalisation understood as the 

constantly increasing transnational scope of the capitalist economy can be seen as a 

main factor fuelling paradigmatic changes in the workforce and subsequently also in 

education.351 Historian Macintyre identified the increased competition flowing from 

economic globalisation processes as a reason for the ‘disappearance’ of lower jobs and a 

wide spread deterioration of working conditions in the domestic market between the 

1970s and the twenty-first century,352 and educationalists such as Bagnall and Welch 

argued that these globalisation driven losses have been a major reason for changes in 
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post-secondary education in the same time period.353  Consequently, processes of 

globalisation can be seen as a major factor in the increasing school retention rates from 

the 1980s onwards because post-compulsory education has been instrumentalised with 

an education policy that has reacted to the changes at the lower end of the labour market. 

Macintyre also agreed with Bagnall, Welch and Vickers that young people have been 

among the worst affected social groups by the rise in unemployment. Youth 

unemployment rates trebled between 1970 and 1989 and these changes appeared even 

more alarming as they occurred concurrently with the doubling of high school retention 

rates. Together, these numbers suggested that youth unemployment would have been 

significantly higher if the retention rates had not increased accordingly. 

 

Dawkins’ push for relevant and effective school education has translated in this context 

into the gradually increasing vocational orientation of upper secondary education from 

the 1990s onwards. Collins suggested that “[r]apidly rising retention rates that 

accompanied the restructuring of the teenage labour market meant that upper secondary 

schools were, throughout the ’80s, coping with a broader and broader range of young 

people.”354 It follows that a traditional academic orientation has had to be superseded by 

an increasingly vocational education. Collins, Dudley and Vidovich identified major 

policy initiatives in this direction roughly parallel to the development of the KLAs for 

the compulsory years. They singled out the 1991 Finn Review, the 1992 Carmichael 

Report and the Mayer Report, which was commissioned as a follow up to refine the first 

report and published in 1992.355 The Finn Review and the Mayer Report are treated first 

here, followed by the discussion of the Carmichael Report.  

  Both policy documents were firmly based on the dominant educational 

ideology that framed education in economic terms. Moreover, they were commissioned 

by the AEC in the same political setting as were the statements and profiles for the 

KLAs, but both were chaired by former CEOs from outside the education profession, 

which could be interpreted as expressing a stronger focus on the job market. Both 

reports were also supported by business groups, trade unions and the AEC. Most 

importantly, they conceptualised a move from education to training that was expressed 
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in the essence of these reports; they introduced key competencies that were relevant to 

the workforce. Competencies were different from traditional subject divisions, such as 

English, Geography or History; the Finn Report suggested the six competencies 

Language and Communication, Mathematics, Scientific and Technological 

Understanding, Cultural Understanding, Problem Solving, and the last competency was 

Personal and Interpersonal.356 The Mayer Report positioned competencies alongside the 

traditional subject divisions; competencies were understood here only as an addition to 

the existing organisation of knowledge. In this context, it is interesting to note that the 

development of the Mayer competencies was based on a much broader consultative 

process. The Mayer Committee included, according to Dudley and Vidovich, the 

“Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee, State level public education authorities, 

Catholic education, independent and government teacher unions, the Australian Council 

of Trade Unions and the Business Council of Australia.”357 Part of this Committee was 

also the National Training Board that had been created by the state and territory 

Ministers of Vocational Education, Employment and Training (hereafter MOVEET). 

On the one hand, the Mayer Report somewhat demonstrated that the hegemony of a 

certain approach to education would be reduced by broader community participation as 

the juxtaposition of subjects and competencies took some emphasis of the competencies. 

On the other hand, it appears that the educational ideology that was the basis for a move 

towards competencies based training was still dominating the policy process on the 

national level.  

  This understanding was supported by the Carmichael Report that was 

commissioned directly by Labor politician Kim Beazley, who was at that time 

Commonwealth Minister for Employment, Education and Training. This document 

made clear the ascendancy of the notion of education as a direct preparation for 

employment. It suggested a vocational qualification framework with the name 

Australian Vocational Certificate (hereafter AVC) that “would offer training pathways 

by networking between providers such as secondary schools, TAFE, industry and other 

private organisations. However, the AVC would be substantially work-based, increasing 

industry’s responsibility for training.”358 Schools and school education were according 

to these plans only a part of training with a clear focus on economic competitiveness 

rather than on individual student development. Further details as to implementation or 

                                                 
356 Quoted in: Dudley, The Politics of Education 1973-95 , p. 192. 
357 Ibid , p. 165. 
358 Ibid , p. 164. 
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assessment were not provided in these Reports. Although all these Reports did not 

immediately amount to concrete reforms of post-compulsory schooling, their 

educational assumptions still gave reason for a variety of disputes. Dudley and Vidovich 

mentioned criticism that appeared to be similar to the one brought forward with regard 

to the national statements and profiles for the compulsory years. They specifically noted 

the criticism that these competencies could be understood as representing a very specific 

and reductionist form of education despite their appearance as being a broad, general set 

of basic competencies beyond any ideological bias.359  The Mayer competencies 

followed the same trajectory as the statements and profiles for the compulsory years of 

schooling; both were rejected at the same AEC meetings in 1993 based on the same 

political decisions.  

 

However, even though the national uniform implementation of the Mayer competencies 

was halted by the Coalition led states together with the KLAs, the dominating trend 

towards vocational education in post-compulsory schooling was not. Vickers observed 

in 2007 the strong perception in the Australian public that “the main purpose of an 

education is to prepare youth for future employment.” 360 Such a trend can also be 

demonstrated by work related training in the senior secondary years of schooling, which 

is called Vocational Education and Training (hereafter VET). On the one hand, the 

AVC was never implemented even though a second Carmichael Report in 1993 

underlined the policy pressure. Vickers described on the other hand a steady rise of 

vocational education in Australian senior schools from the 1990s onwards that saw an 

increasing cooperation between industry, TAFE and high schools. Writing in 2007, she 

pointed out that “[s]ince the 1990s the numbers of senior school students enrolled in 

VET in schools has more than trebled to the point where almost one in three students 

now undertake VET subjects”,361 and she also highlighted the important trend from 

local, school based initiatives to state wide regulations of VET in senior curricula. What 

could be seen as a last step in this development, the Australian Qualifications 

Framework (hereafter AQF) was phased in to the Australian education system 

beginning in 1995. Framing the whole of the Australian education system, it also 

introduced nationally consistent industry related training packages in post-compulsory 

schooling that were similar to what AVC was supposed to have implemented a few 

                                                 
359 Ibid , pp. 168-169. 
360 Vickers, "Curriculum"  , p. 258. 
361 Ibid , p. 257. 
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years earlier. Looking at another similarity, the AQF based training packages can be 

interpreted as introducing nationally uniform structures into Australian schools, as can 

NAPLAN tests. Therefore, both can be seen as having continued the momentum of the 

failed national curriculum initiative of the late 1980s and early 1990s.  

 

Only the system of final examinations at the end of Year 12 has been relatively 

unaffected by all these processes.362 These exams have preserved some of their 

traditional academic orientation in the state school systems across the nation since they 

have maintained their focus on preparing students for university entrance.363 This can be 

interpreted as a reason why the traditional divisions of subjects, including History, has 

remained intact in all large Australian states and territories in a system of elective 

subjects in the Years 11 and 12. Tony Taylor has pointed out that History has been 

considered traditionally as an academic subject for senior students who aspire to enrol at 

a university.364 Such a conceptualisation of history can also be seen as a reason behind 

reform efforts that aim to render it more ‘relevant’ to the non-academic world by an 

increased emphasis on general skills and competencies that can be acquired through 

studying history. Discourses about the notion of history are therefore an important 

aspect analysed in chapter three. 

 

 

2.3 Recent Developments 
 

Since Australia has again embarked in 2007/2008 on a large scale process to develop a 

national curriculum, it has been drawing on the past experiences in many different ways. 

National collaboration after the failed curriculum and key competencies projects in the 

late 1990s and early 2000s has not been restricted to NAPLAN and AQF; there were 

further policy documents that indicated a sustained interest in larger schemes of national 

collaboration. In 1998 the Hobart Declaration was reviewed by the Commonwealth as 

well as all state and territory ministers of education and the subsequent discussion paper 

formed the basis for the 1999 Adelaide Declaration that was intended to supersede all 

earlier policy documents. Essentially, this new Declaration confirmed to a large extent 
                                                 
362 Examinations at the end of Year 10 have been developed differently in each of the Australian 
states and territories; they will be discussed where relevant in chapters six and seven. 
363 Vickers, "Curriculum"  , pp. 258-259.  
364 Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , p. 12. 
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the work done on the basis of the Hobart Declaration and it connected these efforts with 

the later introduction of NAPLAN and AQF. It reconfirmed the 1993 KLAs but it also 

emphasised a focus on numeracy and literacy. Furthermore, the paper stipulated that 

“students should have [...] participated in programs of vocational learning during the 

compulsory years and have had access to vocational education and training programs as 

part of their senior secondary studies.”365 Even though these texts did not translate 

directly into concrete national projects, they can be understood as a sustained effort of 

collaboration between the education bureaucracies of the states, territories and the 

Commonwealth. Above all, the Adelaide Declaration can be seen as a clear statement 

indicating the intention to maintain the policy initiative at the national level also in 

future: “The achievement of these common and agreed national goals entails a 

commitment to collaboration for the purpose of [...] continuing to develop curriculum 

and related systems of assessment, accreditation and credentialing”366 

 

Although the current curriculum project ties into both declarations, it can be understood 

as the embodiment of a new approach as well. On the one hand, key documents such as 

The Shape of the National Curriculum or the Melbourne Declaration emphasise their 

connection to the Hobart and the Adelaide Declarations. On the other hand, the new 

texts express partly a different educational approach and differences have also been 

apparent in the way the new curriculum has been developed. Initiatives to establish 

some form of a national curriculum took a different form during the conservative 

Howard administration. Beginning in 2003, the Ministerial Council on Education, 

Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) proposed in a Communiqué to 

initiate a “national project on behalf on [sic] State and Territory Education Ministers to 

deliver consistent curriculum outcomes in all schools across Australia, in the four 

domains of English, Maths, Science and Civics and Citizenship.”367 Although the then 

Education Minister of Tasmania Paula Wriedt hailed this project as “quite an historic 

agreement”368 it was not before 2006 when the initiative was subsequently seized by the 

Commonwealth Minister of Education Julie Bishop. After a failed attempt to establish a 

                                                 
365 Employment Ministerial Council on Education, Training and Youth Affairs, "The Adelaide 
Declaration on National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-First Century" (Adelaide1999), pp. 
3-4. 
366 Ibid , p. 2. 
367 ———, "Joint Communique" (Perth: Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, 
Training and Youth Affairs, 2003), p. 1. 
368 Quoted in: ABC News, "Ministers Agree to Consistent Classes" (ABC News, 9 July 2003). 
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nationally consistent Year 12 examination system, she pushed for “nationally consistent 

standards in key subject areas.”369 In April 2007 she finally reached an agreement with 

the governments from all states and territories to “develop greater national consistency 

in school curriculum across the country”,370 but this settlement only followed repeated 

announcements that the Commonwealth would make its school funding dependent on 

such nationally agreed curriculum standards.371 Her reasons to support the case for a 

national curriculum resembled the arguments that had been used in the above described 

History Wars. With regard to her line of arguments it is important to note that her policy 

push for a national curriculum ran parallel to the development of a national curriculum 

for Australian history that started at the above mentioned Summit in 2006 and was 

finally incorporated into the broader curriculum developments in 2008.372 In history the 

above mentioned term ‘Black Armband’ was used to describe an unjustified denigration 

of the Australian past. Bishop, a conservative politician, used the term ‘standards’ in the 

broader area of school curricula to argue that “core curricula standards will lay the 

foundation for improving the quality and consistency of curricula in Australian 

schools.”373 Such concerns about quality and standards can be put into context with her 

opinion that leftist ideology had a negative impact on education.374 Yet, there was 

another important argument in support of the national curriculum that the Coalition 

shared with the ALP. 

 

When in February 2007 the then opposition leader Kevin Rudd began to support a 

national school curriculum he justified his demand with an argument that had been 

brought forward earlier by two successive Coalition Ministers for Education: Brendan 

                                                 
369 Media Centre Julie Bishop, "Media Release: Greater National Consistency in Curricula" 
(Media Centre Julie Bishop 8 May 2007). 
370 ———, "Media Release: A Victory for Commonsense as States Finally Agree to a Nationally 
Consistent School Curriculum" (Media Centre Julie Bishop, 13 April 2007). 
371 ABC News, "National Curriculum Push Sparks Funding Fears" (ABC News, 8 Oct 2006); The 
Age, "Rudd Proposes National School Curriculum" (The Age, 28 February 2007); Samantha 
Maiden, and Justine Ferrari, "Rudd Pushes for National Standards" The Australian 1 March 2007; 
Media Centre Julie Bishop, "Media Release: Greater National Consistency in Curricula" ; ———, 
"Media Release: New Reforms to Improve School Standards" (Media Centre Julie Bishop, 8 May 
2007). 
372 For the development of a national curriculum for Australian history see chapter three, sub-
chapter 3.2.2. 
373 Media Centre Julie Bishop, "Media Release: Greater National Consistency in Curricula"  
374 ABC News, "National Curriculum Push Sparks Funding Fears"  
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Nelson and Julie Bishop.375 Their common reasoning referred to families moving 

interstate and facing great difficulties because school education in Australia is based on 

different state curricula. Not only did Rudd, a Labor politician, adopt a long running 

argument of the conservative Coalition, he also incorporated his push for a national 

curriculum into his election campaign in which he called for an ‘education revolution’. 

However, his plans for a national curriculum differed with regard to history right from 

the beginning, as he intended to extend the Coalition’s curriculum in Australian history 

to a history curriculum without a national focus. A renewed internationalist perspective 

on school history can be explained by Rudd’s international orientation that was founded 

in his previous career as a diplomat in overseas appointments. Furthermore, his 

transnational perspective on school history was also conjoined with his strong support 

for more Asian languages in schools.376 After the ALP had taken office, Kevin Rudd 

unveiled together with his Education Minister Julia Gillard in April 2008 the National 

Curriculum Board. Another major difference from the curriculum project of the 1990s 

became clear in the composition of this Board as Rudd opposed the inclusion of trade 

unionists.377 Rudd did not revive the Accord of the 1980s; instead the Board was made 

up of senior bureaucrats from the states and representatives from Catholic and 

independent schools. An international perspective was further facilitated as the chair 

and the deputy chair had international work experience: both of them worked for the 

OECD in senior positions. They have embarked on a longer three phase process that 

would produce, according to Julia Gillard’s announcement, a “world-class national 

curriculum for all Australian students from kindergarten to Year 12, starting with the 

key learning areas of English, mathematics, the sciences and history.”378 Gillard not 

only used the term ‘world class’ twice in this press release, but also her KLAs differed 

from the 1993 KLAs, when History as a KLA ceased to exist. Thereby she made it clear 

that the new curriculum would be different from earlier attempts. 

 

As early as in 2008 the new National Curriculum Board published The Shape of the 

National Curriculum that was followed by the Melbourne Declaration. Both documents 

                                                 
375 Media Centre Julie Bishop, "Media Release: Greater National Consistency in Curricula" ; —
——, "Media Release: A Victory for Commonsense as States Finally Agree to a Nationally 
Consistent School Curriculum" ; The Age, "Rudd Proposes National School Curriculum" ; 
Maiden, "Rudd Pushes for National Standards"  
376 ABC News, "Asian Language Studies Crucial, Says Rudd" (ABC News, 18 April 2007). 
377 Maiden, "Rudd Pushes for National Standards"  
378 Media Centre Julia Gillard, "Media Release: Delivering Australia's First National 
Curriculum" (Media Centre Julia Gillard, 15 April 2008). 
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showed their commitment to the previous work as well as to a shift in the approach to 

curriculum. Their connection to the previous programs was not only demonstrated by 

their acknowledgement of the Hobart and Adelaide Declarations but also through their 

clear emphasis on “literacy and numeracy as a strong foundation for all learning”,379 

which was consistent with Gillard’s media statements.380 This emphasis can also be 

seen as reference to the dominating agenda of economic rationalism as argued above 

because this ideology supports an instrumental curriculum that was concerned with 

delivering the most relevant skills. The Melbourne Declaration also supported the 

understanding that the new curriculum generation was still connected to elements of an 

ideology that has been dominating since the 1980s, as the document opens with the 

clear statement that “[i]n the 21st century Australia’s capacity to provide a high quality 

of life for all will depend on the ability to compete in the global economy on knowledge 

and innovation.”381 However, there were also differences; two elements appear to be 

more dominant than in earlier policy documents. First, both documents underline their 

understanding that education in Australia needed to be more concerned with Asia; in 

almost the same wording they identified “the need for all Australians to become ‘Asia 

literate’”.382 This term referred to the capability “to relate and communicate across 

cultures, especially in relation to cultures and countries of the Asia-Pacific”383 and the 

Melbourne Declaration also clarified this demand in the section Learning Areas where 

among foreign languages “especially Asian languages” 384 were emphasised.  

  A further stress was laid in these documents on the global perspective in 

education. They argued that cultural and economic globalisation needed to be 

considered in education. This meant on the one hand that these texts related again to the 

above mentioned instrumental view of education that was supposed to equip individuals 

with the necessary skills for the global knowledge economy. On the other hand, both 

papers introduced an idea of “global citizenship”385 as an extension of the national 

citizenship. Indirectly this term summarised the apprehension of a diverse society in the 

                                                 
379 National Curriculum Board, "Shape of the National Curriculum: Proposal" , p. i; see also p. 6. 
380 Media Centre Julia Gillard, "Media Release: Delivering Australia's First National 
Curriculum"  
381 Employment Ministerial Council on Education, Training and Youth Affairs, "Melbourne 
Declaration on Educational Goals for Young Australians" (Melbourne2008), p. 4. 
382 National Curriculum Board, "Shape of the National Curriculum: Proposal" , p. 1. 
383 Ibid , p. 3. 
384 Ministerial Council on Education, "The Melbourne Declaration" , p. 14. 
385 National Curriculum Board, "Shape of the National Curriculum: Proposal" , p 1; Ministerial 
Council on Education, "The Melbourne Declaration" , p. 4. 
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plural form as it could indicate succinctly the membership of “[s]uccessful and equitable 

societies – at local, national and global levels – [that] have the skills and desire to 

benefit from and build on cultural, religious, intellectual and social diversities.”386 

However, diversity needed to be efficient and ranked within a global community 

according to these documents as their repeated reference to the OECD and its evaluation 

programs indicated. Especially the durability of the efficiency argument that had guided 

in the 1980s Dawkins’ push for a national curriculum was salient; it was put now into a 

larger global context: “Among the OECD federal states, Australia is relatively small [...]. 

Harnessing effort across the country offers economies of scale and a substantial 

reduction in duplication of effort.”387 Hence, the documents of the latest national 

curriculum initiative appeared to combine elements of an older educational ideology 

with new elements that increasingly stressed the understanding that education was 

participating in discourses ‘at local, national and global levels’. 

 

Although The Shape of the National Curriculum continued the focus on literacy and 

numeracy it replaced the 1993 KLAs with a new organisation of school knowledge that 

could be seen as a merger of old and new on many different levels. It was not only 

based on the traditional subject division Mathematics, English, Science and History, but 

also the whole document was based on the above mentioned assumption that numeracy 

and literacy were the prime elements of the whole project. It follows that also Science 

and History were to a large extent conceptualised as part of numeracy and literacy 

education.388 Apart from the focus on numeracy and literacy, this subject division had a 

meaning that differed greatly from the dominant understanding of the 1970s and 1980s. 

In that era, a certain understanding of ‘progressive education’ and later managerialism 

had assumed transferable skills that had been independent from a specific domain. 

Skills such as ‘problem solving’, ‘investigation’ or ‘analysis’ could be taught according 

to this approach using an arbitrary selection of content; teaching the processes had been 

more important than the specific subject content. The new curriculum explicitly refuted 

this understanding and espoused what Vickers referred to as a “curriculum based on 

subject-matter disciplines”389 She cited recent research that confirmed essentially the 

National Curriculum Board as it concluded “that thinking is inextricably tied to specific 

                                                 
386 National Curriculum Board, "Shape of the National Curriculum: Proposal" , p. 1. 
387 Ibid , p. 2. 
388 Ibid , p. 6. 
389 Vickers, "Curriculum"  , p. 242. 
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domains and that disciplinary knowledge is central”,390 even though she also cautioned 

that this understanding should not be confused with an unreflected adherence to 

traditional patterns of knowledge.391  

  Yet the Board also identified a larger set of cross curricular competencies and 

divided them into two groups. In the first, more important, group were general 

competencies such as ‘problem solving’ or ‘planning and organising’ that were 

nevertheless also understood to be subject specific and therefore needed to be addressed 

for each subject separately. Here the Board explicitly used the Mayer Competencies that 

had been developed in the early 1990s but scrapped together with the KLAs, but it also 

went beyond, adding to them the very important group of ICT skills. In the second 

group there were a few competencies such as ‘creativity’ or ‘teamwork’ that were 

intended to be taught across the whole curriculum. However, this construction also 

invoked some criticism. Alan Reid, who was President-elect of the Australian College 

of Educators, criticised this system as much too unspecific, although he also 

acknowledged that the new syllabus showed interesting new avenues to teach history.392 

Reid also found that the new curriculum lacked coherence. He pointed out that the 

overall structure, including provisions for interdisciplinary learning as well as 

connections to educational theory and assessment, were not well developed. 

Educationalist Libby Tudball from Monash University raised concerns that the ‘back to 

basics’ approach of the curriculum would reduce education too much; the curriculum 

might not provide the necessary framework for contemporary education that matters in 

the twenty-first century.393 Tudball argued that the draft curriculum might fail to deliver 

on the educational aspirations set out in the Melbourne Declaration on Educational 

Goals from 2008. Looking at the construction of the new curriculum more closely, the 

pedagogical elements of the 1993 system of the KLAs were not entirely dismissed. In 

1993 statements had been devised to describe the subject content of a specific KLA and 

profiles developed to describe student outcomes. In the 2010 proposal for the new 

national curriculum so called ‘content descriptions’ replaced statements and 

‘achievement standards’ had a function that was very similar to the previous profiles. 

The older system to separate between a set of documents that specified content and 

                                                 
390 Ibid , p. 243. 
391 Ibid , p. 244. 
392 Alan Reid, "Working Towards a 'World-Class' Curriculum" Professional Educator 9, no. 2 
(2010), pp. 30-33. 
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another one that elaborated on student outcomes survived, as had parts of the old 

terminology. The first national curriculum documents had introduced Key Learning 

Areas that survived to a large extent in various forms in the states and territories despite 

the politically influenced decision to reject them in 1993. Julie Bishop’s phrasing of 

Core Curriculum Standards could hardly supersede them because the new curriculum 

returned to the wording Learning Areas. This development showed on the one hand that 

education was subjected to political decisions; it was a contested field driven by a 

variety of influences from a constantly changing society, but the development of the 

new national curriculum demonstrated on the other hand a considerable degree of 

continuity.  

 

 

2.4 Conclusion 
 

The extent to which policies were shared over the last few decades by the two major 

political parties in Australia was remarkable. Starting with the very plan at a 

Commonwealth level to push for a national curriculum, to the justifying argumentation 

that referred to modern family mobility and even the sustained emphasis on numeracy 

and literacy – all were consistent between Coalition and Labor governments. As 

demonstrated above, both political parties also adopted various policies of economic 

rationalism in education, such as an increased emphasis on instrumental education or 

the support for private schools under the heading of consumer’s choice. One 

explanation for this striking consistency is the strong influence of transnational concepts 

and ideas, an interpretation directly supported by the key documents of the new national 

curriculum. Both The Shape of the National Curriculum and the Melbourne Declaration 

emphasised a global focus. They referred to the challenges posed by processes of 

globalisation affecting the economic, social and cultural fabric of Australia on different 

levels. Educational developments were now increasingly framed in the language of 

globalisation; the discourse of globalisation moved from informing substantially the 

background of educational developments to being an essential part of key documents 

about the national education policy. Considered together, dominating policy directions 

in Australian school education and more recent key policy documents suggest that 

‘local, national and global levels’ were influenced to a large extent by a web of 

transnational concepts such as economic globalisation. 
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3. The Context for Transnational History in Austral ian 

Schools 3: The Secondary School Subject History 

in its Historiographical Context with Special 

Reference to Transnational History 

 

In discussing a range of factors impacting on the construction of transnational histories 

for Australian textbooks and curricula, the preceding two chapters have focused on 

different forms of power and dominance. However, the terms were used mainly in a 

national context. These chapters have identified dominant social groups, dominant 

political ideas and, based on that, dominant ideas in school education. They considered 

Anglo-Australians as a dominant social section within Australian society, and the way 

this group’s power has been challenged by major shifts in immigration politics as well 

as efforts to rethink the social position of indigenous Australians. These shifts also 

challenged ideas of belonging and Australians had to rethink their places in society. 

Such social change has been framed using the concept of identity. There are many 

forms of identity possible, such as social classes, gender, sexual orientation, and so on. I 

have argued that in particular discussions about national identity have been a 

dominating idea in thinking about Australian society. I also contended that national 

identity is an imported concept that has been used on a global scale as societies all over 

the globe have framed their constructions of social belonging on the basis of nation 

states. More recent scholars who worked on the phenomenon of nationality emphasised 

its enduring impact on societies and the importance of schools in constructing and 

communicating forms of national identities. 

 

Expanding on the idea of dominant ideas or cultural concepts, chapter two set out to 

demonstrate how school education has been shaped by the dominance of specific 

concepts, such as forms of ‘progressive education’ or economic rationalism. However, 

the dominance of certain ideas can only be part of an array of reasons. In order to reflect 

the understanding that social and educational change can only be multi-causal, I 

introduced in chapter one the idea of a dialectical exchange between local and trans-

local levels. Neither transnational ideologies have the capacity to simply inflict social, 
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economic or educational models on society nor do national societies devise 

independently and uninfluenced their own genuine social, economic or school systems. 

More specifically, globalised ideas of national identity have interacted with the unique 

Australian immigration society which is based on its complicated history with its 

indigenous population. Chapters one and two described how ideas of ‘progressivism’ or 

economic rationalism in education have interacted with the unique Australian federal 

system, where eight different state or territory administrations and each school 

community can create a specific learning environment for their students. Although the 

outcomes in such dialectic processes are always different, they contain in this specific 

understanding on one side a set of dominant ideologies. In summarising social and 

economic change as well as the changes in the education system, the first two chapters 

introduced the idea of an underlying process which is dominant in that it drives change 

on the basis of ideologies. What is dominant is not a specific ideology, but the process. 

In essence, the preceding two chapters pointed out the significance of ideologies in 

general for constructing the conditions that shape school history. 

 

Chapter three extends this interpretation and aims to demonstrate the understanding that 

the subject History in Australian secondary schools is formed by a dialectic process 

between local policies and transnational influences. Consequently, it traces the general 

developments in the teaching of history in schools, which have been heavily influenced 

by British and US-American developments such as the UK Schools Council Project or 

the move to social sciences. It will also consider the impact of more recent innovations 

in history teaching proposed by eminent history educators such as Peter Seixas, Martin 

Booth and Sam Wineburg. 

 

In line with the focus of this thesis, chapter three emphasises particularly the 

examination of the contents of history teaching. Hence, it investigates how 

historiographical trends are reflected in school history. For that reason, it explores how 

local writings about history teaching reflect the discussion about the nature of the 

discipline history at a transnational level. Furthermore, it examines how discussions 

about interpretations of Australian history have affected school history. Finally, chapter 

three closes with reflections on models for transnational history, such as US 

interpretations of world history. These reviews provide the background for the next 

chapter. It will investigate the ways Australian teachers, curriculum officials, history 
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educators, and historians relate to constructions of transnational history that circulate in 

the country’s secondary schools. Based on the understanding that thinking about 

Australia as well as educating Australians has been framed in transnational ideologies, 

the question arises as to whether and, if so, to what extent Australian depictions of 

Asian, European, or American histories have also been framed in transnational 

ideologies. 

 

 

3.1 Relevant Developments in History Teaching 
 

Changing approaches to history teaching in Australia can also be located in 

transnationally dominant ideas of pedagogy and history education. The teaching of 

history has undergone a string of reforms that have been inspired mainly by pedagogical 

developments in Britain and North America. Such reforms have also been prompted by 

what was seen as a crisis of history and the ensuing calls to make the subject more 

relevant. This section will demonstrate that Australian historians and history educators 

such as Alan Barcan, Tony Taylor, and Anna Clark agreed on the critical influence of 

new teaching approaches that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s in the USA and Britain.  

 

Highly influential have been reforms in social studies in the USA, which were 

connected to a large extent to the work of Jerome Bruner and Edwin Fenton. On the 

other hand, the British Schools History Project as well as Coltham and Fines proved to 

be especially significant for Australia as well. Barcan was in 1971 highly sceptical of 

Bruner and Fenton’s teaching materials, which were distributed in Australia in the late 

1960s and early 1970s, but Taylor, Young and Clark recognised thirty years later the 

tremendous – if not undisputed – influence of these US educators on Australian history 

teaching.394  Bruner and Fenton represented a new pedagogical approach that 

constructed learning as a process of inquiry and discovery. In emphasising these 

methodologies, students would be able to acquire important skills which could later be 

                                                 
394 Barcan, Social Science, History and the New Curriculum , pp. 72-81; however, he recognised the 
impact it had made six years later: Alan Barcan, "A History of History Teaching" in A New Look 
at History Teaching. Ideas on the Theory and Practice of Teaching History in Secondary Schools, ed. 
Norman Little, Judy Mackinolty (Sydney: The History Teachers' Association of New South 
Wales, 1977), p. 45; Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , p. 13, 17-18; ———, Making History , pp.  
17-18, 173; Clark, Teaching the Nation , p. 110, specifically for Bruner see: pp. 100-102,  
specifically for Fenton: p. 104. 
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readily transferred to other tasks. Teachers were supposed to create concrete tasks for 

students with which they would be able to discover the basic principles and knowledge 

of a subject via “the mode of inquiry”.395 Bruner argued that “any subject can be taught 

effectively in some intellectually honest form to any child at any stage of 

development”396 as long as teachers focus on the basic structure of a subject matter. It 

was important to translate the basic principles of a given field into age appropriate 

learning sequences, which reflected the thinking of the developmental psychologist Jean 

Piaget who proposed three developmental stages. The historian Fenton applied Bruner’s 

principles to social studies and above all to history, for which he demanded that students 

should discover the nature of history. He asked pupils to inquire into different uses of 

history or into the procedures with which historical knowledge is produced. These 

methods of inquiry and discovery were at the centre of what has been labelled New 

Social Science.397 Moreover, Bruner also heavily influenced a specific reform project 

for secondary history in Britain, which was called Schools Council History 13-16 

Project and later Schools History Project.398 

 

In particular this Schools History Project (hereafter: SHP) has been highly influential in 

Australia.399 Projects such as Learning Through the Historical Environment or the 

Victorian Secondary History Education Project were modelled on the SHP’s principles. 

Patricia Toohey James highlighted the significance of the SHP for the 1981 junior 

syllabus in New South Wales.400 History educator Gary Johnston from the University of 

Sydney also argued in Teaching History in 1982 that “the work of the British Schools 

Council ‘History 13-16’ Project team, is probably the most important of all the 

                                                 
395 Fenton, "Teaching the Mode of Inquiry: History"  , p. 150. 
396 Bruner, The Process of Education , p. 33. 
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factors”401 which had influenced this curriculum. Phil Harvey, Tom Maxwell and 

Graham Wilson argued in 1996 that the SHP was not only significant for the 1981 

syllabus but also for the 1992 Years 7–10 curriculum and even for the 1986 upper 

school syllabus.402 The SHP drew in part on the path breaking Educational Objectives 

for the Study of History from Jeanette Coltham and John Fines.403 In Australia their 

influence went even further as Fines made frequent appearances in Teaching History, 

where the history teacher turned academic historian David Kent claimed in 1981 that 

the “Coltham and Fines framework has been the most widely used foundation for the 

skills-based approach in Australia and their influence is most evident in the objectives 

recommended by the Department of Education in New South Wales.”404 Still in 2000 

Taylor acknowledged that the work of Coltham and Fines “remains influential 

today.”405 Similarly, the impact of the SHP is still evident in the twenty-first century. In 

2008, the National Curriculum Board stated in its Initial Advice that the design of the 

yet to come nationwide history curriculum framework will be guided to some extent by 

the SHP.406 This Project abandoned the strictly chronological approach; instead it 

established a core unit with the title ‘What is History?’ at the beginning of the whole 

program, which was followed by a further three units where teachers and also students 

were allowed to choose the topic. In all of these units the new pedagogical approaches 

were detectable. The first unit aimed to foster students’ understanding of sources and to 

give some insight into source interpretation. Other units were concerned with the study 

of an historical topic in depth or the investigation of one selected topic over a longer 

time span in order to comprehend historical concepts such as change and continuity. A 

unit with the name World History was only concerned with twentieth century history. 

The paradigm that the active training of historical understanding and skills on the basis 

                                                 
401Gary Johnston, "An Historical Perspective of the 1980 Syllabus in History for Years 7-10" 
Teaching History 15, no. 4 (1982), p. 66. 
402 Harvey, "Problems Associated with Applying Skills Objectives to the Discipline of History" , 
p. 78. 
403 Schools Council History 13-16 Project, A New Look at History , p. 8. 
404: David Kent, "Imagination and Historical Thought" Teaching History 14, no. 4 (1981), p. 42; in 
general, John Fines not only published in Teaching History himself, but his writings were also 
frequently discussed in the same journal: see for example: John Fines, "Three Little Paradoxes 
and a Duck-Billed Platypus" Teaching History 22, no. 3 (1988); ———, "If History Is to Survive in 
Schools..." Teaching History 28, no. 1 (1994); responses to this article: Paul Kiem, "The Fascination 
of Historical Narrative" Teaching History 29, no. 2 (1995); Denis Mootz, "Teaching against 
Racism" Teaching History 30, no. 1 (1996); Fines became an influential individual for history 
teaching in New South Wales, please see chapter seven. 
405 Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , p. 14. 
406National Curriculum Board. History Advisory Group, "National History Curriculum: Initial 
Advice" p. 9. 
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of selected historical topics is more important than the objective to teach a 

comprehensive historical overview could be seen as central to the idea of ‘New History’. 

Current syllabi in Australia for senior history still adhere to this approach to history 

teaching, as chapters six and seven of this thesis will demonstrate. 

 

New History and New Social Studies can be understood to a large extent as a response 

to similar problems and trends. First, they shared the basic characteristic of being a 

reaction to a crisis. The subject history in Britain and the United States as well as in 

Australia was seen as being in a crisis and becoming increasingly irrelevant to the world 

of the 1960s and 1970s.407 On the one hand, school history suffered in the 1960s from 

the reputation of being an antiquated subject; a remainder of an old, outdated concept of 

education. According to this view, history was over-concerned with dull memorising of 

irrelevant facts. On the other hand, the rise of the retention rate in Australia called for an 

end to the traditionally academic orientation of history education. As more students 

completed Years 11 and 12 fewer of them did so with the objective to pursue a 

university education. Consequently, the question of the practical relevance of the 

subject history became more weighty and skills, such as a set of analytical skills, 

“Judgement and Evaluation” or “Communication Skills”  408 as suggested in as early as 

1971 by Coltham and Fines, have become increasingly relevant ever since. Moreover, 

these developments in school history were closely intertwined with the changes in 

general Australian education policies, as described in chapter two. Dawkins’ push for a 

more relevant and efficient education that could serve as the basis for the economic 

future of the ‘clever country’ could be responded to with the ideas of New History and 

New Social Science. Second, the reaction to this crisis in the form of these reform 

movements in history teaching was also based to a large extent on a shared idea of 

‘progressivism’. The term is difficult to define in this context, but it could in the case of 

                                                 
407 Booth, "Cognition in History" , p. 62; Gilbert Allardyce, "Toward World History: American 
Historians and the Coming of the World History Course" Journal of World History 1, no. 1 (1990), 
pp. 55-58; Schools Council History 13-16 Project, A New Look at History , p. 7; from an Australian 
perspective: Barcan, Social Science, History and the New Curriculum , pp. 46-55, 59-71, 121; Taylor, 
"The Future of the Past" , p. 21-22; Patrick O'Farrell, "A Basic Historical Education: Its Aims and 
Uses" Teaching History 17, no. 2 (1983), p. 8; Ian Simpson, Terry Buggy, and Jamie Simpson, 
"Letter to the Editor" Teaching History 22, no. 1 (1988), p. 3; Christine Halse, Mon Khamis, 
Stephen Dinham, Barry Harris, "The State of History in NSW Secondary Schools" Teaching 
History 28, no. 4 (1994), pp. 21-26; also present scholars interpret this period in retrospective in a 
similar way: Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , pp. 12-17; Clark, Teaching the Nation : p. 93. 
408 For both quotations see: Jeanette B Coltham, and John Fines, Educational Objectives for the 
Study of History (sine loco: The Historical Association, 1971), p. 21. 
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Australia best be described as a combination of socially critical elements that attempted 

to move from an elitist education to a more socially inclusive education, with an activity 

oriented, process centred teaching approach that was epitomised by the inquiry 

method.409 Although the perception of school history being in a crisis was not disputed, 

the response in the form of ‘progressive’ teaching approaches was subject to debates. 

 

Consequently, New History and New Social Science shared not only their intellectual 

background but criticism as well. Anna Clark, for example, collected a large array of 

Australian examples in which the social element of “progressive educational approaches 

[was equated] with a radical political agenda that was infusing Australian schools”.410 

This criticism could range from warnings of moral relativism and decline to more direct 

political allegations.411 Kevin Donnelly, for instance, explained that  

 

left-wing teachers argue that the purpose of education is to make students 

socially critical […]. History disappears to be replaced by SOSE, where 

students are taught about the imminent collapse of the ecosystem, that the 

European ‘invasion’ of Australia has destroyed what is best and that the only 

way to solve international conflict is to hold a peace rally.412 

 

The criticism of the new methodology has been more diverse. Alan Barcan, for example, 

argued in as early as 1971 that it was too ambitious and overemphasised. The 

proponents of skills based teaching and the discovery method “tend to confuse the goals 

of the scientist or historian with the goals of the science student or history student.”413 

Twelve years later the academic historian Patrick O’Farrell vehemently argued that the 

focus on process and methodology had gone too far.414 Still in the 1990s, concerns were 

expressed with ‘progressive’ teaching methodologies. In responding to an article by 

John Fines in Teaching History, teacher Paul Kiem took up the argument that history 

teaching should not abandon the historical narrative. He warned of consequences that 

                                                 
409 Regarding social inclusiveness see: Clark, Teaching the Nation , pp. 92, 100-101, 110-111; 
Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , pp. 16-19; regarding progressive teaching approaches see: 
Clark, Teaching the Nation , pp. 94, 101; Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , pp. 16-19. 
410 Clark, Teaching the Nation , p. 104. 
411 Ibid , pp. 102-103, 110, 134-135; Macintyre, The History Wars , pp. 177-178. 
412 Donnelly, Why Our Schools Are Failing , pp. 198-199. 
413 Barcan, Social Science, History and the New Curriculum , p. 126, see also: p. 79.  
414 O'Farrell, "A Basic Historical Education: Its Aims and Uses" , p. 8. 
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mirrored the position of another history teacher, Garriock Duncan.415 Both cautioned 

that history could become prone to the argument that all these transferable skills can be 

trained with other subjects as well, if skills based methodologies were made too central 

in history teaching. Despite these objections, New Social Studies and New History 

became dominant teaching models for history across Australia, as the creation of the 

subject Studies of Society and Environment demonstrated. 

 

Studies of Society and Environment was one of the eight KLAs for the junior secondary 

years that were released in 1993 at the AEC conference in Perth. After the states halted 

the national implementation, the statements and profiles have nevertheless been used 

with slight alterations in all Australian states except New South Wales, which opted out 

in 1995, and Victoria, which reintroduced discrete subjects such as History into the 

secondary schools in 2000. Also the larger part of the non-Catholic private school sector 

in Australia did not introduce SoSE.416 The statement of the Learning Area SoSE is 

comprised of six strands with the names Time, Continuity and Change; Place and Space; 

Culture; Resources; Natural and Social Systems; and Investigation, Communication and 

Participation. They represent the more traditional subjects History, Geography, Ecology, 

Economics, Politics, Law, Anthropology, and Sociology. Colin Marsh pointed out that 

the decision whether to include traditional subjects in the statements was a “major 

stumbling block”417 that was overcome by the working group devising the statements 

and profiles because “a discipline-based approach was not appropriate in terms of 

providing maximum flexibility.”418 Nevertheless, he also suggested that among these 

strands Time, Continuity and Change “is a major strand because it highlights the central 

importance of history as a discipline.”419  

 

Studies of Society and Environment reflected in a unique way the changing demands of 

‘progressive’ teaching approaches and the demands of the federal structure of the 

Australian nation. First, it represented a position that understood history, on the one side, 

as too old, traditional and irrelevant, and social studies, on the other side, as a modern, 

relevant, and ‘progressive’ reply to these deficiencies of the old field of study that was 

                                                 
415 Kiem, "The Fascination of Historical Narrative" , pp. 37-38; Duncan, "History, Historians in 
an Age of Anxiety" , p. 44. 
416 Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , p. 63. 
417 Marsh, Teaching Studies of Society and Environment , p. 161. 
418 Ibid . 
419 Ibid , p. 162. 
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also seen as an expression of the outmoded canon of subjects.420 This view was 

espoused by the Director of the CDC, Malcolm Skilbeck, who was described by Tony 

Taylor as a “leading light of a school-based core curriculum movement and one of the 

originators of SOSE”.421 Indeed, Core Curriculum for Australian Schools expressed 

core elements of a certain idea of ‘relevance’ inherent in New Social Science:  

 

To simply list the subjects is to miss one vital requirement of core curriculum, 

namely that subject matter, teaching-learning processes and learning situations 

should be organised around a set of aims, principles and values which relate to 

the defined characteristics and major needs of contemporary society and all 

youth.422 

 

This was the intellectual framework for relevant, ‘progressive’ social studies and an 

expression of it could be found in the 1977 Social Education Material Project (hereafter 

SEMP) “which represented the best of the early SOSE curriculum development 

projects”,423  according to Tony Taylor. It had been developed by the National 

Committee on Social Science Teaching (hereafter NCSST) under the chairmanship of 

Bill Connell, whom Taylor labelled “an influential figure in teacher education whose 

view was that school history was necessary, but not sufficient”.424 Between these 

forerunners of SoSE and the later national SoSE statements and profiles, the dominant 

idea of relevance shifted. Anna Clark suggested that from 

 

earlier ambitions of making education more child-centred, more accessible and 

more practical for a growing student population, relevance was now imbued 

with a market orientation. ‘Relevance’ constituted effective learning; a 

‘relevant’ education demanded efficient delivery and comprised a growing 

association of education provision with productivity.425 

 

                                                 
420 Clark, Teaching the Nation , pp. 99, 105-106; Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , p. 17. 
421 Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , p. 17. 
422 Curriculum Development Centre, "Core Curriculum for Australian Schools. What It Is and 
Why It Is Needed" , p. 13: in the original the entire quotation is printed in italics. 
423 Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , pp. 18-19. 
424 Ibid , p. 18. 
425 Clark, Teaching the Nation , p. 122. 



Page 125 of 317 
 

These changes can be related to the paradigm shifts in education that were epitomised 

by the policies of John Dawkins and discussed more elaborately in chapter two of this 

thesis. Seen from this perspective, SoSE can be understood as part of the new 

orientation of education as an element of the national economy. Moreover, models of 

‘progressive’ social studies were also relevant to the age of economic rationalism in 

which flexibility was an expression of efficiency. Social studies was flexible enough to 

be adapted in eight different Australian education jurisdictions and distinct school 

systems.426 SoSE was not based on traditional subject curricula that prescribe content in 

a traditional way; instead it was based on a wide range of flexible outcome profiles, and 

the open and flexible definition of the strands such as Time, Continuity and Change 

could be implemented in different curricula in different states – with or without History 

as subject.  

 

However, more recent research by North American history educators such as Peter 

Seixas and Sam Wineburg suggested that various interpretations of relevance were still 

important in the 1990s and beyond. The work of Seixas and Wineburg indicated that the 

various meanings and understandings of history that students develop outside of the 

history classroom were deeply relevant to history education. Seixas suggested that 

 

part of the pedagogical task is to help students expose their often partially 

submerged frameworks for orienting themselves in historical time. Our own 

understandings of their understandings can then become a starting point for 

history instruction.427 

 

Similarly, Wineburg hoped “that, by shedding light on how adolescents make sense of 

the past, we can learn how to better engage their historical beliefs, stretch them, and call 

them into question when necessary.”428 Both stressed the development of the “students’ 

historical understanding”.429 It is this point that was emphasised in Australia by Tony 

Taylor. In 2003, he together with Carmel Young published a guide book for Australian 

history teachers called Making History. It referred to the significant influence of the 

                                                 
426 Ibid , p. 123-124; Marsh, Teaching Studies of Society and Environment , p. 161. 
427 Seixas, "Mapping the Terrain of Historical Significance" , p. 22. 
428 Wineburg, "Making Historical Sense"  , p. 322. 
429 Wineburg used this specific phrase: Ibid ; however, Seixas employed very similar 
expressions: Seixas, "Mapping the Terrain of Historical Significance" , p. 22. 
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SHP and Jerome Bruner, but it also reflected the approaches of Wineburg and Seixas.430 

Moreover, Taylor and Young offered a detailed approach for developing the historical 

understanding of students; the idea of ‘historical literacy’. Rather than focusing 

predominantly on historical facts and content, they suggested that a prime task of 

history education is to develop in students the “key elements of historical literacy.”431 

They included, for example, knowledge and understanding of “the shape of change and 

continuity over time, understanding multiple narratives and dealing with open-

endedness” and “historical concepts such as causation and motivation” and “[g]athering, 

analysing and using the evidence”.432  

 

Taylor and Young also referred to the work of the British history educator Martin Booth, 

who was very sceptical of pedagogic approaches which were also used in the Australian 

KLAs, including SoSE. Booth proposed that the idea of stages as formulated by Piaget 

and used by Bruner was inappropriate for history education.433 He criticised the 

Piagetian concept that students progress through identifiable age related stages as too 

constraining. By suggesting that the Piagetian framework expressed an approach to 

science which was inappropriate for historical science, Booth supported the concept that 

every subject has specific ways of approaching reality. However, such a notion of 

subject specific forms of knowing and understanding did not support a subject such as 

SoSE because it consisted of various disciplines. Despite his sceptical stance towards 

the work of Piaget and Bruner, Booth supported pedagogic innovations such as the 

enquiry method or the SHP. 

 

However, this long string of pedagogic innovation in history education created 

dissonance in Australia. When in 1998 the academic historian Alan Ryan published in 

the Bulletin of the Australian Historical Association (hereafter AHA) a call for 

“[d]eveloping a strategy to ‘save’ history”, he prompted a large scale reaction with 

considerably varying opinions that could nevertheless be read as evidence for a widely 

felt dissatisfaction with the status quo.434 Ryan suggested that there was a significant 

crisis of school history in Australia and claimed that the education of students entering 

                                                 
430 Taylor, Making History , see for example pp. 13-19. 
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433 Booth, "Cognition in History" , pp. 63-66. 
434 Alan Ryan, "Developing a Strategy to 'Save' History" Australian Historical Association Bulletin 
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universities had drastically declined. He proposed that History should not only be 

education in civics and citizenship but it should also be a part of literacy education, and 

that a subject such as SoSE was at least partly responsible for declining students’ 

language skills and historical knowledge. His rather conservative stance, which also 

favoured the reintroduction of some form of the Western Civilisation course, sparked a 

wide range of replies.435 Some respondents shared at least his opposition to SoSE. 

History teacher Peter Price from South Australia regretted that History was not an 

independent subject,436 Nick Ewbank, history teacher from the ACT, concluded that 

“with relativistic syllabus design, history has become devalued”,437 and Don Garden 

from the University of Melbourne was adamant: “The first is that we need to become 

involved in lobbying for the preservation, revival and promotion of school History, 

which in most states is struggling to survive in a crowded curriculum which downgrades 

and trivialises historical studies.”438  However, ACT teacher Julia Ryan thought 

differently about the survival of history in Australian schools: “Those who originally 

placed it [history] there [SoSE Time, Continuity and Change] were by and large teacher 

historians who saw this as a mechanism for saving history”, 439 and the Principal 

Education Officer in the NT Social Education Curriculum Branch, Louise Finch, 

interpreted this move as a success in claiming “that history has been given a secure 

place Australia-wide in the primary and junior secondary years of schooling.”440 In his 

influential report on the inquiry into the status of school history in Australia, which was 

released in 2000, Tony Taylor supported a predominant opinion among secondary 

school teachers which could be seen as a rather conciliatory position between these two 

camps: 

 

The secondary school SOSE curriculum framework is moderately beneficial to 

the teaching and learning of history only if it is allowed to contain an identified 

                                                 
435 Regarding Ryan’s support of some form of Western Civilisation course see: Ibid, pp. 47-48. 
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Historical Association Bulletin 88, no. (1999), pp. 30-31. 
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historical strand. If there is no clear identification of school history in the 

SOSE framework, the study of history suffers.441 

 

Another concern was the training and education of teachers. Academics such as Anna 

Clark and Tony Taylor agreed on this point with practitioners, such as Peter Job, and 

Kerry Wood from Victoria, that one major problem was the qualification of teachers 

who taught SoSE.442 They argued that the subject had such a low standing that it was 

too often taught by teachers without sufficient history education. It followed that 

problems with SoSE also had implications for the senior years where History was taught 

as a discrete subject. Tony Taylor and Anna Clark pointed out in the History Wars that a 

lacking history education in the junior years could in many cases be seen as directly 

responsible for the decline of student enrolments in senior history.443 

 

Many respondents to Ryan’s scathing attack were also concerned with the critical 

situation of senior history. Even though the contest between New Social Studies and the 

discipline of history has been impacting also on senior history in Australian secondary 

schools, it has survived as an independent subject in all senior syllabi across the nation. 

A particularly influential trend for senior history was that since the 1980s an increasing 

number of students have stayed on in school beyond Year 10, and as the student 

population has grown so has the diversity of interests and career perspectives. Barcan 

discussed in as early as 1971 and Tony Taylor in 2000 the steady increase of the 

retention rate in secondary schools from the perspective of social studies and history.444 

Both established the term ‘relevance’ as key for these students who often did not aim 

for tertiary education. Taylor argued in The Future of the Past that History has been 

perceived as an academic subject even though New History was thought to challenge 

this position by emphasising skills like analytical skills or critical thinking more than 

the mere mastering of historical facts.445 The question was whether the introduction of 

document analysis or the inquiry method rendered senior history more ‘relevant’ and 
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middle years when he discusses a rise in the retention rate, he also recognises this trend for the 
senior years; see for example page 82; Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , p. 12. 
445Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , pp. 12-22. 
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saved it from some form of decline. The evidence suggesting a decline for senior history 

was strong, although some stakeholders interpreted the situation differently as replies to 

Ryan demonstrated. Not only Ryan but also Stuart Macintyre warned one year earlier 

that senior history was retreating.446 Anna Clark quoted numbers for Year 12 History 

from Queensland which fell from 16.5 per cent of students taking Modern History to 

12.7 per cent only between 1989 and 1995.447 Nick Ewbank from the ACT and Kate 

Cameron from New South Wales diversified their picture of school history in Australia. 

They did not, despite an overall critical situation for school history, find strong evidence 

that would identify a significant decline of senior history.448 Cameron suggested that the 

number of enrolments in upper school history had been stable since the 1960s; only the 

percentage number fell as more students stayed on in Year 12 who were not university 

bound and therefore interested in history to a lesser degree.449 Jan Bishop put forward 

that the new 1996/7 syllabus halted the decline of senior history in Western Australia.450 

In South Australia, participation in upper school courses in Australian history declined 

much more than in European history programs. As this discussion has shown earlier, 

senior history has been influenced by ideas about relevant and thereby efficient 

education; ideas that also impacted on junior history and the school system in general. 

However, the subject History is still a factor in senior education. 

 

To summarise, History in schools has changed from a content-based subject to a skills-

based subject. Furthermore, history has been suffering in Australia in particular at the 

level of compulsory schooling because it has not succeeded in positioning itself clearly 

in relation to social sciences. Both developments can be understood as two different 

perspectives on the same issue as they have been linked to the pursuit of relevance since 

the 1970s. Looking at the subject from the outside, the question has emerged whether 

History is relevant enough to modern secondary schools that it can be justified as a 

discrete subject. Looking at it from the inside, the question has been how historical 

subject matter should be taught in order to make it relevant to the school students of the 

late twentieth century and early twenty first century. Only the dominant definition of 
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relevance seems to have changed in line with shifts in Australian education policies 

from ‘progressive’, student centred approaches to an economy centred approach that 

emphasises efficiency. As it has been responding to a crisis, history education has 

changed, and it has become more and more efficient because it has become more 

relevant.  

 

Nevertheless, a newer generation of leading history educators in North America such as 

Sam Wineburg and Peter Seixas was still concerned with the idea of relevance, which 

focused on students. Making school history relevant to adolescents meant in their 

approach that history education had to respond to and work with the multifaceted and 

partly unreflected historical conceptions students bring to school. From that perspective, 

Wineburg also noted a perception about the science of history which was expressed by 

students and parents. In a major research project at the end of the 1990s he encountered 

“views [which] reflect[ed] notions prevalent in the early days of history’s arrival at the 

modern research university.”451 A nineteenth century understanding of scientific history 

with its “notions of objectivity and its attainability” 452  was found in interviews 

conducted by his research team at a time when “the profession celebrate[d] subjectivity 

and positionality, two cardinal virtues of postmodernity”.453 Wineburg and his research 

team explained this anachronism with “powerful and relatively stable ideas about 

everyday criteria for sound historical judgement and about the day-to-day work of the 

historian.”454 It is this idea of ‘powerful and relatively stable ideas’ that impacts subtly 

on the nature and content of history which is stressed in this thesis. 

 

 

3.2 The Secondary School Subject History from a 

Historiographical Perspective 

 

Although the term historiography can take on different meanings, this section focuses 

on debates about the nature and content of the history that has been taught in Australian 

secondary schools. The previous section looked at school history from a pedagogic 
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perspective, but this section focuses on the subject matter itself. The previous part 

traced developments in the teaching of history, while this section follows changes in the 

approaches to the nature and content of the subject.  

 

For that reason, this sub-chapter starts by exploring discussions about the nature of 

history in Australian schools, such as debates about the scientific character of the 

subject or the question as to what extent history is part of social sciences. Secondly, this 

section investigates debates about various histories that are being taught in secondary 

schools. Given the aim of this thesis, this part focuses on representations of 

transnational histories in Australian schools.  

  These examinations of reflections about the characteristics and content of 

school history are united in their aim to identify whether and, if so, to what extent they 

are influenced by transnational developments. Thereby they connect to the main theme 

of transnationality in two ways. On the one hand, the term refers to depictions of 

histories other than Australian histories, such as representations of Asian, American, or 

European histories. On the other hand, transnational is used to identify developments 

occurring outside of Australia that have impacted on school history in this country. It 

follows as a subsequent question whether there is awareness that the content of 

Australian history curricula follows to some extent the lead of dominant transnational 

developments. 

 

 

3.2.1 Shifting Understandings of the Nature of Hist ory 

 

Reflections on school history in Australia echo some of the main trends in the 

conceptualisation of history as a field of study. Despite lacking sophistication and the 

causal or temporal relations of the academic debate, major arguments such as the old 

debate regarding the scientific character of historical scholarship or the positioning of 

history in relation to philosophical influences such as postmodernism have impacted on 

understandings of school history in Australia. Discussions about the scientific character 

of history demonstrate, for example, what the connection between historiographical 

main stream debates and school history can look like. A brief debate in Teaching 

History between historian David Christian and the high school teacher Jill Tomlinson 
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had as its topic in as late as 1987 the question of whether history is a science.455 Both 

authors took traditional positions. Christian argued that it is a science as it essentially 

uses the same methods as other sciences do. He was opposed by Tomlinson, who rather 

emphasised the literary character of the discipline. They connected to a transnational 

main stream as they referred to a debate that has had some value for a century. John B. 

Bury defended history against an older view that it is a branch of literature in 1902, 

claiming famously that history is “simply a science”. 456 He referred to the Prussian-

German Rankean school of historiography that had developed in the nineteenth century 

and this approach to the subject still has some validity for mainstream history at the end 

of the twentieth century. For example, Richard Evans wrote in 1997 that history might 

be seen as  

 

a science in the weak sense of the German term Wissenschaft, an organized body of 

knowledge acquired through research carried out according to generally agreed 

methods, presented in published reports, and subject to peer review.
457

 

 

Rankean historiography fitted into this definition with its aspiration to reconstruct 

historical events as impartially as possible, based on the sole grounds of painstaking 

source analysis and criticism.  

 

An important part of the old liberal Rankean concept of historical scholarship was the 

idea of ‘empathy’ that has also had a lasting impact on school history, crossing national 

and continental divides.458 As early as in 1971 Coltham and Fines defined ‘empathy’ as 

a key ability of history teaching and as late as 2010 British historian John Tosh 

complained about the school practice that “empathy, which has been much vaunted in 

                                                 
455 David Christian, "Is History a Science?" Teaching History 20, no. 4 (1987), pp.49-51; Jill 
Tomlinson, "Is History a Science? A Reply" Teaching History 20, no. 4 (1987), p. 52. 
456 John B. Bury, "The Science of History" in The Varieties of History. From Voltaire to the Present, 
ed. Fritz Stern (New York: Vintage, 1973), p. 223. 
457 Evans, In Defence of History , p. 73. 
458 Ibid , pp. 17, 25; John Tosh, The Pursuit of History. Aims, Methods and New Directions in the 
Study of Modern History, 5 ed. (Harlow: Pearson Education, 2010), pp. 8, 178-179; also Michael 
Bentley supported this view, if we understand Dilthey’s model of empathy as a further 
development of the German idea of Geisteswissenschaften firmly based on the Rankean concept 
of history: Michael Bentley, "Introduction: Approaches to Modernity: Western Historiography 
since the Enlightenment" in Companion to Historiography, ed. Michael Bentley (London, New 
York: Routledge, 1997), 453-454; this view is further strengthened by Bentley’s section on Ranke 
himself, see in particular pp.  421-422. 
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classroom practice in recent years”459 was too generalist and too little concerned with 

the “imagination [that] needed to penetrate past mentalities, which are irremediably 

removed from anything in our experience.”460 Similar difficulties were known earlier to 

Denis Shemilt’s Evaluation Study of the Schools Council Project.461 In Australia, the 

concept of ‘empathy’ was still recognised as a cornerstone of history teaching in the late 

1990s, as demonstrated in Australian teachers’ journals such as Hindsight and Teaching 

History. 462 David Kent even extended in Teaching History this call for empathy to a 

level that clearly echoed G. M. Trevelyan’s plea for “insight, sympathy and imagination 

of the finest”,463 although Kent neither argued for the old notion of history as a branch 

of literature nor for Trevelyan’s outmoded view of education.464 

 

Combining two main stream debates in historiography, David Christian argued in Lenin, 

October, and the Role of the Individual in History that Lenin’s personality and political 

thinking were factors just as important in  shaping the Bolshevik Revolution as were the 

political-social circumstances of Russia in 1917.465 His argument can be read as an 

attempt to reconcile the liberal Rankean school of historiography with the conception of 

history as a positivist social science which understood men as mere figures who follow 

impersonal social laws. Sixteen years later, the British historian Evans looked at a 

different school of social history that had been strong in the USA and Western Europe 

in the 1960s and 1970s. He argued that a conception of traditional history that focused 

on leading figures was considerably broadened by incorporating approaches and 

methodology from social history, and due to this inclusion history could also improve 

its scientific rigour.466 Furthermore, Evans also asserted that a decisive move from 

history to social history in German historiography and German secondary schools was 

                                                 
459 Tosh, The Pursuit of History , p. 9; Coltham, Educational Objectives for the Study of History , pp. 
7-8. 
460  Tosh, The Pursuit of History , p. 9. 
461 Denis Shemilt, "History 13-16 Evaluation Study. Schools Council History 13-16 Project" 
(Edinburgh: Homes McDougall, 1980), pp. 77-78. 
462 Schools Council History 13-16 Project, A New Look at History , p. 41; for later examples on this 
issue see: John Gougoulis, "Challenging History in Light of the Proposed History Syllabus 
Change in Western Australia" Hindsight 5, no. 1 (1995), p. 5.; Sonya Franicevich, "Empathy 
Writing in the History Classroom" Teaching History 33, no. 1 (1999), pp. 14-19. 
463 George M. Trevelyan, "Clio, a Muse" in The Varieties of History. From Voltaire to the Present, ed. 
Fritz Stern (New York: Vintage, 1973), p. 235. 
464 Kent, "Imagination and Historical Thought" , pp. 39-48; for G. M. Trevelyan see: Trevelyan, 
"Clio, a Muse"  , pp. 232, 235. 
465 David Christian, "Lenin, October, and the Role of the Individual in History" Teaching History 
14, no. 4 (1981), pp. 17-34. 
466 Evans, In Defence of History , pp. 164-165. 
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based on a rejection of emphasising big leaders due to the experience with the “cult of 

the individual under Nazism”.467 

 

These few examples from Britain, Australia and Germany demonstrated that school 

history has been influenced in different nations by academic ideas of social history 

which transcended national boundaries even though the approaches to social history 

have varied. More clearly developed, however, was a transnational idea to replace 

classic political history, which focuses on influential leaders, with forms of social 

history. Hence not only the concepts of Rankean historiography have shaped the 

understanding of school history in different national settings, but also diverse 

understandings of academic social history have participated in the construction of the 

idea of school history. 

 

In particular, ideas of social history or of history as a social science have impacted on 

the understanding and conceptualisation of school history in Australia. Leaving 

positivist, Marxist interpretations of social history aside, diverse scholars such as the 

postmodernist Bo Stråth and the liberal-political historian Evans argued that the “social 

science orientation of academic historiography blossomed in the 1960s and the 

1970s.”468 Schools were affected by this development as well. In the United States, the 

idea of history as part of social science education dominated schools even from the 

interwar period onwards: “If history and the social sciences were the subject matter of 

university scholars, [...] social studies was the subject matter of teachers and 

educators.”469 Social science education in general gained importance in the 1960s and 

1970s after scientific Soviet advances cast doubt over the US education system.470 On 

                                                 
467 Ibid , p. 38. 
468Bo Stråth, "Historiography, Social Sciences, and the Master Narratives" in The Many Faces of 
Clio. Cross-Cultural Approaches to Historiography. Essays in Honor of Georg G. Iggers, ed. Edward Q. 
Wang, and Franz L. Fillafer (New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2007), p. 132; for Evans see: 
Evans, In Defence of History , pp. 37-39; from a British perspective: Tosh, The Pursuit of History , 
pp. 71-72; Tosh rather stresses that the 1960s were only a beginning, and Stuart Macintyre 
pointed out a similar development in Australian historiography: Macintyre, The History Wars , 
pp. 41-42. 
469 Allardyce, "Toward World History" , p. 50; on the rising control of social studies over world 
history after World War One see also: Eckhardt Fuchs, "Curriculum Matters: Teaching World 
History in the U.S. In the Twentieth Century" in The Many Faces of Clio. Cross-Cultural Approaches 
to Historiography. Essays in Honor of Georg G. Iggers, ed. Edward Q. Wang, and Franz L. Fillafer 
(New York, Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2007), p. 281. 
470 Allardyce, "Toward World History" , pp. 43, 55; leading US educationalists acknowledged 
the impetus deriving from the ‘Sputnik-shock’: Bruner, The Process of Education , p. 74, Bruner 
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the other hand, the British SHP took a rather dismissive stance towards the idea that 

history is a social science subject; instead it argued that history could be incorporated 

into a larger group of humanities subjects.471 Germany, as another European example, 

tended to follow the dominant US conception of school history according to Evans: “So 

pervasive was the influence of the social sciences on German historiography that there 

were proposals to dissolve history as a separate subject in the secondary school 

curriculum and incorporate it into social studies, citizenship education, political science 

and the like”.472 

 

In Australia, the notion of history as a form of social studies was strong in the 1970s 

and even in the 1990s. History and Geography were considered as traditional and 

essential parts of the broader social science discipline in a paper from the Queensland 

Department of Education from 1978, which gave an overview of social science courses 

across Australia.473 Murray Print defined for Western Australia in his Curriculum 

Review in 1990 that the social science “disciplines usually include History, Geography, 

Economics, Political Science, Anthropology, Social Psychology and Sociology.”474 

Barcan espoused a different point of view. In 1971 he suggested some form of 

coexistence between social studies and history. Both should cooperate as distinctive and 

well developed academic subjects in schools, which led to his suggestion to combine 

history education in junior secondary with social science education in senior secondary. 

However, he was pessimistic as to the implementation of his theoretical deliberations. 

In fact, he argued that the existing social science courses lacked quality and this critique 

was repeated in the 1990s by leading history educator Tony Taylor.475 Looking at the 

History of History Teaching in Australia, Barcan observed in 1976 that there was a 

coexistence between social studies and history that can be read as reflecting the 

situation in the US. He claimed indeed that history had earlier been, among other 
                                                                                                                                               
linked increased educational efforts in the US with a somewhat endangered “national security”: 
pp. 1, 70, 74, 76. 
471 Schools Council History 13-16 Project, A New Look at History , p. 33. 
472 Evans, In Defence of History , p. 37; according to Allardyce, social studies included in the US 
traditionally political economy, history, and civics: Allardyce, "Toward World History" , p. 50. 
473 Department of Education Queensland, "Social Science Courses for Primary and Secondary 
School Students in Queensland: An Overview. A Background Paper Prepared for the 
Parliamentary Select Committee on Education in Queensland" (Department of Education, 
Queensland, 1978), p. 29. 
474 Murray Print, "Curriculum Review of Social Studies and Social Sciences Education. An 
Inquiry into the Social Studies and Social Sciences Curricula K-12 in Western Australia" (Perth: 
Ministry of Education, Western Australia, 1990), p. 6. 
475 Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , pp. 145-147. 
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subjects, the “handmaiden”476 of “social studies, social science and general studies”.477 

In a similar fashion, Allardyce argued for the US that “the discipline of history [...] 

served them [curriculum developers] as the integrating subject for social studies 

material”.478 Barcan, however, also stated that history “attempted to provide a mental 

training and to develop intellectual skills. But in most periods several of these differing 

faces of history have existed side by side.”479 

 

Barcan pointed as early as in 1976 at the process of blurring of disciplinary distinctions 

and more than twenty years later Phil Harvey, Tom Maxwell and Grahem Wilson asked 

“how history fits into the secondary school curriculum. [...] Should it be seen as one of 

the humanities, a branch of the social sciences or should it occupy its own distinctive 

space in the curriculum?”480 Also, Stuart Macintyre described such a blurring as a major 

process in Australia and abroad, which can be seen in a number of developments not 

only in history writing but also in history teaching.481 With an emphasis on academic 

history he argued that the  

 

weakening of disciplinary boundaries has had a further effect. The history 

profession can no longer assume a monopoly of its field of knowledge and 

practice. Within other humanities disciplines, as well as the interdisciplinary 

fields of study, there is an increasing use of the past
482

 

 

An important example of this new development is the emergence in the 1990s of so 

called area studies. European Studies and most prominently Asian Studies are creations 

which exhibit the new “transdisciplinary paradigm”.483 

 

                                                 
476 Barcan, "A History of History Teaching"  , p. 46. 
477 Ibid. 
478 Allardyce, "Toward World History" , p. 51. 
479 Ibid. 
480 Harvey, "Problems Associated with Applying Skills Objectives to the Discipline of History" , 
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However, the most significant development in this direction can be identified in the 

move to one broad social studies subject in Australian secondary curricula. This subject 

was designed to facilitate interdisciplinary work; it could incorporate area studies or 

elements of social history or geography, but Barcan’s earlier observations were still 

valid, as now junior social studies and senior history ‘existed side by side’. Whether it 

was the 1980 draft Area of Knowledge and Experience with the name Social, Cultural 

and Civic Studies or the 1993 Studies of Society and Environment that was 

implemented in slightly varied shapes in eight Australian states or territories, they 

suggested that junior history was part of social studies and they also suggested a 

decisive ‘weakening of disciplinary boundaries’ as Macintyre observed it in academia. 

This decline of traditional understandings of subject organisation created resistance in 

1980 and in the 1990s when the History Teacher’s Association of Australia (hereafter 

HTAA) highlighted that the emerging KLA was a “very artificial collection of subjects. 

History is in danger of losing its identity as a subject.”484 By introducing the term 

‘identity’, the HTAA borrowed from what Geoffrey Stokes called “simply another type 

of theoretical resource within a political ideology.”485 To summarise, these various links 

between social sciences and history suggest that thinking about school history in 

Australia was impacted by a web of transnationally significant developments in the 

conceptualisation of history. 

 

In the late 1990s, however, not social science or social history but the philosophical 

discourse that has been labelled postmodernism impacted on the conceptualisation of 

history in Australian schools. Postmodernism is, however, not a single conceptually 

unified school of thinking, but rather a collective term that subsumes the notion that 

language and texts construct rather than describe realities. Departing from the preceding 

social science perspective of history, Bo Stråth delineated the meaning of this shift for 

history succinctly:  

 

                                                 
484 The History Teachers' Association of New South Wales, "Response to the Implementation of 
Curriculum Initiatives by the History Teachers' Association of NSW" Teaching History 25, no. 2 
(1991), p. 39; in 1981 the History Syllabus Committee of the N.S.W. Secondary Schools Board 
demanded that history be an independent Area of Knowledge and Experience: History Syllabus 
Committee, "History and Core Curriculum" , pp. 62-63. 
485 Stokes, ed. The Politics of Identity in Australia , p. 10: for a longer reference to Stokes and a 
discussion of the term ‘identity’ see chapter one, sub-chapter 1.2. 
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The insight that societies in the past were socially and culturally constructed 

has increasingly led to the insight that historians as well as other social 

scientists are actively involved in processes of social construction of 

communities.
486

  

 

Emphasising the difference from the liberal Rankean school, Keith Jenkins extended on 

this finding that historians are constructing pasts instead of reconstructing them: 

 

For viewed not in its traditional guise as a subject discipline aiming at a real 

knowledge of the past, but seen rather as what it is, a discursive practice that 

enables present-minded people(s) to go to the past, there to delve around and 

reorganise it appropriately to their needs.487 

 

Postmodernist views of history have met resistance and historians such as Richard 

Evans and John Tosh challenged postmodernist criticism of academic history.488 Both 

authors unanimously rejected the ‘anything goes-notion’ that the possibilities of 

historical analysis and interpretation are principally limitless and not restricted by 

sources but only by individual or certain group interests and social power. However, 

they also argued that history could learn from this new thinking. Postmodernism could 

enhance the reflective and self critical awareness of historians and it would be a useful 

addition to the pool of methodologies at the historian’s disposal. 

 

Postmodernist understandings of history have also had an impact on the 

conceptualisation of school history in Australia. William Allen, for example, claimed in 

his PhD thesis that the 1996/7 Western Australian senior history syllabi were influenced 

by postmodernism.489 His contention was supported by the rationale of the 1996/7 

syllabi, which contained a statement that could be seen as a reflection of the 

postmodernist notion that, “no matter how verifiable, how widely acceptable or 

                                                 
486Stråth, "Historiography, Social Sciences, and the Master Narratives"   p. 128. 
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checkable, history remains inevitably a personal construct”.490  It stated that the 

“syllabus [...] has as its basis the notion that there is no one definitive story of the 

past”.491  This closeness to postmodernist thinking appeared more clearly when 

compared with the statements of the most recent syllabus. The new curriculum cut out 

the older claim and left the possibility of factual historical knowledge wide open as this 

document stated as a goal that “students develop understandings about the provisional 

nature of the knowledge held about the past.”492 Contradicting postmodernist arguments, 

they reflected Evans view that historians “can [...] approach a reconstruction of past 

reality that may be partial and provisional, and certainly will not be objective, but is 

nevertheless true.”493 Three years after the 1996 syllabus was introduced in Western 

Australia, in New South Wales a postmodernist influence also became apparent. In 

NSW such a connection could be identified in the new HSC History Extension course. 

A whole issue of Teaching History that was focused on the teaching of this course also 

contained an article that gave an overview of postmodernism in which the author 

established an unequivocal link between the NSW history course and the broader 

philosophical discourse. She made clear her understanding that “the Extension History 

Course – with its primary focus on historians and their writings, rather than on the past 

itself – presupposes a postmodern viewpoint.”494 

 

Transnationalism and transnational history are among the most recent if not the most 

recent theoretical innovation in historical studies. This concept, which was presented in 

the introduction to this thesis, had strong roots in the United States and in Europe.495 

Following earlier roots in postcolonial history, diplomatic history and international 
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relations, it has had a strong impact on approaches to world history as Patricia Clavin 

argued:496 

 

World historians are keen to draw out transnational elements such as trading 

networks, international investment, immigration, slavery, disease and health 

care, rightly arguing that these developments are of interest in their own right 

as global historical developments.497 

 

In Europe, more recent forerunners included comparisons between national histories or 

investigations of historical cross-border interactions between national societies.498 

However, no evidence for the discussion of the idea of transnational history could be 

found in Australian reflections about the nature of history in schools. However, 

transnationalism and transnational history are crucial concepts for this thesis. Hence, 

they are discussed in more detail in the introduction and will also be treated elaborately 

in the conclusion. 

 

In discussing various historiographical influences on the concepts of school history in 

Australia, this section argues that ideas of history in Australian schools followed a 

transnational lead. The argument is not that one single concept such as postmodernism 

dominated the histories in Australian schools; instead it indicates that there is a steady 

process that creates local, Australian reflections of dominant but changing transnational 

ideas of history. However, Australian school histories are not simply an echo of broader 

trends in historiography but are rather constructed in a discourse between trans-local 

and local influences on school history. This local level connects in a further way to the 

trans-local level because a transnational dominant version of history is the idea of 

national history.499 
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3.2.2 Australian History 

 

The way the nation’s history is told in schools has not only changed significantly in 

Australia, but it has recently also become an intensely debated issue in both the public 

and in schools. Focusing more on content and less on pedagogy, these changes and 

debates can be summarised in two main themes dominating the teaching of Australian 

history in schools between the 1970s and early 2000s. First, there have been significant 

and widespread debates about the representation of Australia’s colonial past and the 

way the histories of indigenous Australians should be included into a national history. 

Second, there has been a concern regarding civics and citizenship education.  

 

A significant shift in the teaching of Australian history that originated in the 1970s has 

concerned the increasing inclusion of minority groups and Aboriginal Australians into 

the national story which was accompanied by widespread debates.500  These 

controversies about depictions of conflicts between European colonisers and indigenous 

Australians and the disputes surrounding the so called History Wars, which are 

discussed in chapter one of this thesis, have been intricately intertwined. As set out in 

the first chapter, debates about the content of Australian history, which intensified 

during the 1980s and 1990s, have developed on many different levels, including the 

media and schools. Anna Clark identified the 1980s as a period where both a trend to 

include indigenous histories in school history and conflicts about this process gained 

momentum. In 1982 New South Wales curriculum documents were required to embrace 

Aboriginal perspectives and in 1985 Victoria followed with a similar policy for its 

social education assessment criteria. Immediately prior to the Bicentennial celebrations 

in 1988, teachers’ unions threatened to boycott festivities if indigenous perspectives on 

the landing of the First Fleet did not receive more space. This space for indigenous 

perspectives on Australians post 1788–history was contested and what Robert Manne 

called a “deepened historical consciousness and a sharpened moral conscience 
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concerning the dispossession”501  was translated by some as denigration of the 

Australian past. Patrick O’Farrell cautioned in as early as 1983 in Teaching History that 

indigenous history “should not be forgotten, but it must not be allowed to become a 

liability, a millstone on the present.”502 In 1988 Geoffrey Partington lamented that the 

“saddest aspect of Australian education today is not its inefficiency in promoting 

literacy and numeracy […]. Worst of all is the systematic denigration of almost all the 

central cultural and political heritage of Australia and of the societies of which it forms 

a part.”503 This criticism can be read as to separate Aboriginal cultural heritage from 

‘the societies of which it (Australia) forms a part’, and is further supported when 

Partington mentioned “the men and women in every generation who tried so hard to 

share with Aborigines what they conceived to be the blessing of a Christian 

civilisation.”504 By indicating that it was only the conviction of white settlers that a 

‘Christian civilisation’ could bestow ‘blessings’, he also allowed for the possibility of 

having divergent perspectives. Such a different perspective on European settlement has 

been the understanding that Europeans invaded a multitude of indigenous Australias 

rather than blessed one Australian colony with European civilisation. The inclusion of 

this interpretation triggered the next major controversy about school history.  

 

This debate was largely fought in the media in the early to mid 1990s and included 

fierce disputes over curriculum documents that replaced formulations such as ‘British 

settlement’ or ‘European settlement’ with the wording ‘invasion’.505 In 1991 in both 

New South Wales and Victoria curriculum documents came under attack for using the 

term ‘European invasion’ and in 1994 the Courier Mail ran a campaign in Queensland 

against the use of the same term in a new source book for SoSE. Criticism also extended 

to the national level. For the conservative commentator Kevin Donnelly, the SoSE 

curriculum has meant generally that the way “students are taught Australian history and 

politics has also become a battleground of the PC [political correctness] movement”.506 

With regard to indigenous history this has translated for him into a “sanitised approach 
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taken by the writers of the SOSE curriculum”507 that has not included a “recognition 

that Aboriginal culture might be misogynist or dysfunctional.”508 Donnelly’s reference 

to PC represented also a highly politicised approach to debates about versions of history. 

For him and also for Geoffrey Partington the inclusion of indigenous history was 

essentially part of an attempt to rewrite history in a radicalised, neo–Marxist sense.509 

Their interpretation of recent trends in Australian historiography also found expression 

in Keith Windschuttle’s Fabrication of Aboriginal History, where he claimed that the 

historian Reynolds “imagines the Tasmanian Aborigine of the 1820s as the indigenous 

equivalent of a Che Guevara or Ho Chi Minh. This is not history: it is Sixties radical 

romanticism.”510  Windschuttle attacked Reynolds, one of the leading Australian 

historians in the field of indigenous history, because Reynolds argued that thousands of 

indigenous Australians were killed during early British colonisation.511 Clark also 

referred to Reynolds, albeit in a different way. She suggested that the new inclusiveness 

of indigenous perspectives into school history could reflect the personal experiences of 

curriculum and education department officials whose own history education mirrored 

Henry Reynolds’ very personal experience.512 In Why Weren’t We Told Reynolds 

heavily criticised the approach to Australian history in schools he had experienced in 

the 1950s in Tasmania.513 The 1950s approach to history not only played down and 

silenced crimes and massacres against indigenous people but also conveyed the 

understanding that the forces of social evolution were bound to overcome any 

indigenous ‘Stone Age culture’. It is this idea of Aboriginal cultures as Stone Age 

cultures on a lower rung than Western civilisation that Reynolds’ school textbooks from 

the 1950s shared with Geoffrey Partington’s text from 1988 and which was no longer 

broadly accepted in the 1990s and 2000s. Clark encountered in interviews with history 

teachers and officials working in state education departments, experiences with school 

history that reflected Reynold’s account and subsequently triggered their ambition to 
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change the teaching of Australian history in order to address what they perceived to be a 

lack of comprehensive and balanced versions of Aboriginal histories.514 Approaches to 

Australian history in schools changed again with the incoming Howard government and 

Manne described these shifts as “a counter-revolution in sensibility concerning the 

dispossession of the Aborigines”.515 In his above mentioned address to the National 

Press Club in 2006 Howard called for a “root and branch renewal of the teaching of 

Australian history in our schools”516 which should include indigenous histories as well 

as European histories. However, the Prime Minister went further and linked history 

education with civics and citizenship education: 

 

Part of preparing young Australians to be informed and active citizens is to 

teach them the central currents of our nation’s development. […] It is 

impossible, for example, to understand the history of this country without an 

understanding of the evolution of parliamentary democracy or the ideas that 

galvanised the Enlightenment.517 

 

In Use and Abuse of Australian History Graeme Davison argued that an existing link 

between civics and citizenship education on the one hand and Australian history on the 

other hand broke down in schools during the 1960s and 1970s.518 Until then students 

had learned about the Australian constitution, parliamentarism, and civic liberties. As 

reasons for this paradigm shift Davison cited the new pedagogies such as the inquiry 

approach, discovery method and the new concern for relevance on the one hand and the 

rising influence of universities in the 1960s on the other. Tertiary institutions increased 

the pressure on senior students to such an extent that a reaction in the form of the 

inquiry approach seemed only consequential. The emphasis on skills and method before 

content appeared from this view point as part of the reaction to academic pressures on 

entry exams. He also pointed to the increasingly disputed position of civics education 

with its political nature in an age when Australia was divided over its engagement in the 

Vietnam War. Davidson advocated a revival of civics and citizenship education based 
                                                 
514 Ibid , Clark, History's Children , pp. 73-75. 
515 Manne, "Introduction"  , p. 5. 
516 Howard, "A Sense of Balance: John Howard's Address to the National Press Club 2006"  
517 “A Sense of Balance”, p. 5. 
518 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History , pp. 183, 187-189, 190-191, see also: Stuart 
Macintyre, Ken Boston, Susan Pascoe, Whereas the People... Civics and Citizenship Education. Report 
of the Civics Expert Group (Canberra: Australian Government Publishing Service, 1994), pp. 29, 
31, 170-171. 
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on a narrative about the history of Australians that was also intended to be a corrective 

to the “fragmented thematic syllabuses of the 1970s and 1980s”.519 Davison was not 

alone with his suggestion; more conservative historians such as Alan Ryan or John Hirst 

and more liberal scholars such as Mark Peel and Stuart Macintyre echoed Davison’s 

propositions to restrengthen some form of Australian history as a basis for civics and 

citizenship education.520 In 1994 Macintyre chaired a Civics Expert Group that found a 

traditional link between history and civics that had dissolved so that elements of civics 

were included at that time in a variety of primary and junior secondary syllabi in all 

Australian states. However, this group also identified serious shortcomings in students’ 

knowledge and recommended civics and citizenship education that should be 

incorporated into the SoSE curriculum and based on Australian history.521 Concern for 

civics education appeared to straddle political divisions. After Keating’s defeat in 1996, 

the Howard government under Education Minister David Kemp continued the work and 

in 1997 Stuart Macintyre approvingly acknowledged Kemp’s “additional emphasis on 

the historical content of civics education”.522 In 1997 the historian John Hirst became 

the chair of the new Civics Education Group, which in 1998 and 1999 published so 

called Australian Readers that were elements of the larger Discovering Democracy 

School Materials Project. Moreover, Kemp launched another important project for 

school history in 1999, The National Inquiry into School History, under the direction of 

Tony Taylor, which published its final report The Future of the Past in time before the 

centenary of the Australian Federation. 

 

In 2000, Kate Cameron from the History Teachers’ Association of New South Wales 

(hereafter HTANSW) reviewed the recommendations of this report and made clear that 

they had “been made within a political context and so are aligned to possible sources of 

funding. This has meant linking history with the Centenary of Federation, Civics and 

Citizenship Education and IT”.523 Among the recommendations were seminars to 

address deficiencies in the education of SoSE teachers. A National Centre for History 

Education at Monash University was established; it hosted the website 

                                                 
519 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History , p. 195, see also pp. 194, 196. 
520 Ryan, "Developing a Strategy to 'Save' History" , pp. 47-48, Ryan used the traditional British 
term liberal education; Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , Appendix C, pp. i-iii, v. 
521 Macintyre, Whereas the People... , regarding lack of knowledge see: pp. 13, 19, 47; regarding 
the recommendations see pp. 50, 52. 
522 ———, "The Genie and the Bottle" , p. 192. 
523 Kate Cameron, "National Inquiry into School History" Teaching History 34, no. 3 (2000), p. 45. 
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www.hyperhistory.org. New textbooks were produced and Tony Taylor published, with 

Carmel Young, the elaborate teacher’s handbook Making History, which had a greater 

scope than the textbook series of the same name.524 Furthermore, The Future of the Past 

offered the opportunity to delineate approaches to the content of Australian history for 

schools. Mark Peel offered in this report his version of ‘The Essentials of Australian 

History’ that reflected suggestions made by Stuart Macintyre four years earlier in The 

Genie and The Bottle. Macintyre warned of too much academic specialisation in schools, 

which would lead to detailed investigations of certain social groups and would entail “a 

balkanisation of the past in which we cocoon ourselves in an affirmation of our own 

particular sympathies.”525 Instead, he called for more breadth. Peel also stressed the 

importance of comprehensiveness. Even though the ultimate goal is historically literate 

and active citizens who can critically engage with different versions of the past based on 

the skills they had learned, a comprehensive knowledge of the Australian past should 

not be neglected. As he criticised the “fragmentation of the ‘national story’”526 he 

advanced that a comprehensive overview of the whole of Australian history is needed in 

order to discuss properly historical questions such as settler disputes with indigenous 

peoples, conscription, political radicalism, social diversification in an urbanised 

Australia, and ultimately issues of national identity in a multicultural nation. Moreover, 

Peel also opposed clearly that “young Australians should learn only Australian history; 

indeed, one of the problems with many of the contributions to this debate is that they 

focus almost entirely on what Australians need to know about Australia, rather than 

what Australians need to know about the world at large.”527 Such a focus could be 

found in the Australian History Wars, with their primary concern of settler history and 

representations of indigenous histories in Australian history. 

 

Following his call for a ‘root and branch renewal’, Prime Minister Howard set up a 

History Summit, which was held in 2006. It can be read as evidence that anxieties and 

disputes about Australian history were particularly strong while Howard was in office. 

This Summit was convened in Canberra and included a diverse range of scholars such 

as Jenny Gregory, Geoffrey Bolton, Geoffrey Blainey, Tom Stannage, John Hirst and 

                                                 
524 Two textbooks were published, for this thesis more relevant is: Curriculum Corporation, 
Making History. Middle Secondary Units - Investigating People and Issues in Australia after World 
War II, Making History (Carlton South: Curriculum Corporation, 2003); Taylor, Making History  
525 Macintyre, "The Genie and the Bottle" , p. 197. 
526 Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , Appendix C, p. iv. 
527 Ibid , Appendix C, p. iii. 
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Tony Taylor. They again deliberated the introduction of some form of national history 

curriculum even though this was clearly restricted to Australian history.528  A 

Communiqué published at the end of this Summit departed from the SoSE model at 

least partly as it unequivocally recommended that history “should be a distinct subject 

in Years 9 and 10.”529 It also stressed the need for consistency in connection with 

‘progressive’ teaching methods as it repeatedly demanded some form of chronology and 

a sequential design of curricula. Only one year later the Howard government published 

the Guide to the Teaching of Australian History in Years 9 and 10 which reflected the 

position of this Communiqué as its core formed chronologically organised sequences of 

“topics, milestone events, [and] people”.530 This Guide also contained a clear reference 

to be used in connection with civics and citizenship education. It was the last expression 

of the concern of the Howard era with the rewriting of Australian History because the 

Communiqué of the Summit also contained in a meagre 506 words two separate calls to 

connect Australian history to global history. 

 

In 2008 a new Labor government under Prime Minister Kevin Rudd established the new 

National Curriculum Board, which has shifted the perspective. As previously quoted, it 

stated boldly in its Initial Advice for the subject History that the “starting-point of this 

paper is that the restriction of the national curriculum to Australian history is 

inappropriate”,531 although “Australian history will retain an important place in a 

national curriculum”.532 A very similar stance had been expressed fifteen years earlier 

by the Australian History Teachers’ Associations in a response to the national statement 

for the Key Learning Areas: The History Teachers’ Association of Western Australia 

(hereafter HTAWA) had complained in this context that although “it is acknowledged 

that Australian History should take a central place in the National Statement, it was felt 

                                                 
528http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/school_education/policy_initiatives_reviews/key_issues/
Australian_History/ (accessed: 01/07/2008). 
529 Australian Government. Department of Education Science and Training, "The Australian 
History Summit. Transcripts of Proceedings" , p. 82. 
530 Australian Government, "Guide to the Teaching of Australian History in Years 9 and 10" 
(Canberra: Australian Government, 2007), p. 10. 
531National Curriculum Board. History Advisory Group, "National History Curriculum: Initial 
Advice" p. 6. 
532Ibid . 
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that World History was being ignored.”533 The HTAWA had been supported with this 

view by the HTAA: 

 

Students should be encouraged to see themselves as responsible members of a 

world community, and the Statement fails to provide opportunities for this. A 

compulsory study of Australian history should be an element of this document 

but not to the exclusion of other societies […].
534

 

 

Fifteen years later the concerns of these Associations were finally heeded. The National 

Curriculum Board stated quite plainly as one of the general objectives of school history 

that students “should have an appreciation of the major civilizations of Europe, Asia, 

Africa, America and Australia.”535 Based on this approach to school history, the 

Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (hereafter ACARA) 

published a revised national draft curriculum for history and the AHA welcomed this 

document. More precisely, the Association was “pleased to affirm its support”536 for a 

certain version of transnational history that it identified in the new national curriculum: 

 

It supports the ‘world history approach’ as announced on the first page and the 

emphasis on placing Australian history in a broad international context with a 

particular focus on Australia’s position in and relationship with its Asia/Pacific 

region.537 

 

However, neither the difficult to define concept of world history nor the disputed idea of 

focusing transnational history on the Asian neighbours were new to Australian school 

histories. 

 

 

                                                 
533H.A.W.A., "National Curriculum Update. H.A.W.A Response to the National Statement on 
Studies of Society and Environment" Hindsight 3, no. 1 (1993), p. 61. 
534 Ibid., p. 62; see also: Marsh, Teaching Studies of Society and Environment , p. 161. 
535National Curriculum Board. History Advisory Group, "National History Curriculum: Initial 
Advice" p. 7. 
536 Australian Historical Association  AHA, "Submission to the Draft: 'Australian Curriculum: 
History'" (Sydney2010), p. 1. 
537Ibid . 
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3.2.3 School History and Models of World History 

 

World history is a term with a large variety of meanings, but forms of it have been 

taught in Australian secondary schools for a long time. Australian history syllabi have 

represented this variety with some states, such as Western Australia or South Australia, 

that have designed world history courses and other states, such as New South Wales or 

Queensland, that issued so called modern history curricula that also contained 

transnational histories.538 In that sense Australia has again reflected the international 

situation where different scopes of transnational histories have existed, whether they 

have been conceptualised as world history or not. 

 

Looking at the English speaking world, the United States of America has been a salient 

example of a highly influential, federal state where the concept of world history has had 

a long tradition in school education. Michael Geyer even claimed in 2005 that a 

renewed interest in the subject in the 1990s reflected new approaches to world history 

that seemed “to be so quintessentially American”.539 Allardyce in 1990 and Fuchs in 

2007 traced the rise and the currently dominating position of world history in the United 

States.540 Both authors identified a considerable growth of the discipline at both 

academic and school levels since the 1960s. However, Allardyce also pointed out that 

the strong position of world history has had a longer tradition in US secondary schools 

that stretched back to the interwar years.541 Writing fifteen years after Allardyce, Fuchs 

argued that world history has had a greater impact on the US secondary schools than on 

universities or colleges, which might be due to the many competing variations of ‘world 

                                                 
538 Education Department of South Australia, "Senior Secondary History Curriculum. 
Australian History. Studies in Contemporary World History. Modern Studies" (Education 
Department of South Australia, 1972); Secondary History Curriculum Committee, "Teaching 
Approaches. The Modern World. History for Year 10", ed. Publications Branch (Education 
Department of South Australia, 1977); Department of Education Queensland, "Social Science 
Courses for Primary and Secondary School Students in Queensland: An Overview" ; Board of 
Senior Secondary School Studies Queensland, "Modern History. Senior Syllabus" (Spring Hill, 
Brisbane: Board of Senior Secondary School Studies Queensland, 1995); for Western Australian 
or New South Wales – curricula please see chapters five and six. 
539 Michael Geyer, "World History and General Education: How to Bring the World into the 
Classroom" in The Nation, Europe, and the World. Textbooks and Curricula in Transition, ed. Hanna 
Schissler, and Yasemin Nuhoğlu Soysal (New York, Oxford: Berghahn, 2005), p. 199. 
540 Allardyce, "Toward World History" , pp. 23-76; Fuchs, "Teaching World History in the U.S. In the 
Twentieth Century"  , pp. 279-292. 
541 Allardyce, "Toward World History" , pp. 52-54. 
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history making’.542 Looking at these variations more closely, Ross E Dunn identified in 

2000 three main approaches that had “emerged at different times in the past century out 

of a continuous, pragmatic conversation between scholars interested in the 

historiography and methodology of world history and teachers determined to find ways 

to help students make sense of the major civilizations”.543 He called them “the Western 

Heritage Model, the Different Cultures Model, and the Patterns of Change Model.”544 

Although he argued that the Different Cultures Model, which aims at a comprehensive 

and objective description of all major world civilisations, has been dominating world 

history teaching in the US for the last few decades, he maintained at the same time that 

a certain Eurocentric view has been preserved as well.545 It is this question of how the 

idea of a European based Western culture should be treated that proved highly 

problematic when the world history standards were developed as part and parcel of a 

broader project to develop national standards between 1994 and 1996.546 After the 

demise of national history standards, historians and world history educators such as 

Michael Geyer and Peter Stearns have suggested that the rethinking of world history in 

schools should engage with the rising globalisation discourse.547 Geyer, for example, 

called for new teaching approaches to world history that would provide suitable 

frameworks for students to grasp their contemporary society, which is in a “condition of 

globality”.548 Such a “state of globality”549 was conceptualised in 2005 by Hanna 

Schissler and Nuhoğlu Soysal from a slightly different perspective. On the one hand, 

they recognised that in the USA “the teaching of world history is much more apparent 

than in Europe.”550 On the other hand, however, Schissler and Soysal observed in  

 

Europe as well as in the United States […] trends toward a taming of national 

history. This taming of national history and the contextualization of history in 

                                                 
542 Hughes-Warrington’s term seems to be an excellent terminus technicus, hence it is adopted 
as a general term in this text. 
543 Ross Dunn, "Constructing World History in the Classroom" in Knowing, Teaching, and 
Learning History. National and International Perspectives, ed. Peter Stearns, Peter Seixas, and Sam 
Wineburg (New York, London: New York University Press, 2000), p. 123. 
544 Ibid . 
545 Ibid , p. 131-132. 
546 Peter N. Stearns, "The World History Standards" The History Teacher 28, no. 3 (1995), pp. 442-
444. 
547 Geyer, "World History and General Education"  , pp. 202-206; Peter N. Stearns, "Treating 
Globalization in History Surveys" The History Teacher 36, no. 2 (2003), pp. 153-60. 
548 Geyer, "World History and General Education"  , p. 203. 
549 Ibid , p. 204. 
550Schissler, "Teaching Beyond the National Narrative"  , p. 6. 
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frameworks below and above the national level reflect the pervasiveness of 

processes that lead to increased world-wide interaction and communication.551  

 

 

Schissler, Soysal, and Fuchs wrote from a European perspective; they are European 

scholars. In separating the US from approaches to transnational history in other parts of 

the world, Fuchs observed in 2007 that “a turn toward global history can be observed in 

several countries, such as China, Japan, and Germany; the shift is somewhat inherited 

from US world history”.552 Although his analyses were more concerned with the 

university level they could also be extended to European schools, as his colleague 

Schissler showed. She claimed in World History: Making Sense of the Present that 

world history “is about to make its way also into European curricula and textbooks.”553 

However, she identified the need for a new world history that would prepare students 

for an increasingly globalised environment because the “trend for the most part is to 

soften the focus on national history, and, indeed, what might be called “worldization” of 

national history might be our best bet in the classroom.”554 Consequently, Hanna 

Schissler, Susanne Popp, Matthias Middell and Eckhardt Fuchs have pushed recently 

for the teaching of world history in German schools that would reflect the transnational 

condition of the global age.555 Schissler and Fuchs have represented the Georg Eckert 

Institute for International Textbook Research in Brunswick (hereafter GEI), which has 

been a unique competence centre for research into constructions of school history in 

                                                 
551Ibid , p. 5. 
552 Fuchs, "Teaching World History in the U.S. In the Twentieth Century"  p. 288. 
553 Schissler, "World History: Making Sense of the Present"  , p. 229. 
554 Ibid , p. 235:  Schissler made clear that the term ‘worldization’ was actually coined by Carol 
Gluck; in 2009 Schissler repeated her plea for a new world history that would  respond to 
globalization: Hanna Schissler, "Navigating a Globalizing World: Thoughts on Textbook 
Analysis, Teaching, and Learning" Journal of Educational Media, Memory, and Society 1, no. 1 
(2009), pp. 209-222. 
555 Matthias Middell, Susanne Popp, Hanna Schissler, "Weltgeschichte Im Deutschen 
Geschichtsunterricht. Argumente und Thesen" Internationale Schulbuchforschung. Zeitschrift des 
Georg-Eckert-Instituts für internationale Schulbuchforschung 25, no. 1/2 (2003), pp. 149-154; 
Eckhardt Fuchs, "Geschichtsunterricht Jenseits Von Nationalgeschichte: Probleme der 
Curriculum- und Schulbuchrevision" Informationen für den Geschichts- und 
Gemeinschaftskundelehrer 69, no. 1 (2005), pp. 17-26; Matthias Middell, "Mehr Aufmerksamkeit 
Für die Weltgeschichte. Einige Beobachtungen Zur Aktuellen Konjunktur der Erforschung 
Historischer Grundlagen der Globalisierung" Informationen für den Geschichts- und 
Gemeinschaftskundelehrer 69, no. 1 (2005), pp. 5-16. 
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Europe for over forty years.556 More recently, this Institute organised at the first 

European Congress for World- and Global History in 2005 a panel that discussed 

variations of transnational history as important elements of studies in globalisation. In 

2006 the GEI published a Communiqué of the International Society for History 

Didactics that “call[ed] upon the community of history educators and all concerned 

bodies to promote […] the understanding of world history as an integral part of history 

education in all forms and on all levels”.557 

 

Looking at constructions of transnational history in Australian secondary schools, the 

question emerges how and to what extent they correspond to European or US-American 

concepts. As this is a complex question, it is treated in the next chapter. That chapter 

suggests that, on the surface, arguments about different versions of transnational history 

that have been used in Australian secondary schools do not show strong links to these 

European or American examples. However, chapter four closes with a cautious note that 

the findings it presents hint at a more direct influence of the USA on the history 

teaching in Western Australia and New South Wales. Therefore, it reinforces the 

argument that specific teaching models from the United States have impacted on the 

teaching of history in Australian schools. 

 

 

3.3 Conclusion 
 

Ultimately, the question remains whether it is relevant to fill the identified gaps of 

knowledge and to focus on transnational history in Australian history curricula. 

Relevance is the very term that has led history as a school subject in the recent decades 

into a deep crisis and it is the same term that describes best the guiding principle for the 

revamp of school history. Relevance meant in this reconstruction phase to focus on 

                                                 
556 The Georg Eckert Institute for International Textbook Research in Germany has been an 
important hub for textbook research in Europe. Since its establishment in 1974 it has cooperated 
with UNESCO and the European Council. 
557 Nina Melchers, "Bericht: Europäischer Kongress Für Welt- und Globalgeschichte" 
Internationale Schulbuchforschung. Zeitschrift des Georg-Eckert-Instituts für internationale 
Schulbuchforschung 27, no. 4 (2005), pp. 467-472; International Society for History Didactics, 
"Communiqué of the International Society for History Didactics Adopted by the International 
Meeting. Tutzing, September 15-18, 2003 " in Worldwide Teaching of History. Present and Future, 
ed. Elisabeth Erdmann, Robert Maier, and Susanne Popp (Hannover: Hahn, 2006), p. 379. 
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history education instead of on historiography. Historiography was deemed to be less 

significant than historical skills and historical literacy.558 

 

However, historiography and school history are not entirely disconnected in Australia. 

A variety of historiographical issues have been impacting on school history in Australia. 

Traditional Rankean historiography still claims its place; discussions about the relation 

between social science and history have impacted on the form of school history and 

have led to the questioning of the very existence of History as an independent school 

subject in Australia. Finally, postmodernism has arrived in the new History Extension 

Course in New South Wales, which is solely concerned with historiography itself. 

Historiography is essentially based on written texts and history curricula are texts that 

are written for school history, which itself is influenced by broader historiographical 

developments. Hence, it is arguable that history curricula are essentially 

historiographical texts of a very specific form. If history syllabi are a form of 

historiography, then they represent a specific branch of historiography that has not yet 

been examined in Australia as such. 

 

Moreover, historiography recaptured some ground and became relevant again when the 

Howard government embarked in the 1990s on a national renewal and pressed history 

into its service. It became once again more important what content was taught to school 

students. Although the politics of the Howard administration with regard to history 

ended in 2007 with the election of a new government, historiography remained relevant 

but a too narrowly defined, nationalistic historiography became increasingly irrelevant. 

Hence the focus on transnational history was relevant for at least two reasons. First, 

some form of transnational history proved to be constantly adaptable to changing 

definitions of relevance. From the 1960s on, when there was no Australian history at all 

in the senior secondary history curriculum in New South Wales, until the first decade of 

the twenty first century, variations of world history had always been an important part 

of history teaching. Second, more important was the most recent development in 

Australian school history. National initiatives for an Australian wide curriculum 

framework are not new but in the 1990s only the Australian History Teachers’ 

                                                 
558 For historical literacy from an Australian perspective see: Tony Taylor, "The Importance of 
Teaching History" The Age, October 10, 2001 2001 
<http://www.schools.nt.edu.au/antsel/files/resources/Teaching%20History.htm> (accessed 
06/02/2009). 
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Associations claimed that some form of world history education is highly relevant. 

Since 2008 the new National Curriculum has reflected this view and the early National 

Curriculum Board argued quite plainly that world history is as relevant as Australian 

history. In this context it is more relevant than ever to investigate the forms of world 

history that have been used in Australian secondary schools.  
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4. Approaches to Transnational History in Australia n 

Publications which are related to History Teaching 

 

Chapter four is the first of the three main chapters or data chapters in this thesis. They 

are separated by chapter five, which discusses the methodology that is necessary for the 

investigation of upper school syllabi in chapters six and seven. Together, all three 

chapters form a two-step investigation. Chapter four is the first step, which to a large 

extent uses teachers’ journals in order to explore approaches of individuals or smaller 

groups to transnational history in Australian secondary schools. More specifically, this 

chapter discusses the opinions of local professionals such as individual or groups of 

teachers, teachers’ union officials, academic historians, education administrators and 

also politicians. Chapters six and seven are different in that the analysis presented there 

is focused on the authoritative text and not on the individual opinion. Instead of 

presenting a range of individual approaches to transnational history, the analysis focuses 

on one central text, which in turn reflects the input of a range of community members. 

Instead of having teachers, academics and curriculum writers speak directly through 

their individual texts, their voices are filtered and mediated through one authoritative 

community document – the syllabus. 

   However, all three chapters draw on the local history teachers’ journals, but  do 

so from strictly different perspectives and for different purposes. In chapter four these 

journals are the main sources together with other relevant policy documents. 

Consequently, these texts are the principal source for the arguments offered here. In 

chapters six and seven teachers’ journals are only used as part of the supporting sources 

that provide additional support for the arguments that rest mainly on the syllabi. 

   Finally, all three chapters focus on a limited number of central themes in 

transnational history. This history is accessed in this chapter predominantly through 

geographic categories but also through transnational themes such as modern revolutions. 

Hence, the treatment of Asia, Europe, and North America take centre stage in the 

analysis. This focus is part of the overall concept of the analysis in this thesis and is 

reflected in the methodological framework for chapters six and seven, which will be set 

out in chapter five. Although the basic concept of analysing world regions first and 

transnational events second is used throughout this thesis, the order of world regions 
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and transnational themes is slightly different in chapter four as it mirrors the sources. 

Together, all three chapters investigate whether, and if so to what extent, dominant 

patterns can be discerned in the constructions of transnational histories that are 

produced for Australian secondary schools. 

 

In order to investigate concepts and understandings of histories other than Australian 

history, this chapter draws to a large extent on the teachers’ journals from the two States 

on which the investigation is based in this thesis. These are the Western Australian 

Hindsight and the New South Wales Teaching History. Western Australian history 

teachers published the journal Historicus until 1990 and Hindsight from 1991 onwards. 

However, no articles from Historicus could be identified as being relevant to this 

investigation as this journal focused on Western Australian and in particular local 

history. A different case is Teaching History and Hindsight, which are the richest source 

of publications discussing elements of transnational history that have been taught in the 

secondary schools of these two States; they help in finding answers to the question of 

what understandings of transnational history have been dominant in Australian schools. 

Using New South Wales and Western Australia as case studies also enables this thesis 

to demonstrate the diversity of the Australian educational landscape as, for instance, 

world history courses were offered in NSW only until 1985 but in Western Australia 

until 1996. In Western Australia, there was only one flexible world history course in the 

upper secondary school and it could be adapted to students’ needs, but in NSW the 

world history survey itself was only one option out of five and later six different ways 

for students to study Modern History in the Years 11 and 12. Despite these differences, 

the investigation in this chapter argues that the main issues, such as a continuous 

lobbying at the grass roots level to reduce the amount of teaching time devoted to 

European histories and to increase the Asian content of history courses, crossed state 

boundaries. Furthermore, these journals indicated a direct link between the USA and 

Australia that affected the content of history teaching. 
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4.1 Positions with regard to Asian History 
 

Arguments in support of Asian history appeared to be an important element in 

discussions about the teaching of transnational history in Australia. One reason for 

teaching the history of a particular world region is the geographical proximity to the 

own nation. Murray Print emphasised this view in the Summary of Findings and 

Recommendations in his Curriculum Review for Western Australia as he demanded that 

social science education must foster “competent citizens who understand their 

Australian society and regional context in Asia [bold by the author].”559 Some 

opinions went further and identified Australia as part of the Asian continent. David 

Reeve from the Sydney Technical College, for example, invoked this understanding in 

as early as 1979 when he made the case for teaching Indonesian history in Australian 

schools: “If Australia wants to be a part of Asia, it cannot do so without a coherent and 

farsighted policy on Indonesia. Thus it seems sensible, sound and responsible to wish to 

encourage students to appreciate Indonesian history.” 560  Further support for this 

‘geography argument’ also came from within the New South Wales education 

department, where the History Curriculum Consultant in the Directorate of Studies 

contended cautiously in 1983 that Australia “is, at least in geographical terms, part of 

Asia”.561 Therefore, he pointed out that Australian history educators “cannot defend a 

Modern History Course which […] excludes the history of the nations to our near north, 

or that ignores the countries of origin of so many of the students in our schools.”
562

 Here 

he introduced another argument for Asian history by acknowledging the right of Asian 

immigrants to have their ethnic background considered in Australian school history.  

 

On the one hand Asian histories were understood as important elements in Australian 

constructions of transnational histories for schools and the subject received repeated 

support. In New South Wales officials argued in 1990 that both Australian and Asian 

                                                 
559 Print, "Curriculum Review of Social Studies and Social Sciences Education" , p. xiv. 
560 David Reeve, "Approaching Indonesian History" Teaching History 13, no. 3 (1979), p. 13. 
561Bryan Cowling, "Modern History - Where Are We Going?" Teaching History 17, no. 2 (1983), 
p. 44. 
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history should be at the core of history teaching in junior secondary schools.
563

 Asian 

history was also promoted by the History Teacher’s Association of Australia (HTAA) in 

its 1993 Response to the National Statement on the Study of Society and Environment: 

“The Statement’s emphasis on Australian content ignores the very necessary global 

perspective which should be central to such a document [...]. An Asian perspective is 

not included and this should be an important element of such a document.”564 Teaching 

History has constantly reviewed many different aspects of Asian history. Several issues 

were devoted to the subject and in 1997 volume 31, part two was on account of the 50th 

anniversary of Indian independence again focused on Asian history. The articles 

covered Indian, South East Asian, Chinese, and to a lesser extent Japanese history. 

Indian, Chinese, and Japanese history was restricted to the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. Vietnam and the Vietnam Wars were left out of reviews of Asian history until 

the middle of the 1980s, when history teacher Neville Erskine wrote in 1985 in a 

disapproving tone about general US policies from ca. 1945 to the 1970s in Vietnam and 

the Philippines.565 Only from 1987 onwards did articles on the War in Vietnam begin to 

appear. This absence appears to reflect Graeme Davison’s argument that the Vietnam 

wars were still in the immediate aftermath a divisive issue in Australian society.566 

Western Australian ideas of transnational history seem to assign Asian history an even 

more prominent role. Here World War One has not had such a salient position in the 

teaching of history as it has had in New South Wales. Consequently, the Second World 

War appeared as a more important element of history. Hindsight featured articles on the 

Asian part of World War Two and Chinese history. However, texts on the Second 

World War mainly depicted the Australian role, or Australia’s reactions to the Japanese 

                                                 
563 Albert Marchetto, "History, "Excellence and Equity" And..." Teaching History 24, no. 3 (1990), 
p. 18; Carmel Young took the same view when she addressed the Royal Australian Historical 
Association as the president of the HTA of New South Wales in 1990: Carmel Young, "History - 
Tomorrow. This Position Paper Was Presented by Carmel Young, President of the History 
Teachers' Association of NSW at a Meeting of the History Teachers' Association of NSW, the 
Royal Australian Historical Association and the Board of Studies, Wednesday, 24 October 1990" 
Teaching History 24, no. 4 (1991) p. 34. 
564 H.T.A.A., "National Curriculum Update. History Teachers' Association of Australia 
Response to the National Statement on the Study of Society and Environment" Hindsight 3, no. 1 
(1993), p. 62. 
565 Neville J. Erskine, "The Americans in the Philippines and Vietnam" Teaching History 19, no. 2 
(1985), pp. 24-42. 
566 From the late 1960s onwards compulsory conscription on the basis of a randomised system 
and losses of lives in Vietnam made the war increasingly unpopular and contested in Australia. 
Davison argued that school histories cut out this contentious war on purpose: Davison, The Use 
and Abuse of Australian History , p. 183; Macintyre, A Concise History of Australia , pp. 214-215, 
231-233. 
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threat. Geoffrey Bolton gave the best insight into the situation of Asian history in 

Western Australian schools: 

 

Although it still remains a mystery to me that in the 1960s we set out teaching 

South Asian or Indian History, South East Asian History, and East Asia or 

China and Japan with much the same degree of emphasis, and it is curious the 

way in which the South Asian section has languished whereas the other two 

have made headway. Maybe that just reflects our view of geopolitics.
567

 

 

Bolton mentioned two important developments in the teaching of the subject that were 

also discussed by teachers, curriculum officials and academics. First, the teaching of 

Asian history was not continuously extended but also cut back. In pointing at the 

‘curious [...] way in which the South Asian section has languished’ he highlighted 

another salient similarity between New South Wales and Western Australia, which was 

the common ground to reduce South Asian history in their syllabi in the 1980s and early 

1990s.568 Consequently, this suggests that developments in the teaching of Asian history 

did not only reflect what Bolton referred to as the Western Australian ‘view of 

geopolitics’. 

 

On the other hand, it would be wrong to assume that these publications in Teaching 

History and Hindsight demonstrate the role of Asian history as the major part of 

transnational histories in Australian history education. Strong resistances have appeared 

to exist at the classroom level in some states in Australia. The Principal Education 

Officer in the NT Social Education Curriculum Branch, Louise Finch, observed in 1999 

that “[d]espite years of official policies announcing Australia is part of or at least 

geographically proximate to Asia, those courses in Asian history which are available are 

not popular with teachers or students.”569 In New South Wales three history teachers 

complained bitterly in 1988 about the situation of Asian history in New South Wales’ 

secondary schools, which was affected by declining student numbers and inadequate 
                                                 
567Geoffrey Bolton, "Keynote Address at the History Teachers' Association of Western Australia 
Professional Development Seminar 1996" Hindsight 6, no. 1 (1996), p. 2. 
568 The importance of South East Asian history declined in NSW with the introduction of a new 
senior syllabus in 1986 that made it possible for students to avoid Asian history altogether; for 
critiques about the reduction of Asian history in general and South Asian history in particular 
see Robert Lee and Ian Simpson: Robert Lee, "Asian History in New South Wales Schools" 
Teaching History 31, no. 2 (1997); Simpson, "Letter to the Editor" . 
569 Finch, "Historian Heal Thyself?" , p. 28. 
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teaching resources.570 Moreover, their grievances shed some light on an important 

context of the problem: 

 

But we fear the decline of Asian history in our schools is being accelerated at 

the uncaring hands of our professional institutions. First among the offenders is 

the new Modern History syllabus. The breathtakingly Eurocentric assumption 

which decreed that the one content area in which all Modern History students 

in New South Wales need detailed knowledge was World War I still defies our 

understanding.
571

 

 

Their understanding that the centre of the problem would be an intense conflict between 

the teaching of Asian and European history reflects an important argument that has been 

dominant in discussions about transnational histories in Australia even up to the new 

national history curriculum in 2009.572 Also, their use of the term ‘Eurocentrism’ is 

indicative of the way it has been used repeatedly in this debate. 

 

In arguments about the importance of Asian history in Australian schools, the term 

‘Eurocentrism’ has been used by participants who support a reduction of the teaching of 

European histories for a long time. Ian Simpson, for example, who invoked the term as 

one of these teachers who in 1988 demanded the strengthening of Asian history in 

schools, still supported the case in 1997 with the same wording. Moreover, in 2009 a 

Consultation Report on one of the first drafts of the new national history curriculum 

noted in the responses “frequent references to the Eurocentric nature of the content 

proposed for Stages 2-3. [...] There were also requests for a strengthening of Asian 

history in the curriculum.”
573

 Similarly, the example of history teacher Simpson 

demonstrates that this conflict between European and Asian history was not only 

restricted to New South Wales. When he reiterated his argument in 1991 his position 

was fully supported by Mary Hoban from the Victorian HTA.
 574

 Both lamented not 

                                                 
570Simpson, "Letter to the Editor" , pp. 3-4. 
571Ibid, p. 3. 
572 National Curriculum Board, "Framing Paper. Consultation Report: History" (2009), p. 8. 
573 For Simpson’s geopolitical arguments in his pamphlet from 1997 see chapter one; Simpson 
used the expression “Eurocentric view of the world” on the same page of this quotation: 
Simpson, "History Teaching and the Twenty-First Century: The Place of Asia" , p. 55; National 
Curriculum Board, "Framing Paper. Consultation Report: History" , p. 8. 
574 Ian Simpson, "The State of Asian History" Teaching History 25, no. 1 (1991), p. 34. 
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only declining student numbers in Asian history but they also claimed that European 

history was made more competitive because students had to learn only very short time 

periods. It was apparently more demanding to learn Indian history for a whole century 

than the history of Weimar Germany only. Simpson was aided by Robert Lee from the 

University of Western Sydney, who also supported the case with references to 

Commonwealth initiatives to foster Asian studies and histories.575 Lee agreed in Asian 

History in New South Wales Schools along with Simpson to abandon the central 

position of World War One in the New South Wales curriculum because it could be 

understood as a manifestation of history teaching that focuses too much on European 

history at the expense of Asian histories. Finally, critics of the position of European 

history in Australian curricula not only invoked the geographical proximity to Asia, but 

also its perceived social and economic importance had an impact on the understanding 

of school history as indicated in chapter one. Judy King, Larissa Treskin, Howard 

Wolfers, and Robert Lee not only argued that more Asian history would be beneficial 

for the national society, including the national economy; they also claimed that a 

“challenge [must be] made to a Eurocentric approach in the programming and teaching 

of syllabuses.”
576

 

 

 

4.2 Positions with regard to European History 
 

European history can therefore be understood to be at the centre of disputes about 

different versions of transnational history that invoke geographic, social, economic but 

also cultural arguments. Cultural heritage is an unclear and disputable term but it has 

served as the undisputed reason for the strong position of European history in 

reflections about transnational history. On the other side, the term itself and with it the 

understanding of European history has changed. In 1981 the Syllabus Committee of the 

New South Wales HTA still supported the view that Australian culture is connected not 

only to Europe but also to Great Britain. In an answer to the draft for a new Australian 

core curriculum it “contends strongly that without some knowledge of the European and 

British origins of our society, it is impossible for Australia’s young people to be 
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properly equipped for citizenship in the Australia of the ‘eighties and thereafter.”577 

Only two years later this origin was not so clear anymore. In 1983 one volume of 

Teaching History published two articles that dealt with British heritage in two different 

ways. In the first text, Patrick O’Farrell declared that as “a member of the H.S.C. 

History Syllabus committee from the 1960s to 1980, I took part in the overthrow of the 

old European regime.”578 Nevertheless he did not entirely break away from this regime:  

 

The aim of an historical education is, at the wider community and intellectual 

level, to locate the student in his or her world. […] [I]t might be defensibly 

argued that a student leaving high school should have a clear grasp of the broad 

features of his own country’s history – and origins, which include a British and 

European dimension – and of the major developments in modern world 

history.
579

 

 

Cowling, however, argued a few pages later in Modern History – Where are We Going? 

not only that Australia needed to acknowledge its Asian environment more but also that 

the nation “is multicultural and decreasingly an outpost of the British Empire”.580 

Although both seemed to acknowledge a British heritage, they nevertheless approached 

it from a different angle. It seemed that one of the problems was the term ‘British’ itself. 

In 1992 John Aquilina, who in 1995 became Minister for Education and Training in a 

NSW Labor government, spoke in 1992, when the conservative Coalition was still in 

office as Shadow Minister for Education, at the New South Wales HTAs Annual 

Conference. There he stated that the “current debate about the place of Australia’s past 

imperial alliances is central to our concept of Australia’s place in the world today.”581 

As a former history teacher turned politician he apparently preferred replacing ‘British 

Empire’ simply with ‘Imperial Alliance’.  

 

Such a critical appraisal of the British heritage in Australia was supported by reflections 

on European history in Teaching History and Hindsight that did not display any obvious 
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579 Ibid. 
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preferential treatment of the histories of Great Britain and Ireland. Ian Keese 

summarised in 2001 the New South Wales-situation and argued that 

 

the content is becoming increasingly deficient in the amount of time devoted to 

events over the last 60 years. […] But what is even more lopsided about the 

course is its narrow geographical focus. While the syllabus does give lip 

service to a broader picture, we all know that for over seventy per cent of 

students, the history they learn about is essentially that of Western Europe in 

the first half of the twentieth century. […] I believe we failed students badly by 

clinging to World War I as the Core Study, because this more than anything 

else keeps twenty first century students bogged down in nineteenth century 

issues.
582

 

 

His assessment pointed at the predominance of the First World War period within this 

understanding of European history that was a peculiarity of New South Wales syllabi 

from 1986 onwards. Why this focus on World War One can be read as the last 

detectable emphasis on the British Empire within constructions of European histories in 

these syllabi will be discussed in chapter seven, in the section concerned with the two 

World Wars. In Hindsight, however, the focus was more on Asia and Australia in the 

Second World War, which was complemented by the absence of a similar emphasis on 

World War One in Western Australian senior curricula. In particular the period 1940 to 

1942 and the Battle of the Coral Sea featured prominently.  

 

Ian Keese referred in his criticism specifically to a particular period of Western 

European history that was in his opinion over-emphasised in these syllabi. His 

interpretation of the situation in New South Wales was supported by Teaching History 

and Hindsight because all three suggested an emphasis on Western European 

perspectives on World War One. The role of Germany during World War One was at 

the centre of attention in earlier volumes of Teaching History and German history in 

general was given much space in these publications. Consistent with this interpretation 

of the First World War period was also the circumstance that no text dealt with Austro-

Hungary or the Ottoman Empire. The neglect of the latter is particularly salient when 
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the importance of the battles against this State for the ANZAC narrative is taken into 

account. Moreover, the histories of other European countries were excluded with the 

exception of French and, more importantly, Russian history which was extensively 

reviewed. Such a salient position could be related at least to two circumstances. First, 

Tsarist Russia was the antecedent to the Soviet Union and this country’s significance in 

the Cold War world could explain a reduction of the prevalent position of Western 

European history in schools. Second, revolutions themselves have been major elements 

in Australian interpretations of transnational history. Hence, they will be discussed in a 

separate section further below. 

 

 

4.3 Positions with regard to the Histories of the A mericas 
 

American history has been conceptualised as an important part of transnational history 

at different levels in these journals concurrent with European and Asian histories. 

However, it has been to a large extent restricted to the history of the United States of 

America. Three reasons could be identified for the important position of US history in 

Australian understandings of transnational history. 

 

First, the case for American history is perfectly supported by the relevance argument 

that students need to understand their contemporary world. This world was dominated 

by the USA in many respects after 1991 and before then the globe had been partly 

controlled by the United States during the Cold War era. Second, US-American history 

was, according to high school teacher Jamie Simpson, highly suitable for the demands 

of every-day history teaching. He argued in The Case for Teaching U.S. History that the 

subject was well suited to the diversity of students in mixed ability classes and that 

important historical concepts could be explained with American history.583 Furthermore, 

when Simpson compared US history with Russian history it revealed more about his 

understanding of American history and its wider meaning. He suggested that the USA 

was somehow involved in all major historical events in late modern history, which was 

in his view different from Russia: “For much of the nineteenth century, Russia is 

isolated from the great social, political and economic changes which swept Europe.”584 
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This statement was problematic, even if we left aside history before 1813/15. It ignored 

Russian involvement in the European Revolutions from 1848/49, the Crimean War, the 

peasant emancipation of the 1860s, and finally the late industrialisation which was made 

possible with French capital. Above all, it ignored the fact that a considerable 

proportion of Tsarist Russia, including the main urban and industrial centres of the 

nineteenth century, was a part of Europe. However, Simpson’s comparison was 

significant in two ways. Firstly, it suggested a Cold War perspective on transnational 

history as he only compared the countries that were the principal powers in this conflict. 

Secondly, his link demonstrated a European perspective. Simpson seemed to imply that 

US history was better suited than Russian history to contribute to the understanding of 

European history. Therefore, his text can be seen as further evidence of a certain 

Eurocentric view in history classrooms.  

 

A second reason for an eminent position of US history in discussions about 

transnational history could be found in the disputed proposition that there were 

similarities between American and Australian history. From this perspective the two 

nations shared a cultural bond. Their alleged commonality was mainly constructed on 

their heritage as former British colonies and on the so called frontier experience. High 

school teacher Kerry Essex gave an example for this shared colonial experience in An 

Australian Link with the American Civil War, where she told the story of an Irish born 

revolutionary from the early nineteenth century who was first sent to the Australian 

penal colony and then went on to participate in the American Civil War.585 As indicated 

in chapter one, Dennis Phillips opposed the idea of a shared experience. In Half a World 

Apart: Myth and Reality in Australian-American Relations he argued the case for the 

essential difference between Australia and the USA.586 First, he opposed the idea that 

the countries share a similar frontier experience in pointing out that Australia’s interior 

is to a large extent a dry and uninhabitable land, whereas the United States are fertile 

and lush. Hence, the American frontier experience fostered the entrepreneurial, 

optimistic individual while the Australian situation failed to support such a development. 

He found a further difference in the experience of World War One. It was so important 

for Australia, which was eager to join, whereas the USA stood aloof for as long as 
                                                 
585 Kerry Essex, "An Australian Link with the American Civil War" Teaching History 35, no. 3 
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possible. In conclusion the author supported the Australian-American alliance but 

opposed an all too close and uncritical relationship between the two countries. Phillips 

was also clear about his reading of the power relations in the post-World War Two era: 

“As its role in world affairs increased after World War II, the U.S. effectively used its 

growing economic, political and cultural power to influence poorer, weaker states into a 

pro-American mould.”587 If this opinion is true, then it is reasonable to assume that also 

the teaching of history in Australia is affected by such a pervasive power. 

 

Third, Teaching History and Hindsight suggested direct American influences on the 

content of transnational history in Australian schools, for they published a number of 

cases that showed that US-American institutions supported Australian history teachers. 

Bob Carr was not only Premier in New South Wales but as an honours graduate in 

History also very much interested in the subject. Carr was particularly interested in US 

history.588 He was awarded a Fulbright Scholarship in 1999, which he divided into five 

grants in order to fund study trips for five history teachers to America. One of the award 

conditions was that the fruits of this research trip had to be directly relevant to their 

teaching about US history: 

 

On return from the study the successful applicants will be expected to engage 

in the promotion and enrichment of the teaching of American History in NSW 

schools, and to support the related professional activities of the History 

Teachers’ Association of NSW.
589

 

 

In New South Wales and in Western Australia the US Consulate directly supported 

events for Australian history teachers.590 The President of the History Teachers’ 

Association of New South Wales (HTANSW) reported in 2001 that the “HTA [History 

Teachers’ Association] and the University of New South Wales presented a special 

American History Conference for teachers and students. This was co-sponsored by the 

US-Consulate”.591 In Western Australia the relationship between the local History 
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Teachers’ Association (HTAWA) and the US Consulate seemed to be even closer. First, 

the Consulate hosted events for history teachers. A 1992 commemoration of the Battle 

of the Coral Sea, for example, took place on a modern US warship and was attended not 

only by history teachers but also by the Western Australian Minister for Education. 

Second, the US Consulate also published in 1991 and in 2002 articles about the 

American Australian military cooperation in the Second World War in the Association’s 

journal Hindsight. All this was apparently based on an excellent connection to the 

HTAWA. In 2004 an American influence was again clear in the form of “a joint 

initiative between The United States Consulate in WA and HTAWA. The focus was to 

increase teacher awareness of US history and the resources available to teach the topic. 

[…] As a result of the seminar and funding provided by the US consulate, HTAWA is 

constructing a linked website dealing with US History.” 592 Even though the present 

world situation suggests that US history is an important part of school history in 

Australia anyway, the question remains as to how this direct US support has altered the 

depiction of the history of this nation in schools. In this context, syllabi are important 

sources with which to investigate this question. 

 

 

4.4 Positions with regard to the Histories of other  World 
Regions 
 

Histories from other regions of the world did not seem to be ‘relevant’ to Australian 

secondary schools. In the case of Latin America, its histories were virtually non-existent. 

Ian Jacobs summarised in 1987 in a letter to the editor of Teaching History the situation 

for New South Wales: 

 

In analysing the geography of the histories according to the syllabus, The 

Southern Hemisphere, […], with the exception of Australia does not exist. 

There is no mention of South America, and Africa suffers a similar fate. […] 

The main obstacle in applying an international dimension and a global 

perspective in the senior Modern History course lies in the fact that a tradition 

                                                 
592H.T.A.W.A., "History Teachers' Association of Western Australia Annual Report" Hindsight 
(2004), p. 35. 



Page 168 of 317 
 

of national based history and ethnocentrism have been the mode for 

understanding history.
593

 

 

Apparently Jacobs referred with the term ‘ethnocentrism’ to the same Eurocentrism as 

Ian Simpson did between 1988 and 1997. As Jacobs’ term is not precise it theoretically 

allows for the inclusion of North America, although the author did not expand on it. 

Historiography about the African continent is in the examined literature at least present 

in traces. In 1987 the UWA historian Penelope Hetherington published in Teaching 

History an excellent overview of Apartheid and South African Historiography. 594 

Moreover, the 1992 Years 7-10 Curriculum from New South Wales was understood as 

an attempt to try new ways that would break away from a Eurocentric perspective. It 

offered a  

 

non-mandatory World History Section [which] contains ten options which 

focus on: [the following is printed in form of a list] – Early Societies – Ancient 

History – Medieval and Early Modern History – Indigenous Peoples – Britain, 

Europe and Americas in the 18th and 19th centuries – Africa to c.1914 – 20th 

Century Studies – Europe since 1945.
595

 

 

Note the plural for the American continent, which at least indicates the tendency to 

include the histories of both North and South America. Asian history was not included 

as it was intended to form the core together with Australian history. This ambitious shift 

in focus was not followed in the versions of transnational history offered in Teaching 

History as indicated in this section.  
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4.5 Positions with regard to Transnational Themes 
 

Ideas of transnational history that are not based on geographical distinctions such as 

European or Asian history have also been discussed in Australia. Shifting the attention 

to historical themes such as the very popular theme of revolutions has been one option. 

What is striking in these journals is the extent of attention to revolutions in general and 

the Russian Revolution in particular. In a period of twenty years between 1981 and 

2001 Hindsight and Teaching History published twenty-seven articles on major 

revolutions from the French to the Chinese Cultural Revolution; the latter journal even 

devoted in 1981 two whole volumes to the topics Revolution and Asia and Revolution. 

One explanation for this strong position could be a ‘student-centred historiography’. 

Considering the fact that students can drop history after Year 10, course developers 

could be inclined to focus on the sort of history that sells best. Paul Grover expressed 

this approach to history teaching in a letter to the editors of Teaching History: “The 

titles of our units and courses have to be loud and strong and relevant, the content has to 

be varied and active and student centred, [...] we have to stand beside the world of 

advertising and be just as relevant”.
596

 Revolutions appeared to be particularly apt to 

meet demands such as being ‘loud and strong’; imitating ‘the world of advertising’ they 

could be more appealing to students. Such views of history teaching were confirmed 

when in 2006 Anna Clark surveyed 182 school students in various Australian states. 

After being confronted repeatedly with the student feedback that Australian history was 

experienced as ‘boring’, she formulated a poignant question: “After all, what’s the point 

of teaching Australian history if it can never match the thrills of the French Revolution 

or the American Civil War?”597  By mentioning the American Civil War Clark 

introduced another element of transnational history that has had a lasting impact on 

some students’ memories. 

 

Apart from Revolutions, there were also other themes in transnational history, such as 

Fascism, Imperialism or Socialism, possible. In Australia, thematic history teaching 
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appeared to be quite popular, which could be related to the specific characteristics of 

very broadly defined subjects such as SoSE, which was generally organised around 

themes. New South Wales Premier Bob Carr defended in Teaching History in 1995 

History as an independent subject in junior secondary years in opposition to SoSE, 

rejecting “the over-reliance on themes in our History classrooms”.598 Looking at the 

issue from a different angle, Marnie Hughes-Warrington seemed to be more 

sympathetic to the themes–approach. In World Building with Fragments she praised the 

1999 New South Wales senior history syllabus because it featured the new Core Study 

The World at the Beginning of the Twentieth Century: “Within that unit, historical 

phenomena are grouped and organised by concepts such as ‘empire’, ‘population’ and 

‘war’ and ‘technology’ rather than dates, states or individuals.”
599

 This unit hinted at a 

second trend in Australia. General themes such as ‘empire’ or ‘trade’ were investigated 

in a global historical context within a particular time frame which indicates a trend 

towards a more global orientation of school history.  

 

Hughes-Warrington is an expert in historiography, and in world history historiography 

in particular. She demonstrated that the specific form of world history that could be 

applied in schools seemed to be open to debates. In World Histor(iograph)y Education 

and Research from an Australian Angle she made clear that the “stereotype of the world 

history survey as content mastery is problematic”600 and that there are “many and varied 

shapes of world histories”.601 Hughes-Warrington accessed world history education not 

only from an Australian perspective but also from the postmodernist point of view when 

she supported the approach that first year university “students are encouraged to see that 

historiographers of world history, as well as world historians, make worlds.”602 Her 

scepticism towards too narrowly defined concepts of world history was also clear when 

she argued “that Anglo-American world histories are […] only some among many ways 

of world making”.603 Australian teachers’ journals have discussed different approaches 
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to ‘world making’, although they have kept returning to a few central themes, such as 

Australia’s relation to Asia and Europe. However, teachers, historians, history educators 

and other scholars or officials in Australia did not restrict their deliberations to topics 

such as different world regions or transnational themes but discussed also what time 

periods of past worlds should be covered. 

 

 

4.6 Positions with regard to Time Periods 
 

Overall, the mainstream opinion in Australia was that the exploration of the making of 

past worlds should be restricted to late modern history. This was a long term trend. For 

example, Alan Barcan suggested in as early as 1971 that the selection of the time 

periods for transnational history in schools was heavily influenced by a certain 

understanding of social science. He argued that the “attempt to imitate social studies”
604

 

explained the concentration on recent history and his argument seemed to be supported 

by the 1973 Social Science Courses in Australia. A Correlation Survey.605 Barcan 

opposed what he believed was an overemphasis on contemporary history and this 

disapproval was still shared with Stuart Macintyre in the late 1990s. However, 

Macintyre referred mainly to university education with his demand for a “proper 

historical education [which] requires an awareness of the major civilisations in temporal 

depth.”606 Their critique has not been heeded. As one of the major influences on school 

history in Australia, the British SHP also included for world history only a selection of 

topics from twentieth century history and contended that “the adolescent’s need to be 

given in school some understanding of the present world in which he lives, would be 

accepted as essential by many educators.”607 A similar pattern could be detected in the 

Australian teachers’ journals. This trend was particularly striking in Teaching History 

from the mid-1990s onwards. Issue two in 1996 was entirely devoted to Modern World 

Studies and featured articles on US-CIS Arms Controls, Limitations and Reductions 

                                                 
604 Barcan, Social Science, History and the New Curriculum , p. 68. 
605 National Committee on Social Science teaching. Special sub-committee of state project 
officers, "Social Science Courses in Australia. A Correlation Survey" (Canberra: National 
Committee on Social Science teaching. Special sub-committee of state project officers., 1973), pp. 
5-6, 11. 
606 Macintyre, "History"  , p. 149. 
607 Schools Council History 13-16 Project, A New Look at History , p. 12. 
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Since 1991 or The Arab-Israeli Conflict 1987-1996 or Vietnam Since 1989.608 Carmel 

Young proposed as the president of the HTANSW in a position paper in 1990 that 

 

[p]erhaps we need to challenge the chronological approach […] for more 

contemporary issues. […] We must move History into the immediate present, 

nurturing our student’s understandings of their own times through the critical 

appraisal of the last thirty years.
609

 

 

Moreover, Teaching History published in 1991 a research report on Textbooks and the 

Teaching of History in Secondary Schools that supported the contested emphasis of 

contemporary history: “Textbooks should deal with contemporary issues and present 

balanced views on current controversies.”610 

 

 

4.7 Concluding Thoughts 
 

In sum, O’Farrell’s understanding that the “aim of an historical education is [...] to 

locate the student in his or her world”611 was reflected in the teachers’ journals and their 

variety of approaches to the histories of world regions such as Europe, Asia or North 

America, and to transnational themes such as revolutions or the selection of time 

periods. It is obvious that the most immediate history for school students of the late 

twentieth century is the history of that century and perhaps the preceding one. 

Australian upper school students lived and still live in close geographical proximity to 

Asia and as chapter one indicated, many students had European but some also Asian 

backgrounds. One generation of students lived in the world of the 1980s, which was on 

a geopolitical level to a large extent the product of a recent history that was not only 

deeply influenced by the Second World War but also by the Cold War. If the aim of 

history education was ‘to locate the student in his or her world’, then it appeared 

important to engage them with the histories of the principal powers in this bi-polar 

constellation. From that perspective, the history of Australia’s key ally, the United 

                                                 
608 Further, very good examples can be found in Teaching History vol. 32, no. 2.  
609Young, "History - Tomorrow" , p. 36. 
610 Carmel Young, Kevin Laws and Michael Horsley, "Textbooks and the Teaching of History in 
Secondary Schools" Teaching History 25, no. 2 (1991)p. 28. 
611O'Farrell, "A Basic Historical Education: Its Aims and Uses" , p. 11. 
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States of America, became central. As the second principal power of geopolitics, the 

USSR, was a product of the Russian Revolution, this revolution also gained importance 

from the perspective O’Farrell proposed. Moreover, the Russian Revolution was at least 

partly triggered by the Russian failure in World War One. Finally, it can also be argued 

that the First World War was of prime importance for contemporary Australia as it 

delivered the context for one of the most important founding myths of the nation. 

Chapter seven will support this argument with the case of New South Wales. Chapter 

seven will also argue, together with chapter six, that approaches to transnational history 

were diversified in the 1990s, which reflects the world since the end of the Cold War. 

This chapter has suggested that despite the end of the Cold War, the USA still has 

significant influence on history teaching in Australia and this finding will be discussed 

further in the final chapter. 

 

Finally, the discourses that were framed in this chapter point to the central role of 

syllabi because critical reflections about transnational history discussed here were to a 

large extent guided by or linked to constructions of transnational history in these syllabi. 

Therefore, it is important to examine these documents from a historiographical 

perspective in an effort to understand the history that is written for the Australian 

classroom. 
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5. Reflections on Textbook and Syllabus Research – 

Some Notes on Methodology – A Plea for Syllabus 

Research 

 

By continuing to elaborate on the theme of dominant influences on Australian 

constructions of transnational history, the previous chapter stressed the impact of 

transnational developments in history teaching. Therefore, it offered two uses of the 

term transnational. It referred, on the one hand, directly to history other than Australian 

history. On the other hand, the preceding chapter also dealt more clearly with the use of 

transnational as a word denoting more abstract, intellectual developments that ignore 

national boundaries. Specifically, it dealt with developments in history teaching such as 

‘progressive’ models of skills focused teaching and the discovery method, which aims 

to create an active learning process for students. They are transnational teaching models 

in the sense that they have had, for example, an impact on history instruction in the 

USA, the UK, and Australia. Above all, the prior chapter identified transnational trends 

in historiography that were discussed in both academia and schools. The role of 

empathy in history writing has been debated by British historians, history educators and 

in Australian teachers’ journals; the impact of postmodernism on historiography has 

been studied by academic historians in Canada, the UK, and has reached Australian 

history curricula. Intellectual concepts with the capacity to cross boundaries in general 

and national borders in particular will again be a major theme in this chapter, which 

constructs an analytical framework for the examination of Australian senior history 

syllabi based on the fruits of international textbook research. 

 

Research in Europe and America agreed on the central role of the textbook in schools. 

Scholars such as Michael Apple, David Olson, Suzanne de Castell, and Carmen and 

Allan Luke essentially understood the school textbook as a social construction that 

legitimates and disseminates specific realities and selected knowledge in schools as a 

reflection of relations of social power.612 Keith Crawford and Stuart Foster expressed in 

                                                 
612 Michael W. Apple, Linda K. Christian-Smith, "The Politics of the Textbook" in The Politics of 
the Textbook, ed. Michael W. Apple, Linda K. Christian-Smith (New York, London: Routledge, 
1991), pp. 1, 3-4, 10; David R. Olson, "On the Language and Authority of Textbooks" in 
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2006 the same understanding when they claimed that “textbooks, inherently, are social 

constructions and during the production process authors and publishers inevitably find 

themselves responding to the expectations of competing interests concerning what 

constitutes legitimate curriculum knowledge”.613 However, they focused their research 

particularly on history textbooks and argued that nation states construct narratives in 

them  

 

to define their sense of identity by drawing upon the experiences and lessons of 

the past […]. In seeking to establish and to maintain a physical, political and 

cultural sense of belonging, nations place great store in articulating what has 

traditionally bound them together and what makes them different from their 

neighbors.614 

 

By claiming that the “history curriculum is traditionally regarded as the vehicle through 

which nations seek to store, transmit and disseminate narratives that define conceptions 

of nationhood and national culture”615 they essentially reflected a position held by 

leading researchers in the field such as Hanna Schissler, Stuart Foster, Jason Nicholls, 

and Keith Crawford; they all underlined the nexus between national ideology and 

national self understanding and textbook narratives.616 The focus on recent Australian 

history in chapter one of this thesis mirrors to some extent such a research focus, for 

that chapter also discusses how dominant social groups, cultural and economic 

                                                                                                                                               
Language, Authority and Criticism.  Readings on the School Textbook, ed. Suzanne De Castell, Allan 
Luke, and Carmen Luke (London et.al: The Falmer Press, 1989), pp. 238, 241; Carmen Luke, 
Suzanne de Castell, and Allan Luke, "Editorial Introduction" in Language, Authority and 
Criticism.  Readings on the School Textbook, ed. Carmen Luke, Suzanne de Castell, and Allan Luke 
(London et. al.: The Falmer Press, 1989), pp. vii, viii, see also: ———, "Beyond Criticism: The 
Authority of the School Textbook" in Language, Authority and Criticism.  Readings on the School 
Textbook, ed. Suzanne De Castell, Allan Luke, and Carmen Luke (London et.al.: The Falmer 
Press, 1989), pp. 253-258. 
613 Foster, "The Critical Importance of History Textbook Research"  , p. 4, see also Keith 
Crawford, "The Role and Purpose of Textbooks" International Journal of Historical Learning, 
Teaching and Research 3, no. 2 (2003), pp. 5-6. 
614 Foster, "The Critical Importance of History Textbook Research"  , p. 5. 
615 Ibid . 
616 Schissler, "Navigating a Globalizing World" , pp. 206-207; Foster, "The Critical Importance of 
History Textbook Research"  , pp. 5-7; Jason Nicholls, "Beyond the National and the 
Transnational: Perspectives of WWII in U.S.A, Italian, Swedish, Japanese, and English School 
History Textbooks" in What Shall We Tell the Children? International Perspectives on School History 
Textbooks, ed. Stuart J. Foster, and Keith A. Crawford (Greenwich: Information Age Publishing, 
2006), p. 91: Nicholls cited here a conference paper he had given with S. Foster; Crawford, "The 
Role and Purpose of Textbooks" , p. 6. 
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developments in Australia impact on constructions of national identities, partly by 

utilising the instrument of school education. That chapter, however, is not concerned 

with the medium that has been utilised in schools. 

 

Regarding textbooks, I suggest that Australia is an example that demonstrates the nature 

of these fruits of international comparative textbook research. They can be read as the 

outcome of a very important meta-discussion based on the findings of more detailed 

textbook research. Such a meta-level cannot take into account all the national 

peculiarities or how stakeholders such as publishers, curriculum authorities, and 

teachers impact on the construction of legitimised knowledge. One of the major 

Australian characteristics relevant to textbook research has been what William Marsden 

called an “anti-textbook ethos”.617 However, Marsden referred to Britain and argued 

that textbooks are avoided in educational research, in teacher education and to a much 

lesser extent in the classroom itself. Mike Horsley found in Australian teacher education 

what could be called a similar ‘anti-textbook ethos’.618 Furthermore, he claimed that  

 

[d]espite the apparent universal condemnation by curriculum developers, 

teacher associations and teacher educators alike, textbooks prepared by 

commercial publishers are used significantly by teachers and teachers in 

training as the main source of subject content to be taught.619 

 

Looking at this quotation more closely, it constructs a clear dichotomy between holders 

of any office on the one side and practitioners on the other. Applying a specific 

Australian perspective, I suggest looking more closely at the dichotomy between 

curriculum developers and textbook use in schools. 

 

Australian education authorities have consistently displayed what could be called an 

‘anti-textbook ethos’. In other nation states such as Germany or the USA education 

authorities have tended to play an important role in the construction of textbook 

                                                 
617 Marsden, The School Textbook , pp. 55-70. 
618Mike Horsley, "Textbooks, Teaching and Learning Materials and Teacher Education" in Peace, 
Democratization and Reconciliation in Textbooks and Educational Media.  
Ninth International Conference on Research on Textbooks and Educational Media September 2007 
Tonsberg Norway, ed. Mike Horsley, and Jim McCall (Tonsberg, Norway: IARTEM, 2009), pp. 
251-259. 
619Ibid , p. 249. 



Page 177 of 317 
 

narratives. Michael Apple illustrated this situation for the United States, where the 

states have similarly independent education authorities as in Australia: “Nearly half of 

the [US-American] states […] have state textbook-adoption committees that by and 

large choose what texts will be purchased by the schools in that state.”620 But publishers 

produce textbooks for the entire nation out of economic reasons. Hence “the texts made 

available to the entire nation, and the knowledge considered legitimate in them, are 

determined by what will sell in Texas, California, Florida, and so forth.”621 In contrast, 

education administrations in Australian States and Territories have not been directly 

involved in the construction of textbook narratives and this extends to the Australian 

curriculum authorities such as Boards of Studies that also have embraced what could be 

called an ‘anti-textbook ethos’. I suggest that such an ethos has been identifiable 

particularly in senior history. Education authorities in New South Wales and 

Queensland refused to recommend or even list commercially produced textbooks in 

their syllabus documents and this is not only a recent trend.622 The responsibility for 

textbooks has entirely been delegated to the school level.623  

  In Western Australia the situation has been slightly different as it has been 

including textbook lists in senior syllabi for the last thirty years. However, the 

nationwide ‘anti-textbook culture’ has also been perceptible in Western Australia. In 

1990 a report on the curriculum review of social studies ascertained that “requests were 

made to the Review for Ministry-published student textbooks or booklets.”624 This 

report refused such a request and concluded that it “feels confident that commercial 

publishers will adjust to meet market demands.”625 More generally, the Temby Review 

that formed the basis for the Curriculum Council and the Curriculum Framework “came 

                                                 
620Apple, "The Politics of the Textbook"  , p. 5. 
621 Ibid. p. 6; Stephen J. Thornton made a similar claim: Stephen J. Thornton, "What Is History in 
U S History Textbooks" in School History Textbooks across Cultures: International Debates and 
Perspectives, ed. Jason Nicholls, Oxford Studies in Comparative Education (Oxford: Symposium 
Books, 2006), p. 17; see also: Foster, "The Critical Importance of History Textbook Research"  pp. 
9-10. 
622 Board of Senior School Studies, "Modern History Syllabus. Years 11 and 12" ; Board of 
Studies New South Wales, "Modern History Syllabus. Preliminary Courses. 2/3 Unit Common 
2 Unit People and Events. HSC Courses. 2/3 Unit Common 2 Unit People and Events 3 Unit" 
(North Sydney: Board of Studies New South Wales, 1994); these documents are particularly 
interesting as they do not even mention anything on resources at all. 
623 Board of Studies New South Wales, "HSC Resources and Textbooks" (Board of Studies New 
South Wales, 2007), p.25; Queensland Studies Authority, "Modern History. Senior Syllabus 
2004" (Brisbane: Queensland Studies Authority, 2004), p.66; Board of Senior Secondary School 
Studies Queensland, "Modern History. Senior Syllabus" , p. 75. 
624 Print, "Curriculum Review of Social Studies and Social Sciences Education" , p. 79. 
625 Ibid . 
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to the view that these [support materials for the new Learning Area Statements] should 

not include student materials or materials to support the teaching of particular topics or 

themes within learning areas”.626  

 

In addition to the federal structure of Australia that creates eight independent curriculum 

authorities, this official attitude for Years 11 and 12 indicates that the outlined 

international research paradigm that assigns the nation state a central role in its 

theoretical approach to the analysis of textbooks needs to be put into context. As ‘social 

constructions’ textbooks are authored, published and debated in a certain cultural setting 

which has been defined in the last century by the nation state. Therefore, textbook 

researchers such as Crawford not only suggested a nexus between the nation state and 

textbook narratives but also to understand them as “cultural artefacts”.627 Identifying a 

certain ‘anti-textbook culture’ in the various Australian educational administrations, it is 

reasonable to adjust this international research to the specific Australian situation. 

Hence, I suggest reorienting research into the meaning and construction of curriculum 

knowledge more to the syllabi directly. 

 

The limited engagement of public authorities in the creation of textbook narratives for 

the senior level might help explain why textbook research had a much smaller impact in 

Australia and, to a large extent, a different orientation. First, there were only very few 

short textbook reviews that focus on textbooks for Australian history.628 Second, 

research in Australia supported the notion of an ‘anti-textbook ethos’ to some extent 

also for the compulsory years of schooling. For example, in 1991 Teaching History 

featured a report on Textbooks and the Teaching of History in Secondary Schools, 

which was conducted at the University of Sydney. This research project surveyed the 

use of history textbooks in New South Wales and it identified trends that had already 

been discussed by teachers in their journals. It found that teachers prefer books with an 

enquiry based approach and the findings also supported the existence of an official 

                                                 
626 Ministerial Committee to Review Curriculum Development. Chairperson: Therese Temby, 
"Review of School Curriculum Development Procedures and Processes in Western Australia" 
(Perth: Education Policy and Coordination Bureau, 1995), p. 14. 
627 Crawford, "The Role and Purpose of Textbooks" , p. 5. 
628 David Stewart, "History Textbooks and the New History 7-10 Syllabus" Teaching History 16, 
no. 3 (1982), pp. 58-61;  Graeme Davison, "Learning History: Reflections on Some Australian 
School Textbooks" AGORA 22, no. 3 (1987), pp. 27-33; Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian 
History , pp. 181-182, 185-192; Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , Appendix D, pp. i-vi, Taylor’s 
text contains a number of publications produced for the general market. 
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‘anti-textbook culture’. It ascertained that although “many teachers stressed the 

importance of student access to a core text as a means of engendering confidence, a 

recurrent theme was the need to encourage students to use a wide range of source and 

reference materials.”629 It seems that strong opposition to a history course that relies 

only on a textbook has had a long standing tradition not only in New South Wales but 

also in other Australian States.630 For example, a 1978 Parliamentary Background Paper 

from Queensland argued that in as early as 1930 the syllabus urged history teachers to 

refrain from using a single textbook. Referring to the 1970s, it finally contended that in  

 

secondary schools there has also been a trend away from using a single 

textbook. The growing use of a number of class sets of books, and the 

provision of an array of resource books and audio-visual materials in school 

libraries are indications of the growing use of multiple resources at this 

level.631  

 

Nevertheless, as Horsley pointed out, textbooks appeared to maintain a central position 

in day to day history teaching. John Gougoulis from the History Teachers’ Association 

of Western Australia (HTAWA) observed in 1995 that textbooks “are still at the heart of 

teaching and learning. One estimate puts 70% – 90% of history teaching is textbook 

driven and derived.”632 However, considering the absence of any form of textbook 

adoption and the ‘anti-textbook ethos’ of Australian education authorities, these 

circumstances suggest that public authorities on the national and the state level have had 

little influence on the construction of textbook narratives. 

 

Such an understanding is underlined by recent research conducted by Mike Horsley, 

who can be regarded as one of the leading figures in Australian textbook research.633 

                                                 
629Young, "Textbooks and the Teaching of History in Secondary Schools" , p. 29. 
630 For an older New South Wales example see: Stewart, "History Textbooks and the New 
History 7-10 Syllabus" , pp. 58-61. 
631 Department of Education Queensland, "Social Science Courses for Primary and Secondary 
School Students in Queensland: An Overview" , pp. 16, 45. 
632 Gougoulis, "Challenging History in Light of the Proposed History Syllabus Change in 
Western Australia" , p. 3; Young et. al. detailed how textbooks remain ubiquitous: Young, 
"Textbooks and the Teaching of History in Secondary Schools" , p. 28. 
633 Horsley led the now defunct Teaching Resources and Textbook Research Unit (TREAT) 
between 1994 and 2009 at the University of Sydney; the above cited study that he co-authored 
with Carmel Young and Kevin Laws is a good example of Horsley’s research, which also 
includes business education and teacher education. 
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Horsley was not only the head of Teaching Resources and Textbooks Research Unit 

(TREAT) but has also been the chief judge for the Australian Award for Excellence in 

Educational Publishing, which brings together educationists, teachers and experts from 

the publishing industry in an effort to set and foster benchmarks for educational 

publishing. In a series of interviews with publishers, judges and managing personnel 

that aimed at an evaluation of the scheme, the increasing global competition in the 

publishing industry was identified as one of the most, if not the most, influential 

challenge to textbook publishing for the period from the inception of this Award in 

1994 up to 2007.634 Among the respondents there was “universal agreement that the 

Awards are very important and have a significant impact on the industry”.635 This 

further suggests a limited direct impact of curriculum and education authorities on the 

national self representation in the construction of textbook narratives in Australia. It 

follows the question whether the deconstruction of syllabi is at least as important as the 

deconstruction of textbooks in the quest for underlying agendas and meanings. 

 

 

5.1 From Textbook Research to Syllabus Research 
 

I would like to suggest that this Australian work on textbook use, textbooks in teacher 

education, and the perception, impact, and evaluation of publishing awards is highly 

significant for the examination of syllabi. In order to demonstrate this relevance I 

address three issues. First, the investigations by Horsley and others reflected an 

approach to textbook research that opened up an avenue to syllabus research because 

both can be identified as ‘school texts’. Second, textbooks and syllabi can also be seen 

as curriculum texts as they are both a textual expression of the school curriculum. Based 

on this common conceptual ground, I propose that the third characteristic of syllabi is 

that they can be understood as texts with a similar authority and a similar meaning to 

textbooks. They can be read as constructions of official knowledge and legitimated 

realities despite their apparently different forms. Looking at syllabi from that 

                                                 
634Mike Horsley, "Explorations in the Economy of Prestige: Textbook Competitions and the 
Judgement of Quality: The Australian Awards for Excellence in Educational Publishing" in 
Peace, Democratization and Reconciliation in Textbooks and Educational Media.  
Ninth International Conference on Research on Textbooks and Educational Media September 2007 
Tonsberg Norway, ed. Mike Horsley, and Jim McCall (Tonsberg, Norway: IARTEM, 2008), 
regarding the interviewees see pp. 85-86; regarding the impact of global changes see p. 87. 
635 Ibid , bullet point and colon omitted. 
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perspective, it follows that they can be conceptualised similarly to textbooks as social 

constructions that are the outcome of social struggles and that “tend to enforce and 

reinforce cultural homogeneity through the promotion of shared attitudes and the 

construction of shared historical memories.”636 In the case of Australia, this reading of 

syllabi is further underlined by the country’s characteristic ‘anti-textbook ethos’. Hence, 

the question emerges whether the examination of syllabi in this thesis can be built on 

the premise that they have as ‘school texts’ and curriculum texts a similar meaning as 

textbooks. 

 

Australian research into the teacher mediated use of textbooks, the role of textbooks in 

teacher education and investigations of textbook awards reflects an approach to 

textbook research that was well represented earlier by the work of Carmen and Allan 

Luke in collaboration with Suzanne de Castell. In Beyond Criticism: The Authority of 

the School Textbook these authors argued strongly in response to David Olson “that the 

effectiveness of the textbook is, above all, dependent on its status as part of a 

comprehensive and rule-bound institutional order.”637  They maintained that the 

institution school is as important as the teacher mediated use of textbooks in order to 

bestow textbooks’ authority. However, they had at the centre of their argument the term 

‘school text’, despite their focus on textbooks. The latter word was consistently equated 

with the broader term ‘school texts’; both terms were interchangeable. It is this broad 

and generic notion of the ‘school text’ that allows syllabi to be included therein. Indeed 

syllabi share, along with textbooks, the characteristic of being an authoritative text. 

Additionally, when syllabi are thought of as 'school texts' they can be conceptualised in 

the same way that the linguist David Olson understood textbooks. He called textbooks a 

distinctive, authoritative “archival form”,638 which he viewed as “texts [that] serve an 

important archival function in preserving what the society takes to be ‘true’ and ‘valid’ 

knowledge”.639 Hence, I suggest that Luke, Luke and de Castell’s conceptualisation of 

the ‘school text’ is also applicable to school syllabi: 

 

The school text, unlike most other print information […] is unique in its 

culturally stipulated role of authority. The legal enforcement and sanction of 

                                                 
636 Crawford, "The Role and Purpose of Textbooks" , p. 5. 
637 Luke, "The Authority of the School Textbook"  , p. 258. 
638 Olson, "On the Language and Authority of Textbooks"  , p. 234. 
639 Ibid , p. 241. 
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public schooling not only ensures a universal right to education, but also 

enforces participation. Thus, the textbook has a legally assured captive 

audience. Government prescribed and authorized texts constitute a common 

experiential and linguistic basis upon which each generation’s fundamental 

literacy and knowledge are based. Indeed, while a given textbook may not be 

as widely circulated as, say, Time or Educational Sesearcher, [capital ‘s’ in 

original!] it is universally (i.e., regionally) taught and experienced.640 

 

A critical element in their argument is the authority of governments, or more precisely 

the legal power exerted by educational administrations, which is also critical to syllabi 

in the same way. Considering the role of the market in textbook production, the 

characteristic of being ‘[g]overnment prescribed and authorized texts’ applies even 

more so to syllabi than textbooks. They do not need to compete in one market with 

other syllabi and direct legal power can be extended to private publishing houses only to 

a very limited extent or in exceptional cases. The situation is different for curriculum 

authorities, which are entirely subjected to the legal power of state governments. Other 

textbook researchers took positions that were similar to Luke, Luke and de Castell’s and 

underlined the authoritative character of textbooks. Claims made by scholars such as 

Apple, Crawford, and Foster that textbooks are textual representations of socially and 

culturally sanctioned official knowledge further suggest that their understanding of 

textbooks implicitly allows for the inclusion of syllabi as well.641  

 

Second, this idea of the ‘school text’ appears to be very close to the idea of the 

curriculum text, which understands curriculum not as a concrete regulatory document 

but rather as the selected, legitimated canon of knowledge that a society intends to teach 

in schools. Again, there appears to be common conceptual ground between textbooks 

and syllabi in a broader sense in the form of the idea of the ‘selected tradition’. 

Originally from Raymond Williams, Michael Apple as well as Keith Crawford and 

Stuart Foster employed the idea. Apple applied the concept to examine curricula in the 

                                                 
640 Luke, "The Authority of the School Textbook"  , p. 254. 
641 Michael W. Apple, "The Culture and Commerce of the Textbook" in The Politics of the 
Textbook, ed. Michael W. Apple, Linda K. Christian-Smith (New York, London: Routledge, 
1991), pp. 23-24; ———, "Regulating the Text: The Socio-Historical Roots of State Control" in 
Textbooks in American Society. Politics, Policy, and Pedagogy, ed. Philip G. Altbach, Gail P. Kelly, 
Hugh G. Petrie, and Lois Weis (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991), p. 8; 
Crawford, "The Role and Purpose of Textbooks" , p. 7; Foster, "The Critical Importance of 
History Textbook Research"  , p. 4;  
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above outlined broader context and Foster and Crawford contended in a very similar 

fashion that “[c]entral in the process of constructing textbook knowledge is what 

Williams called a ‘selective tradition,’ where from the vast store of available knowledge 

the school curriculum is manufactured to reflect the values considered important by 

powerful groups.”642 Such an understanding that not only subsumes textbooks and 

syllabi under the category ‘school text’ but also under the category curriculum text is 

further supported by a closer reading of Keith Crawford. In his text the terms history 

textbook and history curriculum appear interchangeable, similar to how Luke, Luke and 

de Castell used textbook and ‘school text’, albeit not as frequently. Crawford explained 

that it “is through the history curriculum that nations seek to store, transmit and 

disseminate narratives which define conceptions of nationhood and national culture”,643 

and later he highlighted that “textbooks present broader cultural ‘messages’ and in terms 

of their social function have been said to bear similarities to government policy 

documents”.644 History syllabi can be seen as government policy documents. Finally, 

also William Marsden put forward a fundamental definition of textbooks that is equally 

applicable to syllabi, further strengthening the notion of the category curriculum text: 

He claimed that it  

 

“would still be widely accepted that textbooks 

• comprise a body of content; 

• embody a range of pedagogic principles and processes; and 

• reflect external and sometimes imposed sets of social purposes.”645 

 

 

Nevertheless, construing textbooks and syllabi as one text category might be rejected 

with the argument that their manifestation is apparently different. Syllabi in Australia, 

for instance, are often made up of lists and tables, smaller text sections are organised 

with bullet points whereas textbooks are frequently dominated by large sections of 

prose text. It is again David Olson’s concept of ‘archival forms’ that suggests that 

                                                 
642 Foster, "The Critical Importance of History Textbook Research"  , p. 5, see also pp. 6-7; 
Apple, Ideology and Curriculum , pp. 3-6; all referred to the work of Raymond Williams, one key 
text is: Raymond Williams, The Long Revolution (London: Chatto and Windus, 1961). 
643 Crawford, "The Role and Purpose of Textbooks" , p. 6. 
644 Ibid, p. 6. 
645 Marsden, The School Textbook , p. 8, the text in bullet points refers to: Marsden, B. Geography 
11-16: Rekindling Good Practice, London: David Fulton, 1995, p. ix. 
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written texts as an authoritative archival form can vary in their appearance, although 

they have essentially the same characteristics, meanings and functions. Textbooks were 

in his view only one of these ‘archival forms’. Such an archival written text can be 

stored in many ways, such “as lists and tables and in the detailed, explicit, expository 

prose of essays, encyclopedias [spelling true to the original] and textbooks.”646 

Considering the options given by Olson, curriculum texts can be ‘lists and tables’ or 

textbooks, among other options. In contrary to general essays and encyclopaedias, 

syllabi and textbooks are bound together by their characteristic of being ‘school texts’, 

i.e. written for schools explicitly. Authoritative constructions of official knowledge or 

‘school texts’ can therefore take on the shape of curriculum documents or textbooks. 

 

Understanding textbooks and syllabi as ‘school texts’ or curriculum texts entails two 

main propositions, which this thesis aims to test. First, school syllabi can and should be 

understood as important sources for an investigation into the ‘school text’ that probes 

the more or less hidden agendas, messages and meanings. I consider such an 

investigation is particularly useful in a country such as Australia where education 

authorities have exhibited a long standing, specific ‘anti-textbook ethos’. Second, it 

follows that methodologies developed for the examination of textbooks as school or 

curriculum texts are applicable to the investigation of Australian syllabi as well. 

 

 

5.2 A Methodological Framework for Syllabus Analysi s 
 

Conceptualising both syllabi and textbooks as ‘school texts’ or curriculum texts means 

that some of the methodologies for textbook research can be applied also for syllabus 

research. This section shows that there has been a wealth of textbook analysis which has 

developed a large variety of analysis instruments that can also be applied to the 

examination of syllabi. Hence, I am drawing on this existing research in order to devise 

an analysis instrument suitable for the investigation of Australian senior history for the 

subject History. 

 

                                                 
646 Olson, "On the Language and Authority of Textbooks"  , p. 241. 
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The beginnings of history textbook research can be located at the end of the nineteenth 

century, albeit conducted only on a very small scale.647 This changed with the First 

World War. In the wake of this War the League of Nations and a few teacher 

associations identified national biases and stereotypes in textbooks as important 

elements of the intellectual climate that made possible dreadful conflicts such as this 

War. Unfortunately, these insights had very limited impact on history teaching. Only the 

Second World War provided a momentum for international organisations such as the 

UNESCO and the Council of Europe that was big enough to really make an impact. 

International conferences gave guidelines for textbook authors on how to approach 

sensitive historical issues in both domestic and foreign history. The Council of Europe 

organised between 1953 and 1990 nine major conferences where textbook narratives 

were reviewed in order to detect and remove what was found to be problematic 

elements and biases. The aim was to overcome nationalistic perspectives and to foster 

what Falk Pingel called “a European dimension in the history books”648 as a leitmotif. 

The last two of these conferences were held at the Georg Eckert Institut für 

internationale Schulbuchforschung (hereafter GEI).649 This German Institute hosted in 

1988 the first of two UNESCO conferences that aimed to foster the implementation of a 

certain kind of so called international education in school curricula and textbooks, and 

in 1991 Brisbane was the location for the follow up conference.650 International 

education as supported by the UNESCO at these events dealt with the universal 

character of human rights, the nurturing of international peace and environmental 

awareness. Furthermore, textbooks and syllabi were considered possible tools to 

eradicate preconceptions and potentially harmful myths about other cultures. The GEI 

was founded in 1974 and has not only conducted a large variety of textbook research 

                                                 
647 Otto-Ernst Schüddekopf, "History Textbook Revision 1945-1965" in History Teaching and 
History Textbook Revision, ed. Otto-Ernst Schüddekopf, Edouard Bruley, E. H. Dance, and 
Haakon Vigander, Education in Europe. Section II - General and Technical Education - No. 8 
(Strasbourg: Council for cultural co-operation of the Council of Europe, 1967), p. 13; the 
following review of the history of textbook research draws mainly on: Schüddekopf, "History 
Textbook Revision 1945-1965"  , pp. 11-41; Falk Pingel, Unesco Guidebook on Textbook Research and 
Textbook Revision, Studien Zur Internationalen Schulbuchforschung (Hannover: Hahn, 1999). 
648 Pingel. The European Home. 11. 
649 Institute for International Textbook Research 
650 The final document of the expert meeting in Brisbane could be regarded as summing up 
these efforts very well: UNESCO, "Guidelines and Criteria for the Development, Evaluation and 
Revision of Curricula, Textbooks and Other Educational Materials in International Education in 
Order to Promote an International Dimension in Education. These Guidelines and Criteria Have 
Been Elaborated on the Basis of Two International Expert Meetings Organized by Unesco 
(Braunschweig, Germany, 1988 and Brisbane, Australia, 1991)", ed. UNESCO (sine loco: 
UNESCO, sine anno). 
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but has also been an important partner of the UNESCO and the Council of Europe in 

their joint efforts to create what Jason Nicholls identified as “transnational oriented 

approaches that accentuate common values as a means to counter national excess in 

history education, a response by the world to past acts of inhumanity in the world to 

improve the world.”651 History education from such a transnational perspective should 

emphasise ideas such as a common European historical heritage, human rights as a 

universal topic in history education, and peace education. This focus was different from 

textbook research in the USA, where apart from a large variety of PhD theses on a huge 

range of issues the main thrust appeared not to be concerned with the content of history 

or social science textbooks.652  Furthermore, the US American contributions to 

methodology emphasised the practical aspects of textbook review and evaluation. 

Examples for this direction were the recommendations of the conservative American 

Textbook Council and the old but still important Curriculum Materials Analysis System 

developed by the Social Science Education Consortium.653 The so called ‘Stanford 

School’ represents one of the most recent examples of textbook research conducted in 

North America. The scholars John Meyer, Patricia Bromley, and Francisco Ramirez can 

be associated with what is termed the ‘neo-institutionalist’ approach.654 Meyer, Ramirez 

and colleagues showed this thinking in recent studies of social science textbooks which 

indicated the rise of common global trends in social science education.655 Meyer and his 

                                                 
651 Nicholls, "Beyond the National and the Transnational"  , p. 90. 
652 An example is the above mentioned Michael Apple and his largely theoretical work, further 
important contributions are: John G. Herlihy, ed. The Textbook Controversy: Issues, Aspects and 
Perspectives (Norwood: Ablex,1992); Philip G. Altbach, Gail P. Kelly, Hugh G. Petrie, and Lois 
Weis, ed. Textbooks in American Society. Politics, Policy, and Pedagogy (Albany: State University of 
New York Press,1991). 
653 American Textbook Council, History Textbooks. A Standard and Guide, 1994 - 95 ed. (New 
York: Center for Education Studies/American Textbook Council, 1994); the ATC has received 
funding from conservative foundations such as the John M. Olin Foundation and the William 
H. Donner Foundation; Social Science Education Consortium, "Curriculum Materials Analysis 
System" (Boulder1971); more recent publications referred to this system as still relevant: 
American Textbook Council, History Textbooks. A Standard and Guide , p. vii; Pingel, Unesco 
Guidebook on Textbook Research , p. 42 (see footnotes). 
654 Gita Steiner-Khamsi, "Globalization, Internationality, and Cross-National Policy Attraction" 
in The Global Politics of Educational Borrowing and Lending, ed. Gita Steiner-Khamsi (New York: 
Teachers College Press, 2004), pp. 9-10. 
655 John Meyer, Patricia Bromley, and Francisco Ramirez, "Human Rights in Social Science 
Textbooks: Cross-National Analyses, 1970-2008". (Stanford: Stanford University, 2009), 
http://worldpolity.files.wordpress.com/2010/07/meyer-bromley-ramirez-humanrights-in-
textbooks-soe-may-4-11-10.pdf; Patricia Bromley, John Meyer, and Francisco Ramirez, "The 
Worldwide Spread of Environmental Discourse in Social Science Textbooks, 1970-2008: Cross-
National Patterns and Hierarchical Linear Models". (Stanford: Stanford University, 2010), 
http://worldpolity.files.wordpress.com/2010/08/bromley-meyer-ramirezenvironmentalism-
in-textbooks-6-2010.pdf. 
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colleagues suggested that these textbooks demonstrated a shift in education where 

topics such as human rights education and learning about environmental degradation are 

framed as global issues affecting individuals as part of a world society. However, these 

studies were based on empirical and quantitative methods rooted in social science and 

are, therefore, not applied in this thesis, which instead develops the idea of ‘pedagogic 

historiography’. Considering the significance and the orientation of the European 

textbook research in which transnational history had an eminent role, I suggest instead 

founding the examination of senior syllabi in this thesis on the European research. 

 

This investigation draws mainly on two significant models for textbook and curriculum 

research. First, I propose that Peter Weinbrenner delivered a model that can be adopted 

as the basis for the examination in this thesis; his basic approach also reflected 

significant elements of the earlier Curriculum Materials Analysis System from the USA. 

Furthermore, the work of Falk Pingel provides an important refinement for the 

analytical model presented here. However, textbook researchers with diverse 

backgrounds such as William Fetsko, Falk Pingel and Jaan Mikk agreed that any 

analytical framework must be developed specifically for the research project.656 It 

follows that although the two analytical models together contribute to the basic 

theoretical framework of this thesis, the model employed is designed specifically for 

this examination only. 

 

Peter Weinbrenner and the Bielefelder Approach 

A research team around Peter Weinbrenner published at the University of Bielefeld in 

1986 a system of dimensions and categories for textbook research that could be seen as 

one of the major European models.657 Weinbrenner, who was aware of the many 

                                                 
656 William J. Fetsko, "Approaching Textbook Selection Systematically" in The Textbook 
Controversy: Issues, Aspects and Perspectives, ed. John G. Herlihy (Norwood: Ablex, 1992), quoted 
by: Pingel, Unesco Guidebook on Textbook Research , p. 42: Pingel used Fetsko’s text passage in 
order to underline his own claim that it is important to adopt existing analytical models to 
specific projects; see also: Jaan Mikk, Textbook: Research and Writing, ed. Gerd-Bodo Reinert, 
Irena, Musteikiene, and Jüri Orn, Baltische Studien Zur Erziehungs- und Sozialwissenschaft 
(Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 2000), p. 103. 
657 Manfred Laubig, Heidrun Peters, and Peter Weinbrenner, "Methodenprobleme der 
Schulbuchanalyse. Abschlußbericht zum Forschungsprojekt 3017 an der Fakultät Für Soziologie 
der Universität Bielefeld in Zusammenarbeit mit der Fakultät Für Wirtschaftswissenschaften" 
(University Bielefeld, 1986), later publications do not include the names of M. Laubig and H. 
Peters. In the 1990s this model was subsequently supported also by the GEI: Peter Weinbrenner, 
"Methodologies of Textbook Analysis Used to Date" in History and Social Studies - Methodologies 
of Textbook Analysis. Report of the Educational Research Workshop Held in Braunschweig (Germany) 
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different directions textbook research can take, divided the field into process, product, 

and reception-oriented research.658 For the product oriented research he offered a 

particularly well structured model that featured an extensive set of dimensions and 

categories: 

 

 

Dimensions and Categories for Textbook Analysis659 

                                                                                                                                               
11-14 September 1990, ed. Hilary Bourdillon, Council of Europe: European Meetings on Educational 
Research (Amsterdam, Lisse: Swets & Zeitlinger, 1992), pp. 21-34; Pingel, Unesco Guidebook on 
Textbook Research , p. 42; an extended version of the same model also appeared in: Peter 
Weinbrenner, "Grundlagen und Methodenprobleme Sozialwissenschaftlicher 
Schulbuchforschung" in Schulbuchforschung, ed. Richard Olechowski, Schule - Wissenschaft - 
Politik (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1995), pp. 21-45; furthermore the textbook researcher Jaan Mikk 
referred to its terminology as well: Mikk, Textbook: Research and Writing , p. 26; finally, also Jason 
Nicholls recognised it as an important contribution: Jason Nicholls, "Methods in School 
Textbook Research" International Journal of Historical Learning, Teaching and Research 3, no. 2 
(2003), pp. 12, 18. 
658 Weinbrenner, "Methodologies of Textbook Analysis Used to Date"  , p. 23. 
659 Ibid , p. 24. 
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Another advantage of Weinbrenner’s model was the clear distinction between a meta-

level and a level of what can be called ‘applied sciences’. His separation between 

“theory of knowledge” on the one hand and the dimensions “design”, “subject content”, 

“subject theory and methods”, and “educational theory” on the other became much 

clearer in Das Schulbuch als Forschungsgegenstand:660  

 

Bielefelder Raster661 

 

Apart from the significance and the richness of detail of Weinbrenner’s model, this 

distinction is the main reason this framework is used here as a basis, as it enables the 

discussion of dominant ways of thinking about the world that informs all aspects of the 

‘school text’. If one claims that ‘school texts’ communicate how nations want to be 

represented, then this cannot be restricted to just one dimension of the text. Instead, 

what Weinbrenner called the “fundamental epistemological approach”662 should be 

detectable in ‘subject theory and methods’ as well as in ‘educational theory’. Categories 

such as “statement analysis”, “concept formation”, or “ideology formation” appear to be 
                                                 
660 For these dimensions see: Ibid , p. 24, capitalisation omitted. 
661 ———, "Grundlagen und Methodenprobleme Sozialwissenschaftlicher Schulbuchforschung"  
, p. 30: not included in the English language model: Vorwissenschaftliche Anfangsdaten = pre-
scientific, inital data, Allgemeine Angaben und Benutzerhilfen = general information and user 
assistance; identical with the English language model: Metatheorie = Theory of knowledge, 
Erziehungswissenschaft = Educational theory, Fachdidaktik = Subject theory and methods, 
Fachwissenschaft = Subject content. 
662 ———, "Methodologies of Textbook Analysis Used to Date"  , p. 25. 
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equally applicable to a dimension such as ‘educational theory’.663  With the 

establishment of such a metascientific level Weinbrenner connected to some extent to 

earlier work done by the US American Social Science Education Consortium. Its 

important 1971 Curriculum Materials Analysis System used the analytical category 

Rationale and Objectives664 and its guidelines clarified that a  

 

rationale is a philosophic position on education held by a curriculum developer. 

It consists of the assumptions and goals which the developer uses as guides and 

criteria for the selection and ordering of objectives, content, strategies, and 

evaluation processes in the curriculum.665  

 

This idea of a ‘philosophic position’ that provides such a strong lead for ‘the selection 

and ordering of objectives, content, strategies, and evaluation processes’ appears to be 

close to Weinbrenner’s metascientific level. Additionally, such a basic separation 

overturned to some extent the rather traditional distinction between content and 

pedagogy as both were informed by paradigmatic approaches to knowledge. In 

Weinbrenner’s model both ‘subject content’ and ‘educational theory’ were connected by 

their ‘fundamental epistemological approach’. An understanding that dismissed the idea 

of a clear separation between pedagogy and content was also supported by the 

American history educators Sam Wineburg, Peter Stearns and Peter Seixas.666 They 

argued that such a distinction was outdated and that the forms of teaching and 

assessment contained and defined content. Taken together, the basic design of 

Weinbrenner’s model and the possible connections to the work of other scholars makes 

it highly suitable as the basis for the analytical system in this thesis. When adapting his 

framework in this thesis, I leave out the dimension Design as it is not relevant to the text 

focused examination of syllabi.  

 

Falk Pingel and the UNESCO Guidebook on Textbook Research and Textbook Revision 

Falk Pingel published in 1999 the UNESCO Guidebook on Textbook Research and 

Textbook Revision. Written mainly for bilateral or multilateral textbook review 

committees, this work was concerned predominantly with a very practical, 

                                                 
663 Ibid , pp. 25-26. 
664 Social Science Education Consortium, "Curriculum Materials Analysis System" , p. 7. 
665 Ibid , p. 12. 
666 Stearns, "Introduction"  , pp. 2-3. 
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methodological side of textbook research. As the UNESCO Guidebook provided a step 

by step guide for international cooperation in textbook research as a means to foster 

international understanding and peace, it also emphasised the history and role of 

multinational organisations from the League of Nations to the UNESCO as well as the 

role of the GEI as a competence centre servicing these institutions. Therefore, Pingel’s 

contribution derived its significance to a large extent from its institutional context as 

this work represented both the influential GEI and the UNESCO.  

 

Looking at his analytical framework only it becomes clear that it was concerned with 

the ‘school text’ as product, which ties in with Weinbrenner’s model. Pingel made the 

important distinction between qualitative and quantitative methods, although he noted 

that this separation did not always need to be so clear. Nevertheless, his framework is 

more specific with regard to the qualitative approach for which he introduced categories 

such as “hermeneutic analysis”, “linguistic analysis”, “linguistic investigation”, and 

“discourse analysis”.667 

   These general categories can be well applied in this thesis above and beyond 

the analytical framework that consists of concrete dimensions and categories. Pingel’s 

qualitative framework appears to be focused on the examination of language and text 

itself. Going beyond the linguistic categories, I suggest that also categories such as 

‘discourse analysis’ and ‘hermeneutic analysis’ can firmly be located in the text. Pingel 

defined ‘hermeneutic analysis’ as the task to “reveal underlying assumptions which 

cannot be measured: what does a text tell us, what messages does it transmit?”668 Also, 

‘discourse analysis’ is focused on the text as it “attempts to find out what the author 

regards as important, what he feels needs explaining and what he takes for granted.”669 

Furthermore, he suggested that his linguistic categories could deal with selection and 

use of adjectives that describe the events or another option would be to examine where 

passive voice is used and where the actors are named. Hence, analysts could examine 

“whether authors concentrate on either structures or personalities”.670 Understanding 

Pingel’s suggestions for qualitative categories as an instrument for text analysis makes 

them an excellent tool that can inform the reading of school syllabi. Pingel’s categories 

can therefore be applied for all textual dimensions and categories of an analytical 

                                                 
667 Pingel, Unesco Guidebook on Textbook Research , pp. 38, 40, capitalisation omitted. 
668 Ibid , p. 38. 
669 Ibid , p. 40. 
670 Ibid , in the original the last six words are printed in italics. 
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structure such as those presented by Peter Weinbrenner. They can be used as a basic 

approach to the text on which the categories of a dimension such as ‘educational theory’ 

can be based. It follows that an analysis of history syllabi that understands these 

documents as ‘school text’ or curriculum text can make use of these two eminent 

models for history textbook research.  

 

 

5.2.1 Guidelines, Questions and Categories for the Examination 
Presented in this Thesis 
 

Applying all these methodologies to the investigation of Australian senior history 

syllabi requires first a reiteration of the central research questions that were presented in 

the introduction: 

 

• How is transnational history (as defined in the introduction) constructed in a 

significant sample of Australian senior history syllabi? 

• Do these constructions of transnational history suggest (a set of) powerful and even 

dominant cultural-ideological influences? 

• Does the definition transnational history interact with the abstract notion of 

transnational cultural influences? 

 

All these questions focus on historiography. They are concerned with the writing of 

history in a school context; they are not concerned with pedagogic improvement or the 

unearthing of teaching practices. It follows that also the analytical model stresses 

historiographical categories. Dimensions such as ‘subject theory and methods’ and 

‘educational theory’ are recognised as integral parts of syllabi, which are conceptualised 

as ‘school texts’. However, the concrete analysis only pays attention to these pedagogic 

aspects of the syllabi if they are necessary elements in the discussion of the 

historiography presented in the syllabi and this approach is reflected in the analytical 

model. 
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Analytical Model Suggested for the Examination of the Construction of Transnational 

Histories in Australian Senior History Syllabi 

 

 Dimensions Categories 

 Theory of Knowledge  

  • Forms of transnationalism and transnational 

history  

• Concepts such as Nationalism, the West  

• Identity, ideas of Otherness 

• Implicit and explicit values and ideologies 

in the representations of transnational 

history 

 Subject Content  

  • Spatial Categories 

�European history 

�Asian history 

�Histories of the Americas 

�African history 

  • Temporal Categories 

�Contemporary history (1.e. history of the 

preceding 30 years) 

�Post World War II history 

�Twentieth century history 

�Late Modern history (i.e. nineteenth and 

twentieth century history 

  • Modal Categories  

�Political History  

�Social History 

�Economic History 

�Cultural History 

  • Scientific Categories 

�Reflection of debates in the field  

�Historical concepts such as time and 

continuity, causation, etc. 

 Subject related pedagogy: Theory and methods  

  • Discovery approach 

• Inquiry approach 

• Skills based approach 
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This is the version of the model that emphasises its theoretical basis; it demonstrates 

that it is based on the methodological work by Pingel, Weinbrenner and others. 

However, as this analysis here is strictly inductive, an approach has been chosen that 

puts the examination of the text before the discussion of elements of the underlying 

theory of knowledge. The theoretical dimension of syllabi is accessed via close 

examination of the text itself. Therefore, the concrete analysis of the curricula in the 

next chapters follows a different order of the same dimension and categories: 

 

 Dimensions Categories 

 Pedagogic approaches to the discipline: 

Subject related pedagogy (mainly 

methods) 

 

  • Discovery approach 

• Inquiry approach 

• Skills based approach 

 Subject Content  

  • Spatial Categories 

�European history 

�Asian history 

�Histories of the Americas 

�African history 

  • Temporal Categories 

�Contemporary history (1.e. history of the 

preceding 30 years) 

�Post World War II history 

�Twentieth century history 

�Late Modern history (i.e. nineteenth and 

twentieth century history 

  • Modal Categories  

�Political History  

�Social History 

�Economic History 

�Cultural History 

  • Scientific Categories 

�Reflection of debates in the field  

�Historical concepts such as time and 
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continuity, causation, etc. 

 Theory of Knowledge  

  • Forms of transnationalism and transnational 

history  

• Concepts such as Nationalism, the West  

• Identity, ideas of Otherness 

• Implicit and explicit values and ideologies 

in the representations of transnational 

history 

 

These categories and items form the basic approach to the examination of the syllabi. 

However, they operate in the background. 

 

To summarise, the examination of syllabi presented in this thesis also demonstrates the 

proposition that textbooks and syllabi can be subsumed under the categories ‘school 

text’ or curriculum text. It follows that in the case of the school subject history, I read 

both text forms as distinctive expressions of ‘pedagogic historiography’.671 

 

 

 

                                                 
671 For the origin of this term see the Introduction, sub-heading Basic Settings and Definitions: 
Theory and its Application. 
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6. Senior Curricula and Transnational Histories in 

Western Australia 

 

Chapter six is the second of the three core or data chapters of this thesis, which 

investigate dominant influences on the construction of transnational histories in the 

secondary schools of the two Australian States Western Australia and New South Wales. 

It follows the investigation of opinions about how to conceptualise transnational 

histories in the schools of these States, which was presented in chapter four, and it is 

based on the methodology introduced in chapter five. Explorations of dominant 

assumptions in transnational histories in chapters six and seven are based on the 

authoritative ‘school text’; both chapters contextualise the examination of the 

authoritative curriculum text with influential State policies and reports that impacted on 

syllabus reform in the State. Nevertheless, curriculum reforms in Western Australian – 

and New South Wales – upper secondary history can be seen as examples that allow for 

a tracing of the power and even dominance of transnational ideas and concepts.  

 

However, Western Australia not only followed broader international but also national 

trends with regard to school history in many respects.672 Looking at the data, between 

the 1960s and early 2000s Western Australia, similar to the entire nation, experienced a 

dramatic rise in the secondary school retention rates. The retention rate for Year 12 

more than doubled from 23.9 per cent in 1968 to 53.9 per cent in 1988 and in 2008 

reached 73.8 per cent.673 The trend for upper school history largely mirrored, in the long 

run, the wider national developments. Despite the dramatic rise in the general retention 

rates, the percentage of students taking History in the Year 12 exams fell by 21 per cent 

between 1976 and 1983 and the trend continued despite the introduction of a popular 

                                                 
672 Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-
2000" , pp. 137-138, 187, 197. 
673 For the 1968 number see: Committee on Secondary Education appointed by the Minister for 
Education in Western Australia under the Chairmanship of Mr H. W. Dettman, "Secondary 
Education in Western Australia. Report of the Committee on Secondary Education Appointed 
by the Minister for Education in Western Australia under the Chairmanship of Mr H. W. 
Dettman, Perth, February, 1969" (Perth: Education Department of Western Australia, 1969), p. 
29; for the 1988 numbers see Print, "Curriculum Review of Social Studies and Social Sciences 
Education" , p. 89; for the 2008 numbers see: Australian Bureau of Statistics, "Schools Australia 
2010" (Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011), p. 31. 
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new curriculum in 1996/7.674 By 1993, 23 per cent of the entire age cohort was enrolled 

in Year 12 History, but this number dropped to only 11 per cent in 2008.675 

 

Looking at how the teaching of history has changed in that period, this analysis suggests 

that Western Australian reforms have closely mirrored national and transnational 

pedagogic innovations. It finds, for example, the implementation of the British SHP, 

and the move from content focused to skills based teaching as expressed in the 

introduction of source analysis. The emphasis on transferable skills that could be found 

in the syllabi from 1996/7 onwards indicated a link to the nationally dominant trend 

towards more relevant education that was discussed in chapter two in greater detail. 

Chapter six proposes that relevance in education translated, in the case of secondary 

education, not only nationally but also locally into a reorientation from being a 

preparation for universities to a more practical training for the workforce. This trend 

was also echoed in the declining control of Western Australian universities in the senior 

curriculum. Taken together, it seemed that Western Australian senior history connected 

to external leads to a large extent, but the here discussed elements cannot clarify 

whether this also applied to the content of the upper school syllabi in the State. Hence it 

is the task of this chapter, and the following one that deals with NSW syllabi, to 

investigate whether and, if so, to what extent the content of these syllabi reflected 

transnationally dominant assumptions about world history. 

 

In order to investigate the extent to which constructions of transnational history in 

Western Australian senior syllabi reflect external influences, this chapter clarifies first 

the local context for these documents. A number of state reports are stressed here as 

they gave shape to a wide range of community input; they were not only based on local 

expert advice, but they also included submissions from teachers’ unions, individual 

teachers and principals, and experiences collected in trial schools. Having established 

the background and basis consisting of local education and curriculum authorities, the 

                                                 
674 Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-
2000" , p. 100. 
675 Taylor, "The Future of the Past" , Appendix A; Government of Western Australia. 
Curriculum Council, "Table 3.2.1 Number and Percentage of Students Awarded Grades for Year 
12 Subjects by Sex, 2008"  
http://www.curriculum.wa.edu.au/internet/_Documents/Secondary_Education_Stats/Table
%20321%20-
%20Number%20and%20percentage%20of%20students%20awarded%20grades%20for%20Year
%2012%20subjects%20by%20sex%2c%202008.pdf 
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second step in this chapter is the discussion of the place and conceptualisation of history 

as a field of study in Western Australian secondary schools. From there, the 

investigation of transnational history in upper school syllabi is the final step. 

 

 

6.1 The Development of Western Australian Secondary  
Education with a Focus on Secondary School History in the 
State 
 

Key policy documents suggest that the above outlined developments have shaped WA 

secondary education from as early as the post World War Two era. Building on the 

work of a 1958 ‘Interim Report’ by then Director-General of Education T. L. Robertson, 

the 1964 Neal Report and the subsequent 1969 Dettman Report defined the structure of 

secondary education and curricula in Western Australia for the 1970s.676 Following 

transnational leads, these reports favoured ‘progressive’ education. Citing the work of 

Piaget, the Dettman Report championed pedagogic reforms such as the move from 

memorisation to skills focused teaching. However, the main recommendation in both 

reports was the abolition of external examinations in favour of school internal 

assessment procedures. At the core of their recommendations was the idea to reorient 

secondary education from being the preparation for an external examination for 

university bound students, to a model that would cater to the broad ability range of the 

significantly growing number of Western Australians who stayed on in secondary 

education for longer in order to prepare for an increasingly demanding job market. 

  Both Dettman and Neal argued that these public examinations, which had been 

introduced by The University of Western Australia (hereafter UWA) from 1915 and had 

been determining the academic orientation of secondary education, led to students 

specialising too early in a small number of academic subjects such as Physics or 

                                                 
676 Secondary Schools' Curriculum Committee, "Interim Report of the Secondary Schools' 
Curriculum Committee. Appointed to Review the Secondary School Curriculum in Western 
Australia" (Education Department of Western Australia, 1958), quoted in: Walter Douglas Neal, 
"The Secondary School Curriculum. A Review of Developments in Western Australia 1958-64 
with Proposals for the Future" (Education Department of Western Australia, 1964), pp. 7-14, 
further references are frequently made also in the remainder of the document; Committee on 
Secondary Education appointed by the Minister for Education in Western Australia under the 
Chairmanship of Mr H. W. Dettman, "Secondary Education in Western Australia"  
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History.677 They suggested replacing what they perceived as a narrowing down with a 

broad general education because this would better serve in their opinion the needs of 

students who would face, immediately after graduation from high school, an uncertain 

and quickly developing job market. Based on this assessment and the earlier syllabus 

documents that had followed the 1958 ‘Interim Report’, Neal as well as Dettman 

recommended a group of core subjects, including one called Social Studies that was 

constructed almost entirely as an amalgamation of the older Junior History and Junior 

Geography.678 History was therefore in the following reforms of Western Australian 

K10 syllabi no longer conceptualised as a discrete subject. The introduction of Social 

Studies in the late 1960s in the lower secondary schools in Western Australia was based 

on a rationale that has also had a significant impact on the Year 11 and 12 History that 

to some extent formed the intersection between school education and tertiary education. 

 

Although these reports defined the structure of secondary education and curricula in 

Western Australia in the 1970s and early 1980s to a large extent, the influence of the 

tertiary institutions on upper secondary schooling remained significant. Following the 

Dettman Report, the Junior Examination at the end of Year 10 was replaced with the 

Achievement Certificate in 1972 that was based on school assessments instead of an 

external examination. Additionally, the Board of Secondary Education (hereafter 

BSEWA) was established in 1969 as a new authority with the power to oversee the 

whole of Western Australia’s secondary education. This new authority was responsible 

for all lower secondary subjects. However, subjects for the Years 11 and 12 were 

divided into one group that was examined in the Tertiary Admissions Examination 

(hereafter TAE), which was introduced in 1975, and a second pool that was only 

recognised by the BSEWA and entered in the new Certificate of Secondary Education. 

This new school leaving certificate recorded achievement in all TAE and non-TAE 

subjects but was irrelevant to tertiary entrance. In order to devise syllabi for the TAE-

subjects, the BSEWA had to cooperate with the new Tertiary Admissions Examination 

Committee (hereafter TAEC) in the Joint Syllabus Committees (hereafter JSCs). The 

JSCs were founded in 1972 and brought together delegates from the Education 

Department, public and private schools, as well as the universities (The University of 
                                                 
677 The two public examinations were the Junior Examination at the end of Year 10 and the 
Leaving Examination at the end of Year 12. 
678 The term Junior refers here to the old public Junior Examinations that were administered by 
UWA until 1970; see also: Print, "Curriculum Review of Social Studies and Social Sciences 
Education" , p. 27. 



Page 200 of 317 
 

Western Australia, Murdoch University from 1973), and other tertiary institutions 

(Western Australian Institute of Technology, the teachers’ colleges).  

 

These new institutions that emerged in the 1970s can not only be seen as an outcome of 

reform efforts that were epitomised by the reports of the 1950s and 1960s, but they also 

displayed a potentially problematic relationship between tertiary institutions and school 

authorities that reflected the continuing impact of social change. 

  On the one hand, there was the historically founded but gradually decreasing 

dominance of universities over the secondary curriculum in general and the senior 

secondary curriculum in particular. UWA especially had held a dominant position since 

the first secondary curricula in the State were designed as a preparation for the earlier 

mentioned public exams. This domination continued via the UWA controlled Public 

Examination Board (hereafter PEB) until the above mentioned reforms that took place 

between 1969 and 1975 increased the authority of schools and the Education 

Department.679 Nevertheless, important reports by Kim Beazley, Barry McGaw and 

Murray Print demonstrated that the influence of the tertiary sector on the upper 

secondary curriculum continued to be significant throughout the 1980s.680  

  On the other hand, this long standing dominance was weakened by the above 

indicated pressure from continuously rising retention rates and the accompanying 

changes in the secondary student population. Print summarised the problematic 

diversity of students succinctly: 

 

Students attending upper secondary school in Western Australia can essentially 

be classified into three groups: those who are tertiary bound; those completing 

secondary education for employment; and those not completing secondary 

education but employment bound.681 

 

Looking at Print’s taxonomy more closely his distinction between three groups suggests 

that the interests of the non-tertiary bound students overall outweigh the interests of the 

                                                 
679 Regarding the dominant position in the PEB see: Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for 
Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-2000" , pp. 4-5. 
680 Committee of Inquiry into Education in Western Australia. Chairman Kim Edward Beazley, 
"Education in Western Australia" , p. 85; Ministerial Working Party on School Certification and 
Tertiary Admissions Procedures. Chairman Barry McGaw, "Assessment in the Upper Secondary 
School in Western Australia" , p. viii; Print, "Curriculum Review of Social Studies and Social 
Sciences Education" , p. 23. 
681 Print, "Curriculum Review of Social Studies and Social Sciences Education" , p. 34. 
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tertiary bound students. Such an approach was also supported by numbers in the 1980s 

and onwards, as Beazley claimed in his report that approximately only 20 per cent of a 

cohort qualified for tertiary studies, although 40 per cent would attend Year 12. 682 Print 

also noted that the larger section of the increased student population in Years 11 and 12 

would not proceed to tertiary education and McGaw presented figures showing that 

only about 30 per cent of the Year 11 cohort enrolled in the early 1980s in a tertiary 

institution.683 Consequently, the McGaw Report acknowledged a conflict between the 

need for senior curricula that prepare students for university study and curricula that 

would prepare for employment. This fissure must also be seen in context with another 

significant problem that was already mentioned in chapter two of this thesis; the rising 

rate of youth unemployment. Kim Beazley stressed this very real problem in his report 

and demanded that secondary education should be made more relevant to graduates who 

enter the job market immediately after school.684 It follows that the policy that focused 

on the theme of relevance was not only dominant in the earlier school reforms based on 

the Neal and Dettman Reports, but it also continued to shape the Beazley, McGaw, and 

Andrich Reports, which formed the basis for the next large scale reforms to secondary 

schools and curricula in WA.685 

 

Two reports that were released in 1984 defined changes in secondary education in 

Western Australia between 1985 and 1996. One of them was the Beazley Report, which 

was concerned with primary and secondary schools as well as TAFEs but focused 

mainly on the lower secondary level. This report must be seen in conjunction with the 

second report released that year, the McGaw Report, which was concerned only with 

the upper secondary level and certification. David Andrich reviewed again the 

organisation of the senior secondary school and arrangements for tertiary entrance in 

1989. His suggestions are used as a reference here to discuss the meaning and position 

of senior history at the intersection between school education and university education. 

 

                                                 
682 Committee of Inquiry into Education in Western Australia. Chairman Kim Edward Beazley, 
"Education in Western Australia" , pp. 2-3, 161. 
683 Ministerial Working Party on School Certification and Tertiary Admissions Procedures. 
Chairman Barry McGaw, "Assessment in the Upper Secondary School in Western Australia" , p. 
17. 
684 Committee of Inquiry into Education in Western Australia. Chairman Kim Edward Beazley, 
"Education in Western Australia" , pp. 1, 7, 31. 
685 Andrich, "Review of Upper-Secondary Certification and Tertiary Entrance Procedures 
Commissioned by the Minister for Education in WA"  
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The 272 recommendations of the Beazley Report emphasised its concern with relevance. 

In the opinion of the Report Committee, secondary schools needed to react more to the 

rising problem of unemployment, and relevance meant in practice that the Committee 

favoured a decidedly flexible curriculum on the basis of so called Units. It suggested 

that these blocks of teaching time cover only one semester, or approximately twelve 

weeks, and should replace courses that would cover a whole school year. Hence, the 

Report Committee argued, the new system offered “better opportunities […] to 

accelerate or decelerate in some subject areas, and better opportunities for all students to 

have a more balanced educational programme.”686  

  Nevertheless, “the Committee […] identified seven broad areas to be the basis 

of a new and relevant curriculum for Western Australian schools”,687 which included an 

area called Social Studies. However, the new idea of Social Studies as a “broad 

programme with a comprehensive perspective on society” 688  suggested a further 

downgrading of the subject History within Social Studies that would reflect the focus on 

relevant ‘life skills’. History was listed only as one of fifteen study options proposed in 

the Social Studies component, which included subjects called Religious Studies and 

Values and Ethics.689 The Beazley Report contained very little on the upper secondary 

school but it made clear that this task was assigned to the McGaw Committee as a 

specialist group on the senior school. 

 

The second report that was released in 1984, the McGaw Report, formed the basis for 

reforms to the WA system of tertiary entrance examinations and to the basic structure of 

Year 11 and 12 curricula. The McGaw Report could be seen as a clear continuation and 

extension of the existing educational agenda. For example, it also recommended the 

introduction of school based assessment in the tertiary admissions procedure, which can 

be seen as a consequence of the introduction of the Achievement Certificate that had 

followed the Neal and Dettman Reports. However, in the new tertiary admission that 

was introduced in 1986, school based assessment formed only one element of the new 

Tertiary Entrance Score; the new public Tertiary Entrance Examination (hereafter TEE) 

was still decisive for tertiary admission. McGaw noted in his report that the 

                                                 
686 Committee of Inquiry into Education in Western Australia. Chairman Kim Edward Beazley, 
"Education in Western Australia" , p. 67. 
687 Ibid . 
688 Ibid , p. 48. 
689 Ibid , p. 58. 
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administration of these examinations was quite complex. The previous TAE exam 

introduced a system that formed one aggregate number out of all five or six TAE 

subjects for which a student sat the exam. With the introduction of the new TEE, it was 

possible to base this aggregate on only three, four or five subjects, in order to give less 

resourced students a greater chance of achieving a high aggregate as they were no 

longer required to study so many TEE subjects. 

 

As Beazley summarised in his report, the main recommendation in the McGaw Report 

with regard to upper secondary curricula was to introduce a more flexible course 

structure also for Years 11 and 12. Reflecting the educational agenda set out in the 

Beazley Report – which was supposed to review the WA education system as a whole – 

these reforms were designed to encourage more student mobility and flexibility in order 

to provide a more relevant education to non-tertiary bound students. For, on the one 

hand, this group of students could be seen as forming the majority, as discussed above. 

On the other hand, the large majority of them continued to choose five to six academic 

two year TEE subjects, such as History, and avoided the group of so called General 

Subjects that would not lead to tertiary entrance. As students in Year 10 could not 

reliably predict their academic performance in a tertiary admissions exam they tended to 

opt for a course of study that could lead to tertiary studies and employment at the same 

time rather than employment only. However, “more than one-third of the students”690 

enrolling in Year 11 in the first half of the 1980s would not complete Year 12, and 

Beazley as well as McGaw suggested that this could be seen as an undesirable effect of 

the disparity between the predominantly academic nature of their upper school studies 

and their non-academic orientation and aspiration.691 As a consequence, McGaw and 

Beazley suggested splitting all tertiary oriented two year courses into one year courses 

and that students should be able to enrol in the Year 12 course without prior attendance 

of the Year 11 course. This new regulation would provide students with more flexibility 

to experiment and find the right subject choice for their abilities and aspirations. 

Furthermore, these new regulations should enable students to combine TEE subjects 

such as History or Mathematics with General Courses such as Media Studies or General 

Business Studies, which offered another possibility to reduce the academic orientation 

                                                 
690 Ibid , p. 161. 
691 Ibid , pp. 85-88, 158, 161; Ministerial Working Party on School Certification and Tertiary 
Admissions Procedures. Chairman Barry McGaw, "Assessment in the Upper Secondary School 
in Western Australia" , pp. 13, 16. 
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of the upper secondary years. Moreover, only the Year 12 course was required for the 

TEE, which further safeguarded students’ flexibility and mobility. Students who 

discovered during Year 11 that their subject choice was inappropriate for them were 

now encouraged not to leave school but to change subjects. Furthermore, the McGaw 

Report and the following reforms addressed the question of the extent to which the 

tertiary institutions should influence upper secondary curricula and secondary 

certification at institutional level. It recommended the replacement of the BSEWA, and 

in 1986 the new Secondary Education Authority (hereafter SEA) was introduced.  

 

This new authority could be seen as a further indication of the retreating influence of 

Western Australia’s tertiary institutions on the senior school curricula. On an 

institutional level, the introduction of the Joint Syllabus Committees indicated as early 

as in 1972 such a shift, as the new authorities that were responsible for uppers school 

syllabi such as the History syllabi had “a majority of school representatives”.692 

Nevertheless, before 1986 these JSCs used to report to the TAEC first where the tertiary 

institutions had a majority, but the new SEA was directly responsible for the entire 

Years 11 and 12 syllabus development. For the JSC the direct control of the secondary 

authority translated into increased control; members of the JSC at that time stressed that 

syllabus development was much more clearly influenced by directives of the SEA.693 

The rising power of the SEA in relation to the tertiary institutions was also detectable in 

a reshuffling of the syllabus authorities. In 1992 the SEA added to the JSCs two 

representatives from the industry sector. Consequently, the Committees ceased to be 

Joint Committees of the school and tertiary sector and were therefore renamed Syllabus 

Committees (hereafter SC). In practice, the changed membership further reduced the 

relative influence of universities on upper school curricula and strengthened the position 

of teachers for the next large syllabus change. Furthermore, these changes can be seen 

as a further indication of efforts to increase the relevance of upper school education to 

non-tertiary bound students. Relevance as a major theme in Western Australia’s reform 

agenda can therefore be identified in the decreasing influence of universities on upper 

secondary schooling, which was the only level in this State’s schools where the concept 

of an independent subject History was maintained. 
                                                 
692 The Board of Secondary Education and The Tertiary Institutions Service Centre, "Syllabuses 
1978" (West Perth, Nedlands: The Board of Secondary Education and The Tertiary Institutions 
Service Centre, 1978), p. 3. 
693 Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-
2000" , pp. 136, 142, 146, 148-149. 



Page 205 of 317 
 

 

History as an academic school subject was significantly influenced by, first, the 

lingering impact of what both the McGaw and the Beazley Reports called the 

dominance of WA’s universities and, second, the increasing orientation toward an 

education relevant to the non-academic career pathways of senior secondary school 

graduates.  

  First, History could be seen as an integral part of the specific academic 

education that universities offered and the Years 11 and 12 especially could demonstrate 

this understanding. More broadly, McGaw and Andrich claimed that the upper years of 

secondary schooling could be understood in Western Australia as necessary preparation 

for university studies also in terms of content.694 Andrich elaborated on this argument 

when he used the idea of a “fast track system for the tertiary bound”695 in WA. There 

was no foundation year in WA schools (often also called preparatory year or pre-

primary later in WA) when this review was published in 1989 and Year 12 graduates 

could directly enter professional degree programmes such as Medicine or Law. For that 

reason, Andrich argued, “it is not simply a matter of selection of those students [in the 

Years 11 and 12] who are able in some general educational sense, but also of identifying 

those who are prepared in terms of knowledge of substantive content.”696  His 

characterisation of WA’s education system even suggested understanding the Years 11 

and 12 as parts of the general education every graduate should have. In arguing such a 

view he referred to and supported the 1986 TEE regulations which were based on the 

McGaw Report and which championed the introduction of a so called breadth 

requirement. All TEE subjects were classified into two groups and tertiary bound upper 

secondary students were required to include in their TEE subject choice at least one 

subject from either the so called humanities/social studies subset or the 

quantitative/science subset. Andrich attached these regulations clearly to the subsequent 

university education: 

 

The case is made that even if a student did study more than one humanities 

subject as part of a tertiary entrance programme, this should not be considered 

                                                 
694 Ministerial Working Party on School Certification and Tertiary Admissions Procedures. 
Chairman Barry McGaw, "Assessment in the Upper Secondary School in Western Australia" , p. 
21. 
695 Andrich, "Review of Upper-Secondary Certification and Tertiary Entrance Procedures 
Commissioned by the Minister for Education in WA" , p. 15. 
696 Ibid , p. 16. 
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sufficient study in the humanities to ensure an educated graduate who, for 

example, completes a professional qualification such as engineering or 

medicine. In fact, the encouragement by the universities for students to study 5 

or 6 TEE subjects to ensure breadth is seen as deflection of their responsibility 

to the school.697 

 

The term ‘educated graduate’ appears to be the linchpin in this quotation as it refers to 

the university graduate on the one hand, but to the senior school syllabus on the other 

hand. Linking the two with the idea of ‘deflection’ when referring to university 

education suggests that Andrich understood the Year 11 and 12 syllabi in Western 

Australia as part of university education itself and not only as preparation for university 

studies. More precisely, universities and other tertiary institutions in the State 

‘deflected’ at least a part of the general education.  

 

History in the senior secondary years can therefore not only be seen as a preparation for 

the study of history at university, but also as part and parcel of the general education of 

all university graduates. It is this interpretation that helps explain why History as an 

upper school subject maintained its significance in the context of tertiary admission. 

That history could be seen as part of the general education for university graduates 

could further be supported by Andrich’s reasons given for a single subject score: 

 

First, by adjusting the scores of all TAE subjects through ASAT [Australian 

Scholastic Aptitude Test], no formal status was given to one TAE subject 

ahead of others. […] While some subjects clearly lead directly to subjects 

studied at tertiary level, forming a single aggregate reduced the specification of 

prerequisites and provided flexibility for students in proceeding to different 

programmes of study at tertiary level.698  

 

In particular the second statement in this quotation should be contextualised with a 

related contention made by McGaw earlier: “The Tertiary Admissions Examination 

subjects provide strong bases in core disciplines upon which tertiary study builds, 
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Page 207 of 317 
 

particularly in areas requiring mathematics and physical sciences.”699 Although some 

school subjects were considered more important because they were identified as a 

specific preparation for a specific university degree, the construction of one single 

aggregate out of all subjects made all TAE subjects equally valid elements of a broad 

education perceived to be of significance for all university graduates. Subjects such as 

History could therefore be seen as being as important as Physical Sciences. From this 

perspective, History was conceptualised as an integral part of the general education of 

university graduates but not of school leavers. It was a TEE subject, and Beazley as well 

as Print argued that senior Social Studies would be more relevant to the non-tertiary 

bound school graduate than History. However, their view could also be understood as a 

reflection of trends that supported Social Science but influenced History as well. 

 

History in WA has been impacted by the underlying but dominant trend towards a 

specific idea of relevance, and this has been reflected in landmark reports describing 

secondary education in general and upper secondary education in particular. As argued 

above, the upper school curricula had to adapt to a changing society in which upper 

secondary schools could decreasingly be seen as a transition from school to university. 

Such thinking could be identified in the declining academic orientation of the subject 

History and the increasing significance of skills based teaching approaches.  

 

Hence, this section pointed at the gradually declining control tertiary institutions had 

over the upper school syllabi such as the History syllabi, as they were developed by 

institutions such as the JSCs and the SEA. Furthermore, this thesis also suggested that 

this majority of potentially non-tertiary bound students were of major concern to reform 

efforts initiated by a string of reports from the Neal Report to the Beazley Report.  

 

With their focus on relevance, these reform efforts promoted an idea of skills based 

teaching that equally pervaded upper secondary social science as well as upper 

secondary history. For example, Murray Print argued for a focus on so called 

transferable skills also in the upper secondary school. However, his report was mainly 

concerned with non-tertiary bound students and suggested redesigning upper secondary 

social science to make it more relevant to this group of students. Although his text 

                                                 
699 Ministerial Working Party on School Certification and Tertiary Admissions Procedures. 
Chairman Barry McGaw, "Assessment in the Upper Secondary School in Western Australia" , p. 
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remained remarkably unspecific as to the concrete skills that ought to be taught in such 

a social sciences course, he made quite specific recommendations with regard to skills 

at other places in his report. In particular he suggested that skills such as “applying 

functional English and numeracy”,700 and also “the handling of information […] 

problem solving, interaction and issue analysis”701 be focal points for social studies 

teaching. The first set of skills can be seen as one of the traditional core skills of history 

as the subject trained essay writing and in external examinations the quality of the essay 

was a crucial part of the final mark. The second set of skills indicated another reason for 

this Review to be significant for the subject History as well, because Print was not alone 

in stressing skills oriented teaching for a subject from the social studies area. John 

Gougoulis was president of the History Teachers’ Association of Western Australia 

(HTAWA) when he emphasised in 1995 the new inquiry approach of a new senior 

syllabus several times.702  History teaching should in his view not focus on 

comprehensive chronological teaching, but rather on the process of historical thinking 

that can be systematically developed in students when teachers use selected historical 

topics. Moreover, he detailed the nature of the historical skills that ought to be the 

outcome of such a method. Focusing on the selection, weighing and decision processes 

when dealing with historical evidence, he argued that this would train the skills 

necessary for civics education. In connecting History with civics education, he 

underlined a combination of subjects that was supported only one year earlier in the 

Report of the Civics Expert Group headed by Stuart Macintyre.  

  Thus, Gougoulis’ elaborations on the 1996/7 history syllabus appear to be 

highly significant because they suggest a clear connection to dominant trends impacting 

on the teaching of history in Australia in a number of ways. His reading of the new 

upper school syllabus in WA suggested a connection to Bruner and Fenton and their 

enquiry method as well as to more recent scholars such as Martin Booth, who contended 

that history education should help students to develop the “skills of handling historical 

sources and cognitive abilities involved in understanding abstract concepts”.703 Chapter 

three of this thesis indicates that the emphasis of skills in approaches to history teaching 

that utilised the inquiry approach was clearly detectable Australia wide. A link between 

                                                 
700 Print, "Curriculum Review of Social Studies and Social Sciences Education" , p. 26. 
701 Ibid , p. 78. 
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British and US American concepts of history teaching and Australia wide reform 

movements in history was also clearly demonstrated by Tony Taylor in his The Future 

of the Past. Hence, Print’s and Gougoulis’ concepts of social science and history 

suggest, to some extent, that WA merely reflected broader trends that were not unique 

to this State. 

 

When Gougoulis elaborated on skills based teaching in history he referred to a new 

generation of upper school curricula in WA that was in force between 1996 and 2008. 

Their development was guided by the Vickery and the Temby Reports from 1993 and 

1995.704 The Vickery Review had a wide ranging scope as it was concerned with school 

education as a whole, higher education, and the post school training sector of WA. With 

regard to the State’s secondary schools, it continued in a sense the educational reform 

direction that had started with the first reports cited here. It emphasised the rapidly 

increasing retention rates and the increasing importance of TAFEs. It also continued the 

trend to make upper secondary schools more relevant to non-tertiary bound students. 

This policy could be detected in the recommendation of “addressing the need to focus 

on accreditation and certification for students not seeking university entrance”.705 

Recognising the earlier mentioned problematic relationship between the number of 

students attempting to gain tertiary entrance and the actual number of students who 

were successful, the Report argued that preparation for TAFE should be more 

prioritised. One of the main recommendations of this report was the creation of the 

Western Australian Schools Council in an effort to efficiently coordinate curriculum 

development in response to the changing society where many more students would 

enter secondary schools and stay on until Year 12. This recommendation was taken up 

by the Temby Report, which outlined the basic structure of WA’s school curricula for 

the next decade into the new century. This report reviewed the Western Australian 

procedures for curriculum development and was published in 1995, two years after the 

release of the national Statements and Profiles for K10, which are treated in chapters 

two and three of this thesis. Reviewing curriculum practices in the lower secondary 

schools, this report claimed that the national profiles were not yet used in WA’s schools. 

However, the Temby Report recommended a basis for future curriculum development in 
                                                 
704 Robert Vickery, Ian Williams, and Gordon Stanley, "Review of Education and Training" 
(Perth: Ministry of Education; Employment and Training, 1993), Ministerial Committee to 
Review Curriculum Development. Chairperson: Therese Temby, "Review of School Curriculum 
Development Procedures and Processes in Western Australia"  
705 Vickery, "Review of Education & Training" , p. 38. 
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the State that was based on exactly these eight KLAs, but it went further as it also 

recommended one single curriculum framework for K12. Although it clearly supported 

the established assessment, examination, moderation, and certification procedures of the 

existing SEA, it recommended the introduction of one single Curriculum Council of 

Western Australia (hereafter CCWA), which should be responsible for one consistent 

curriculum stretching from Kindergarten to Year 12, including the certification and 

accreditation of school leavers. 

 

The Temby Report was clearly the foundation for the inception of the Curriculum 

Council and its Curriculum Framework, which above all suggests a connection to what 

might be termed broader transnational trends in society and education. As proposed in 

this report, the new Curriculum Framework was based on detailed student outcome 

statements that were organised into one overarching statement that identified learning 

outcomes in comprehension and skills for the entire curriculum and eight Learning Area 

Statements. These eight documents detailed verbally students’ achievements in all eight 

Learning Areas for different levels on each stage. One single authority, the Curriculum 

Council, as the Vickery Review and the Temby Report suggested, was responsible for 

the whole Framework that regulated curricula from Kindergarten to Year 12. The 

Curriculum Council would consolidate the whole of curriculum development and 

review as well as assessment and certification for all schools in WA. Allen suggested, 

however, that the abandonment of the SEA and the subsequent establishment of the 

CCWA was essentially a rebranding “of a largely unchanged institution”.706 

Nevertheless, despite this move towards regulation and standardisation, the authority of 

schools over the lower stages of secondary curricula was maintained to some extent as 

the 1998 Curriculum Framework specified a division of labour with regard to secondary 

schools. For the lower secondary school communities were free to develop their own 

syllabi, but the Curriculum Council produced in addition to the Learning Area 

Statements the precise syllabus statements only for Years 11 and 12. With regard to 

these senior years, the existing structure of the SEA was to be maintained and only 

placed under the new roof of the Curriculum Council as it was suggested by the Vickery 

Review and the Temby Report. This meant essentially that the TEE and the external 
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public examinations for TEE subjects were maintained by and large in the spirit of the 

McGaw recommendations. It follows that History as a subject can still be seen in 

relation to university education. For in the junior secondary years the subject did not 

exist and schools had much more freedom from Curriculum Council regulations, but in 

the upper school the subject History was bound by Curriculum Council syllabi on which 

the tertiary institutions still had some, albeit retreating, influence. Another influence 

appears to be increasing in the new Curriculum Framework; the idea of globalisation. 

The main document of the new Framework defined thirteen “Overarching Learning 

Outcomes”707 that were common to all eight Learning Areas. One of these Outcomes 

stipulated that students ought to be “equipped to contribute to the global community.”708 

The same Outcome detailed on the same page that they should “have a broad world 

view which sees Australia in a global context and appreciate their obligations as global 

citizens.”709 Additionally, the so called “Essential Knowledge”710 for the Learning Area 

SoSE for all stages included the awareness of “the global link between societies, 

cultures and natural environments.”711 Stressing the global perspective might suggest 

that upper secondary history syllabi are open to include perspectives on history that are 

not specifically Australian. 

 

History as subject could therefore not only be seen as a specific preparation for and 

even element of university education, but it was also influenced by an array of broader 

trends that ultimately originated outside Western Australia. It was deeply influenced by 

the broader educational changes that defined secondary education in the State as, for 

example, demonstrated by the policy to make secondary education and certification 

more relevant to non-tertiary bound students. However, chapters two and three of this 

thesis showed that this trend was not specific to WA. Furthermore, the 1990s were a 

period when a certain impact of transnational trends on the histories in WA classrooms 

became more apparent. William Allen’s 2004 doctoral thesis was the only examination 

of senior history curricula in Western Australia. He argued repeatedly in his elaborate 

examination of policies that governed the development of these syllabi that the State 

closely reflected national and international trends in history teaching. Among the 
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international leads he singled out Britain and the United States.712 In this thesis the 

focus is more on the transnational influences on syllabi which Allen also recognised. 

More importantly, this thesis differs from Allen’s in that it focuses on syllabus content 

and here in particular on the transnational histories contained in upper school syllabi in 

contrast to Allen’s emphasis on specific Western Australian curriculum policies and 

Australian history contained in these syllabi.  

  Andrich, Print and Gougoulis also referred to overseas examples when 

supporting curriculum change. Andrich compared the access to professional degrees at 

WA universities with the American situation, and Print argued with the mandatory US 

history course when suggesting the inclusion of Australian history in a senior Social 

Sciences course for non-tertiary bound students. Gougoulis looked at senior History 

when he emphasised the importance of the skills based approach by referring to US 

sources and here particularly to the American national history standards from 1994. 

Furthermore, the new Curriculum Framework can be interpreted as a connection to 

transnational ideas about human society and consequently human history. If students are 

encouraged to identify themselves as global citizens, then a history that is significant to 

all citizens in the world may also become important to Western Australian citizens. The 

question is who can control these definitions of significance in the late twentieth century 

and the early twenty first century. As Andrich’s, Print’s, Gougoulis’, and to a lesser 

extent Allen’s text suggested, this might incorporate the question of whether and, if so, 

to what extent an openness to global developments includes also an openness to US 

interpretations of transnational history. 

 

 

6.2 Senior History Syllabi in Western Australia 
 

As the following analysis suggests, senior history syllabi in Western Australia between 

1978 and 2008 can be divided into five distinct generations, even though the variety of 

editions and revisions is larger. In 1984, 1986, 1990, and 1996/7 upper school history 

curricula of the State were substantially modified, and in particular the latter three  

                                                 
712 Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-
2000" , pp. 8-9, 11, 13. 
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remakes contained responses to broader educational reforms and changing education 

policies. 

  Significant pedagogical reforms were realised in the syllabus changes in 1986 

and 1996/7. In 1986, a new section was introduced that was heavily influenced by the 

British SHP and required students to reflect on the nature of history.713 This was 

followed in 1996/7 with the implementation of a new structure based on outcome 

statements. The result was a syllabus that made students familiar, from the outset, with 

the concept of historical evidence, with forms of historical enquiry, and different forms 

of history. These documents were decisively activity oriented; all Units asked students 

to investigate a specific historical topic. Furthermore, the 1996/7 syllabus can be 

understood as the most radical revision as it reduced the content drastically and 

organised the Year 11 Units on the key historical concept of investigating change and 

continuity. 

  New education policies impacted on the 1986, 1990, and 1997 curricula in 

particular. In 1986 main recommendations of the McGaw Report were implemented, 

such as the split of the old two year course into two one year courses. To a large extent 

this meant a reshuffling of the 1984 syllabus elements as the SEA instructed the History 

JSC to minimise changes to the old syllabi.714 In particular, the analysis of Asian 

histories will demonstrate the impact of this directive. Another directive of the SEA was 

a major force in shaping the 1990 syllabus when so called objectives were introduced 

that were formulated as text sections in bullet points that directly gave tasks, such as 

‘account for’, ‘explain’, ‘evaluate’, or ‘assess’. With this directive the SEA aimed at 

uniformity across all disciplines, as all subjects were supposed to be presented in the 

same way to avoid the impression that some are easier than others. 

  Changing education policies can also be found at the beginning of the 1996/7 

syllabus, although these influences are hardly detectable in the text of the document. 

However, the focus on outcomes and transferable skills in this syllabus reflected the 

release of national curriculum Statements and Profiles as well as the Commonwealth 

Reports on post-secondary education, both of which are discussed predominantly in 

chapter two of this thesis.715 Furthermore, these syllabi grew to some extent out of the 

                                                 
713 Ibid, p. 150. 
714 Ibid, pp. 145, 149. 
715 Ibid, pp. 183-185; 199, 204; the reports mentioned here were the Carmichael Report and the 
Mayer Report. 
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recommendations of the Temby Report and its connection to the national Statements 

and Profiles from 1993.716 

 

This examination of Western Australian upper school history curricula suggests that a 

close reading of the syllabus documents is a highly appropriate way to investigate 

dominant assumptions about transnational history. Such a text focused investigation 

evades weaknesses that other methods that focus on the direct impact of individuals or 

specific policies formulated on State or national level can have. For example, the 1995 

Temby Report emphasised the “principle of curriculum development being undertaken 

collaboratively”.717 It indicated thereby a broad range of influences on the text that are 

difficult to isolate:  

 

Generally writing is done by working parties or is contracted out and the draft 

syllabus is circulated to appropriate teachers in all sectors for comment. There 

are a number of mechanisms in place to modify syllabuses to meet changing 

needs.718 

 

Allen’s study also suggested obstacles in the way of identifying individual influences on 

the syllabus text. For instance, Allen pointed out that in the early 1980s Western 

Australian efforts to reform senior history syllabi focused on examinations. However, 

“the sources on this issue remain[ed] relatively ‘silent’” 719 because of the separation 

between the syllabus committee and examiners. Also, his doctoral thesis drew heavily 

on anonymous interviews with policy makers, teachers and members of the syllabus 

committees. Above all, he contended that in the second half of the 1980s ‘leading 

members’ of the JSC aimed to construct “a syllabus that would reflect the 

understandings of the majority of the History teaching profession”.720 This was a 

                                                 
716 Curriculum Council, "Curriculum Framework for Kindergarten to Year 12 Education in 
Western Australia." , pp. 6-7; Ministerial Committee to Review Curriculum Development. 
Chairperson: Therese Temby, "Review of School Curriculum Development Procedures and 
Processes in Western Australia" , pp. 10, 12, 15; see also: Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy 
for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-2000" , p. 10. 
717 Ministerial Committee to Review Curriculum Development. Chairperson: Therese Temby, 
"Review of School Curriculum Development Procedures and Processes in Western Australia" , 
p. 19, see also pp. 13, 20. 
718 Ibid , p. 8. 
719 Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-
2000" , p. 111. 
720 Ibid, p. 148. 
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reference to a large, anonymous entity, as the large group of history teachers consisted 

necessarily of individuals with different opinions of and approaches to transnational 

history. It follows that these examples suggest considerable limitations for identifying 

specific individual voices that defined the content and shape of transnational histories in 

syllabi. Hence the main arguments in this chapter are based on the syllabus text itself, 

although they are contextualised in the broader State and national policies. 

 

 

6.3 Analysis of the Central Themes in Senior Histor y Syllabi 
in Western Australia 
 

In examining the content of Western Australian senior history syllabi this analysis 

focuses on the central theme of dominant ideas of transnationalism utilising the 

methodological framework suggested in the previous chapter. It follows that this 

investigation starts with a review of representations of power or dominance as reflected 

in the category of space or geography. As this analysis deals with transnational histories, 

the investigation begins with an examination of how the histories of European, Asian, 

American, and African communities reflect ideas of power. Other analytical subgroups 

such as the temporal category are treated in chapter eight because of their congruence 

with New South Wales syllabi. As indicated in the presentation of the analytical 

framework in chapter five, the discussion of the dimension Theory of Knowledge forms 

the final step in the analysis and is therefore part of the metadiscussion in chapter eight. 

 

 

6.3.1 Perspectives on Europe 
 

The 1977 Western Australian Senior Syllabus for Modern World History was based on 

a western form of world history that can be labelled ‘Eurocentric world history’, 

although it was at the same time characterised by a clearly sceptical stance towards this 

view on history. In this didactically simple document, the focus on Europe was 

perceived as a necessity for a political history of the twentieth century. At its beginning, 

the syllabus established this ‘critical Eurocentrism’ with the definition of three main 

ideas that were intended to govern the whole syllabus and implicitly also an 

examination of world history. The third was called The Changing Place of Europe in 



Page 216 of 317 
 

World History and the first sentence read: “All of the revolutionary changes outlined 

above [i.e. the other two main ideas] had their origins in Europe […]”.
721 A critical 

voice pointed at the ongoing modification and adaptation of “European political 

ideas”
722

 in a general development towards globalisation and a general decline of 

European power that was particularly underlined in the Unit International Affairs Since 

1939. This Unit was one of seven Units in total; three other Units were based, entirely 

or at least to two-thirds, on European history only. The first Unit was called Europe 

1870-1914; it stated that it “may be used as an introduction to most other parts of the 

syllabus.”
723

 The other two Units were one on liberal democracies and one on 

‘totalitarian’ regimes; their Eurocentrism was made much clearer in 1986 when the 

content of these Units was rearranged in a syllabus revision into two new units clearly 

labelled Europe 1918-1945 and Europe and America 1919-1945. Such a continued 

emphasis on European history can be explained by the popularity of the subject at the 

external exams. In the first half of the 1980s senior history courses that dealt with 

Weimar Germany or National Socialist Germany were continuously popular.724 One of 

the remaining non-Europe focused units during that time was on Asia and another one 

on Australian history. However, the Asian Unit urged students to study Asian history 

from the perspective of Western impact on the Asian communities.  

 

In 1984 a more substantial revision heralded a new era in curriculum design; even 

though it was interrupted between 1986 and 1990, it also affected the form and scope of 

European histories to a large extent. William Allen clearly identified one of the two 

main reasons for these broader changes in curriculum policies.725 He argued for a 

pendulum motion between groups that traditionally had a great impact on history 

curriculum development and new groups. He proposed that the University of Western 

Australia and some highly reputable private schools were in the traditionally powerful 

group; they had influenced for decades the senior syllabus development because of their 

strong representation in the PEB and later the JSC. The above discussion of the 

development of secondary curricula and secondary education authorities in this chapter 

                                                 
721 The Board of Secondary Education and The Tertiary Institutions Service Centre, "Syllabuses 
1978" , p. 182. 
722 Ibid p. 185. 
723 Ibid p. 182. 
724 Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-
2000" , p. 163. 
725 Ibid, pp. 236-239. 
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supports this interpretation. It also finds that the impact of universities on senior syllabi 

was waning because of the new secondary education authorities such as the SEA and 

the later CCWA, as well as the reformed Year 12 exam regulations. Allen highlighted 

the demise of the PEB and the 1973 founded Murdoch University, the Western 

Australian’s Teachers’ Colleges and the non-specified “influence of an ‘activist’ group 

of teachers behind these representatives from the newer tertiary institutions” who gained 

more power in the JSC.
726

 Critical for European histories was that this new group was, 

according to Allen, much more committed to new models of history teaching such as 

the inquiry approach or the focus on historical literacy. This led to the cutting back of 

European histories as part of the general process of content reduction. Finally, in 1996/7 

this reform movement led to the introduction of a new generation of syllabi that 

represented the ultimate decline of influence of the former group according to Allen.
727

  

 

With regard to the gradual reduction of European histories, a second main development 

appears to be significant too. Looking at Western Australian syllabi from between 1984 

and 1995, it becomes clear that one of the most significant changes was a substantial 

extension of Australian history. In a first, but significant, step the 1979 syllabus 

extended more than six fold the existing Unit on Australian history. In 1986, the 

Australian content was further expanded to five out of twelve Units in total. Finally in 

the 1996/7 syllabi, the Year 12 Unit on Australian history, which was one of three Units, 

was made compulsory. This development has to be contextualised with the impact of 

universities on the syllabus. As indicated in the first section of this chapter, senior 

history could still be seen as a subject that was highly relevant to any tertiary education 

and such a connection to the higher education sector suggested that the school subject 

History has been more receptive to developments at WA’s universities. William Allen 

supported this interpretation when he argued that WA’s academic historians developed 

overwhelmingly a specialisation in Australian history and that their academic 

orientation filtered through to the curriculum because of their membership in the JSC.728 

However, not only universities pressed in on the JSC for more Australian history. Allen 

suggested a broader base among teachers and within the JSC who were concerned about 

raising the attractiveness of the subject. In the context of constantly falling enrolment 

                                                 
726 Ibid, p. 237; see also pp. 236-239. 
727 Ibid, p. 239. 
728 Ibid, p. 101. 
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numbers they offered more Australian, and above all local, history as a way to attract 

more students to the subject.729 

  If these developments are seen in context with the above mentioned trend to 

content reduction in the wake of pedagogic reforms, it appears consequential that 

European histories were reduced in the syllabi. Pedagogic innovations that were time 

intensive and supported content reduction met with pressure from universities as well as 

from an activist group of teachers to extend the content of a certain area and both 

demands impacted on a curriculum that focused on European content. From this 

perspective, it was a logical outcome that in particular European histories were cut back 

in the syllabi that were produced in the reform-encouraging era of the Beazley and 

McGaw Reports. 

 

The first phase in this process of reducing European content can be found in the 

introduction of a new syllabus in 1984 that marked a turn to the thematic approach, a 

pedagogic concept that was only firmly established with a new syllabus generation in 

1997. Although there were still seven Units, the character of the document changed as 

Europe was downgraded as the organising principle. The old concept of the three 

governing ideas was abandoned. The separate Unit on European history was also 

discarded. Again, the overall extension of the principle to use historical concepts to 

define Units was a salient feature of the document. Two new units on revolutions were 

introduced and the two Units on western democracies and totalitarian states were 

retained. Only the two units on Asia and Australia were still defined by 

geography/nationality. However, below the surface, there was a different picture. 

Geography and/or nationality were no longer used to define Units, but sub-units were in 

their vast majority defined by geographical or national categories. The now four Units 

on different historical concepts contained fifteen sub-units with eleven clearly on 

European nations or on Europe as a whole. Also, these sub-units were evenly distributed, 

which meant that all four main Units contained at least a majority of European history. 

Hence, it can be argued that out of seven Units in four a solid majority was European 

history, and in terms of content almost nothing had changed. This observation becomes 

at least partly obvious as the authors of the syllabus two years later dissolved the two 

old Units on liberal democracies and totalitarian states into two new Units on Europe 

                                                 
729 Ibid, pp. 102-103, 109-110. 
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and Europe/USA respectively, retaining at least ninety per cent of the text of the old 

units. 

 

A common feature of the following two syllabus generations was the continuing decline 

of European history, although there were two relatively distinct phases from 1986 to 

1989 and then from 1990 to 1996. In the first phase the document was extended to 

twelve Units mainly to accommodate a considerable extension of Australian history. 

However, European histories were still popular, which affected the 1986 

implementation of the McGaw recommendation to replace two year courses with two 

independent one year courses. In particular Weimar Germany, National Socialist 

Germany and the Russian Revolution had been popular in the final exams in previous 

years and Allen suggested that this was the main reason to add Weimar Germany to the 

Year 11 syllabus and the Russian Revolution to the Year 12 statement.730 With this 

decision the JSC demonstrated that it was still independent to some extent from the 

SEA because SEA policies favoured an approach that would have seen both Weimar 

Germany and the Russian Revolution offered in Year 12. Upper school history offered 

so many different options for the final exams that a fair assessment proved to be 

difficult because students who sat an exam in Modern World History could answer 

completely different sets of questions and thereby actually sit different exams. Hence, 

from the perspective of the SEA the popularity of Weimar Germany and the Russian 

Revolution was an opportunity to obtain similar exam papers as it was expected that a 

majority of students would choose questions from these two fields. The JSC on the 

other hand was mainly concerned with the decline in student enrolments during the 

1980s. It added Weimar Germany to the Year 11 syllabus in the hope of attracting more 

Year 10 students to senior history. However, also the aims of the SEA policies were at 

least half achieved, as the first examination of the new syllabus demonstrated. At these 

examination 80 per cent of students chose a question from Russian but also Chinese 

history.731 

 

Allen argued that the 1986 syllabus represented a return to more traditional approaches, 

which might account for the temporary return to history units based on 
                                                 
730 Ibid, pp. 151-153; Allen based his analysis on minutes and on four interviews; two of them 
emphasised that in particular the influence of one important member of the JSC was responsible 
for the distribution of the Weimar Germany and Russian Revolution Units. Allen did not 
mention names. 
731 Ibid, p. 178. 
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geographical/national distinctions.
732

 Although it contained, relatively, much less 

European history, it offered even less US history. Overall, it can be argued that this 

syllabus represented a marked turn to Australian history but European history was 

among all the transnational histories the largest part as there were only two units on 

Asia compared to the four with a majority of European history. Again, this can be 

explained by the continuing popularity of European histories at the exams. Nevertheless, 

in the second phase the decline of European history continued as there were two sub-

units on European history discarded without replacement. The only rather extensively 

rewritten Unit in the 1990 syllabus was the one on international relations, and it made 

the focus on post World War Two history and the new superpowers instead of the 

declining old European powers clearer. 

 

The last generation of senior syllabi for History that is relevant to this study was 

released in 1996/7 because a new syllabus was only published in 2008 for 

implementation in 2009. The 1996/7 syllabi were characterised by a radical reduction of 

content. As in 1984, the Units of the 1996/7-syllabus were again based on key historical 

concepts. However, their number was drastically reduced to only three Units. The Year 

11 syllabus stipulated already in the Rationale that it “reflects the emphasis on the 

process of historical inquiry. It adopts a thematic approach with an inquiry-based 

structure”,
733

 which meant that the content had to be reduced in order to make this new 

approach feasible. As pointed out in the first section of this chapter, John Gougoulis 

stressed that this represented a turn towards education in the service of civic education 

and an abandonment of – basically – rote learning.
734

 Exactly the same development 

that had been detectable in the content changes of the previous syllabi was still 

identifiable in this document. As opposed to the 1984 syllabus, which had for the first 

time introduced the thematic structure in Western Australia, the sub-units in the 1996/7 

document were no longer focused on European histories. The new document defined 

sixteen Areas of Study for Year 11 that contained five to six areas on European history 

and from nine ‘Areas of Study’ for Year 12 there were three on European history 

(including revolutions). However, European history was still relatively the largest sub-

                                                 
732 Ibid, p. 238. 
733 Secondary Education Authority, "Syllabus Manual. Year 11 and Year 12 Accredited Courses 
1996. Volume VIII. Studies of Society and Environment" , p. 45. 
734 Gougoulis, "Challenging History in Light of the Proposed History Syllabus Change in 
Western Australia" , pp. 1-7. 
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group. For example, Year 11 offered five to six Units on European history, compared 

with four on Asia, three on Australia, two on the USA, and one on South Africa. This 

prominence could be linked to the popularity of themes like National Socialism in Year 

11 and revolutions in Year 12 that was outlined in the previous sections and continued 

to have an impact on the new syllabus.735 Despite the process of content reduction this 

syllabus suggested a broadening of the picture on the one hand but a relative dominant 

position of some themes in European history remained on the other.  

 

Perspectives on Europe in the State's senior curricula suggested a few continuities such 

as the focus on a certain group of nation states. Syllabi in the period between 1977 and 

2008 focused on states such as Germany, Russia, France, Britain and Italy but neglected 

smaller nations where they could not be linked to significant historical developments in 

the more recent history.736 These developments appeared to be political ideologies and 

events that had not only been relevant to a group of European nations but had also had a 

global impact. States such as Germany or Italy exemplified Fascism, Britain and France 

liberal democracy, and Russia the development of Marxist Socialism. Hence, one 

characteristic of these syllabi was that their portrayal of Europe consisted mainly of 

powerful nations representing the evolvement of powerful political ideologies. 

 

 

6.3.2 Perspectives on Asia 
 

Perspectives on Asia also tended to support the observation that power was an important 

factor in the construction of these syllabi. This examination of Western Australian 

curricula suggests a lingering, if relative dominance of European histories in these 

syllabi. Consequently, there were relatively fewer and shorter sections on Asian 

histories.  

 

In the 1977 syllabus Asian histories were assigned only a minor place, as the 

investigation of the European content in the previous section indicated. More significant 

                                                 
735 Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-
2000" , pp. 205, 213, 214. 
736 Ireland as case study in the 1996 curriculum was the only exception. 
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was only Japanese history as it was popular at the Year 12 exams.737 However, the 1984 

revision of the State’s syllabi extended the Asian content in the Unit on International 

Affairs and added a new introduction that stated that “[p]articular units have been 

included […] to explore the relevance of Asian studies to Australians”.738 This emphasis 

of Asian histories is all the more significant as the same statement was reprinted in all 

introductory texts of the following syllabi until the 1990 syllabus generation. The 

sustained upgrading of Asian histories in Western Australia’s history education was 

underlined by such consistency. Major syllabus changes reduced the focus on Europe, 

substantially extended the Australian Unit in 1984 and realised from 1990 onwards 

pedagogic innovations as the texts were characterised by detailed objectives that 

described student activities. Both syllabi continued to stress Asian history by keeping 

the same introductory statement. 

 

The 1984 syllabus was not only characterised by the above mentioned reduction of 

European history. Also, the Unit International Affairs was extensively rewritten and a 

new sub-unit structure introduced that had, apart from a stronger focus on post World 

War Two superpower relations, above all slightly more Asian history as the new 

suggestion to study “decolonisation in S.E. Asia”739 was added. Following the 1984 

syllabus, the 1986 document showed in terms of content an increased emphasis on 

Australian history as the old Unit was split and the five old sub-units made independent 

Units that included one on Western Australian history. As discussed in the section on 

European histories, the 1986 syllabus also realised the recommendation of the McGaw 

and Beazley Reports to introduce one year courses instead of the old two year course 

structure. One consequence with regard to non-European histories was that the old Unit 

on Asian history was split into two halves. One Unit for Year 11 consisted of the old 

sub-units on Japan and Indonesian history, while and the Year 12 Unit contained the 

unchanged section on Chinese history but also a new and shorter sub-unit on Indian 

history. These changes appeared to have a significant effect on the examinations. 

Instead of Japanese history, which was popular at the final exams during the first half of 

the 1980s, Chinese history became the most popular choice for Asian history at the first 

                                                 
737 Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-
2000" , p. 163. 
738 The Board of Secondary Education and The Tertiary Institutions Service Centre, "Syllabuses 
1984" (West Perth, Nedlands: The Board of Secondary Education and The Tertiary Institutions 
Service Centre, 1984), p. 144. 
739 Ibid , p. 147. 
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exams following the introduction of the new syllabus.740 Overall, it could be argued that 

the syllabi from 1984 and 1986 continued the marked turn to Australian history but 

European history was among all the transnational histories the largest part. The syllabi 

had only two Units on Asian histories compared to the four with a majority of European 

history and both Years 11 and 12 had two Units on Europe and North America but only 

one each on Asia. 

 

The syllabi from 1990 onwards have been characterised to varying degrees by a general 

reduction of content and a concentration on fewer areas, which favoured innovations in 

teaching. Not only European histories were cut back in 1990, but also non-Western 

histories were curtailed. For example, in the Unit on international relations the only sub-

unit on Africa was discarded. However, content reduction in this syllabus was not 

substantial. For instance, the Unit on international relations was in 1990 again 

extensively rewritten and a new sub-unit structure introduced. The new Unit had a 

stronger focus on the Cold War and Asia. In particular South East Asian decolonisation 

and nationalism in the context of the Cold War was given more space. Nevertheless, in 

1995 the sub-unit on the Indian sub-continent in the Asia Unit was discarded. However, 

the reintroduction in 1996/7 of previously dismissed topics has affected only non-

European history; Indian history was reintroduced, as was African history (albeit with a 

narrowed scope). This move was questioned by history teachers and is all the more 

significant as the 1996/7 syllabus was characterised by the most radical content 

reduction to only three Units per year.741 Moreover, the generic title of the Year 11 Unit 

Investigating Change reflected a basic principle of the syllabus to allow for schools to 

continue popular and established courses. It made it possible, for example, to continue a 

popular course on Japanese history covering the late nineteenth and the first half of the 

twentieth century.742 Hence the Asian content was expanded in these syllabi, and this 

has certainly been facilitated or at least supported by the increasing temporal distance 

from the Vietnam War.  

 

The analysis of the Western Australian syllabus generation from 1990 to 1996 supports 

the argument that, similar to the syllabi from the 1980s, power and distance were crucial 

                                                 
740 Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-
2000" , p. 178. 
741 With regard to the questioning by history teachers see: Ibid, p. 207. 
742 Ibid, p. 214. 
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variables for the construction of these histories. On the one hand, the national studies 

that dominated these documents were concerned with large, powerful states such as 

China, Japan, and India. On the other hand, there were Units that contained the histories 

of the neighbouring region as they dealt with South East Asian history such as 

Indonesian history; albeit with interruptions. South East Asian countries were, however, 

dealt with within the framework of transnational concepts and developments, too. 

Countries such as Malaysia and even Vietnam were only discussed briefly as examples 

of decolonisation or because of their relevance to the Cold War. 

 

 

6.3.3 Perspectives on Africa and the Americas 
 

The Americas 

Approaches to American histories suggest a strong emphasis on powerful nations as 

these syllabi offer essentially the histories of the USA only. Western Australian syllabi 

from 1978 and 1984 suggested that Latin American history was only relevant because 

of the relationship the Southern half of the continent had with the North American 

centre of the USA. The 1978 document only offered the option to study the Cuba crisis 

of 1962 and in the text from 1984 Latin American history was included as part of the 

specific section on the Cold War, which advised teachers to lecture about “U.S. policy 

in Latin America and the Cuban Crisis 1962”.743 In the 1996/7 syllabus Latin American 

history was excluded entirely; it only offered studies in US history. 

 

Moreover, the histories of the USA in the older syllabus generations suggested a close 

relationship to the histories of Europe. For example, in the 1978 syllabus generation 

there was only one significant change to the content in 1983, which affected only Unit 

One on Europe. The existing text was not altered at all; only a section on US history 

was included. Even the same statement that assigned this Unit a pivotal role within the 

syllabus remained exactly the same. Such an arrangement can be read as a reflection of 

what the US American world history educator Leften Stavrianos had criticised as an 

approach to world history that “was always the west and the westernization of other 

continents, with Europeans at the center, Americans on the side, and everyone else on 

                                                 
743 The Board of Secondary Education and The Tertiary Institutions Service Centre, "Syllabuses 
1984" , p. 147. 



Page 225 of 317 
 

the planet in limbo.”744 Even William McNeill did not entirely abandon this thinking, 

although he opposed Eurocentrism and extended it with perspectives that emphasised 

interaction between the Asian and the European continents.745 “In this perspective, the 

European voyages of discovery in 1500, for example, mark not the origins of world 

history but a further extension to the Americas of this vast Eurasian network of 

communications and commerce.”746  

 

Later Western Australian syllabi from 1984 until 1995 continued to maintain conceptual 

and organisational links between US and European history. In 1984 the geographical 

concept of Atlantic Revolutions was introduced in the Unit Atlantic Revolutions and 

Reform to 1918. It subsumed the American and the French Revolution as well as the 

European revolutions of the nineteenth century but the HTAWA particularly welcomed 

the sub-units on the US and the French Revolution.747 Europe and North America did in 

these documents not only share organisational unity, but they were also conceptually 

united using the idea of the Atlantic world as a common sphere. This framework of the 

Atlantic world showed strong similarities to the concept of the West as it combined in 

these syllabi the histories of the most powerful heirs of European culture in the long 

nineteenth century such as Britain, France and Germany with that of the USA. Above 

all, it emphasised common core ideas of the West such as the struggle for and the 

establishment of freedom, democracy, civil rights and parliamentary institutions. Such a 

link between the continents was weakened in 1990 when the geographical idea of an 

Atlantic sphere was dismissed and only an organisational link was maintained in a Unit 

with substantially reduced content. Two independent and popular study options were 

maintained but subsumed in one Unit with the new name Revolutions: American and 

French. 

 

                                                 
744 This quotation is a paraphrase of Stavrianos’ thoughts by: Allardyce, "Toward World 
History" , p. 40. 
745 Regarding a still detectable Eurocentric perspective in McNeill’s path breaking The Rise of the 
West see: Tony Ballantyne, "Putting the Nation in Its Place?: World History and C. A. Bayly's the 
Birth of the Modern World" in Connected Worlds. History in Transnational Perspective, ed. Ann 
Curthoys, and Marilyn Lake (Canberra: ANU  E Press, 2005), p. 27; see also: William H. 
McNeill, Mythistory and Other Essays (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), pp. 62-64. 
746 Allardyce, "Toward World History" , p. 72. 
747 Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-
2000" , p. 163. 
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Western Australian syllabi followed from this perspective larger transnational 

developments as in 1983 they mirrored approaches to US history that were strong in the 

United States as well. The later idea of an Atlantic world also stressed common 

historical roots between Europe and the United States. In 2000 Ross E. Dunn described 

the different forms of world history in US American high schools and one of them he 

called the “Western Heritage Model”.748 He suggested the main task of this Model was 

“to transmit to the rising generation [of US Americans] a shared heritage of values, 

institutions, and great ideas derived mainly from peoples of Europe”.749 Constructions 

of US histories in Western Australian syllabi from 1978 to 1995 seemed to reflect this 

approach in these Units that have combined European and US histories. 

 

Africa 

Perspectives on Africa tend to confirm a focus in these syllabi on powerful political 

entities such as nations or transnational constructs such as an Eastern or Western Sphere. 

Between 1978 and 1995 no independent Units on African history were included in 

Western Australian syllabi. In the 1978 document, for example, African histories were 

given a few lines in the Unit International Affairs, where they were utilised as examples 

to discuss broader, transnational developments such as decolonisation and the Cold War. 

As mentioned above, this Unit was extensively rewritten in 1984 to include a broader 

perspective on international affairs. Apart from the mentioned extension of Asian 

content, a new sub-unit on African history was added. It reduced the focus on 

transnational developments by using the concept of the nation. Emphasis was laid on 

specific African nations as well as on specific colonising nations from Europe; the Cold 

War retreated in this picture to some extent. In this view, some African nations had to 

struggle with “[c]onflict and foreign involvement”.750 Nevertheless, a whole continent 

was seen as part of one transnational development, the Cold War. Students in 1984 were 

asked to examine the “role of the “super powers” in African affairs.”751 As indicated in 

the previous sections, the next syllabus generation from 1990 reduced the content and 

therefore this sub-unit on Africa was discarded without replacement. In 1997, African 

history was not only reintroduced, but it also appeared to be a more important element 

                                                 
748 Dunn, "Constructing World History in the Classroom"  , p. 124. 
749 Ibid . 
750 The Board of Secondary Education and The Tertiary Institutions Service Centre, "Syllabuses 
1984" , p. 148. 
751 Ibid . 
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of contemporary world history because the new African content was moved up in the 

hierarchy from sub-unit to Unit. Furthermore, the perspective on the continent’s history 

was changed in this post Cold War era. Concepts such as decolonisation or foreign 

involvement moved to the background and a new emphasis was placed on the 

pedagogical concept to allow students to work on in depth case studies. From that 

perspective, a focus on one single state such as South Africa appeared to be 

consequential and the new Unit South Africa – nineteenth and twentieth century could 

be used as an excellent case study for the more transnational themes of modern 

imperialism and nationalism as a response to it. Furthermore, in the 1996/7 syllabus 

generation the relations between the components still suggested a hierarchy between 

more and less powerful societies. In both Years 11 and 12 there were eight study 

options for European history available, six for Asian history, five for Australian history, 

and three for one overseas nation alone: the United States of America. Nevertheless, the 

focus on powerful elements in African histories was still strong; it was only expressed 

in a different way when compared with European or Asian histories. It could not be 

found in the description of powerful nations but in powerful ideas and processes that 

acted transnationally such as the processes of nation building or decolonisation. 

 

 

6.3.4 Perspectives on Selected Transnational Events : The Two 
World Wars 
 

This section suggests that changes in the way Western Australian syllabi have dealt with 

the two World Wars are different to some extent from the developments in New South 

Wales. Similar to New South Wales, the analysis of Western Australian syllabi finds 

that the position of the First World War has been upgraded. However, the analysis 

found no strong evidence that would suggest a similarly dominating position of this 

major War as it appeared to have in New South Wales.  

 

On the one hand, World War One gained more importance as a field of study in relation 

to the Second World War from 1984 onwards. In the new 1984 senior syllabus a new 

sub-unit on the First World War was introduced into the Unit Industrial Revolutions and 

Imperialism 1760s to 1918. Nothing similar had existed in the previous syllabus and no 

similar sub-unit dealing with the Second World War was introduced in the other Units. 
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This Unit introduced first the main combatants of this War embedded in a clear 

framework that dealt with social and economic change between national 

industrialisation processes and strengthening empires. This framework added the 

Austro-Hungarian and the Ottoman Empires only as the last elements in its approach to 

World War One. As they were only part of the sub-unit on the War itself and in this 

syllabus excluded from the significant predevelopments, this suggests an approach to 

history that focused on the dynamics of powerful national societies that were driven by 

industrialisation and imperialism as the main causes for World War One. In addition to 

this Unit, the Unit on international relations shifted the emphasis in 1984 away from 

World War Two to the post War-settlements and changes to the international system. Its 

title was updated from International Affairs Since 1939 to International Affairs Since 

1945. Although the text implied a similar coverage of the Second World War as it had 

had in the previous syllabi, this part of history appeared to be much less important 

because the coverage of post 1945 history was greatly expanded. This implied a relative 

decrease of the teaching space devoted to World War Two in addition to the shift of 

focus away from Europe as it was argued in the previous sections of this chapter. 

Looking at the new structure of the next syllabus from 1990, it also seems that World 

War Two was less important than the First World War because the text dealing with the 

former War appeared only in small sections on a hierarchical lower level. It was not 

organised into a stand-alone sub-unit as was World War One. In Year 11 the Second 

World War appeared only in little chapters that were added to the national sub-units in 

the main Unit on Europe and the main Unit on Asia, and in Year 12 the War was treated 

as an addendum to the national sub-units in the main Unit on Europe and the USA. 

However, in particular the next syllabus generation suggested a shift to a more extended 

coverage of the Second World War. 

 

Nevertheless, the coverage of World War Two in Western Australian syllabi between 

1977 and 2008 has not changed in a fashion that would indicate a general, continuous 

retreat or expansion of the War’s significance in these documents. In the 1977 syllabus 

the Second World War was given more attention. First, this War had its own sub-unit, 

and second, the other Units did not include specific sub-units dealing with the First 

World War. During the following two decades developments with regard to the 

treatment of the two World Wars in the State’s syllabi appeared to be more diffuse. In a 

first step, World War Two was downgraded as it was no longer given the space of an 
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independent sub-unit. Instead, the above mentioned new Unit on World War One was 

introduced, and taken together this indicated a shifting emphasis away from the Second 

World War. However, in the next step the weighing was altered again. Although World 

War Two was moved in the organisation of the 1990 syllabus only to a low hierarchy 

level and treated as an addendum to national histories, its coverage was more extensive 

than the treatment of the events that had led to World War One. Finally, the 1996/7 

syllabus suggested that the Second World War has become a more prominent field of 

historical study. Although this syllabus has no specific Units or sub-units on either of 

these Wars, the entirely new structure offers more opportunities or connecting points for 

schools and teachers to design studies in World War Two than in World War One. 

 

Looking at the treatment of both Wars together, this analysis suggests that these 

transnational events in Western Australian syllabi were predominantly viewed through 

the lens of national history and this applies to approaches to both World Wars. Between 

1984 and 1990, the causes of the First World War were understood as part of German, 

British, or US American history and the treatment of the Second World War was shifted 

to national sub-units in 1990. In the 1996/7 syllabus sub-units were also concerned, for 

example, with Britain to 1918, Germany to 1918 or German National Socialism and 

Italian Fascism. However, the examples from this syllabus demonstrate that national 

history meant in the context of World Wars necessarily the history of powerful nations. 

World War One history did not deal with the emergence and struggle of eight new 

nations in Europe alone triggered by the collapse of multi-ethical empires such as the 

Austro-Hungarian, the Ottoman, and the Tsarist Empire. The stories of new nations 

such as Czechoslovakia, Lithuania, or Yugoslavia, which had to construct national 

identities out of diverse histories, cultures, and even languages, could not be told within 

such an approach to the idea of nation that focused on power.  

 

 

6.4 Conclusion 
 

The overall development in the senior history curricula in Western Australia suggested 

an emphasis of ‘relevance’. This trend can be identified beyond the jostling between old 

and new groups in curriculum bodies that Allen observed, and was the main reason why 

history curricula were increasingly designed with the objective to train ‘relevant’ skills. 
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Behind this pedagogic turn was a combination of a process to adjust the school system 

to meet demands from the economy for a more efficient education and the impact of 

several versions of ‘new history’. Chapters two and three of this thesis elaborated on 

these main developments, which can also be seen as a general force behind Western 

Australia’s push for relevant secondary education, as the first part of this chapter 

described. These main developments shared an emphasis on training so called 

transferable skills, with the aim to reduce what was considered a more narrow and 

traditional academic orientation of upper school education. These introductory chapters 

also suggested that these major changes, such as the move to a more efficient education 

or more skills based history teaching, reflected not only national but also international 

trends.
752

  

  Above all, these main developments were responsible for a reduction in the 

importance of content in history education, which was considered increasingly 

irrelevant. A general move from content to relevant skills in Western Australian senior 

history can be identified in the 1980s efforts to increase the weighing of historical skills 

in the assessment procedures such as final exams.753 It can also be found in the shift 

from the clearly defined, content-related objectives in the 1990 syllabus to the ‘generic’ 

skills in the 1996/7 curriculum. The notion of ‘relevance’ was expressed in the rise of 

the idea of historical concepts which superseded content organisation along traditional 

lines. Instead of, for example, Europe 1918-1945 there was now a unit on Investigating 

Fascism. A dramatic reduction in content accompanied this move to skills based 

teaching; it predominantly affected European histories. However, Asian and Australian 

histories were expanded in these syllabi. Even the Europeanisation of US American 

history was affected by this trend; although strong in the early 1980s, it was reduced 

until the new syllabus in 1996/7 removed all conceptual hints, such as the idea of the 

Atlantic world. Although in the 1996/7 syllabus the absolute preference for European 

histories was no longer detectable in the reduced content, there remained a relative 

dominance or prominence as European history was the largest sub-group among study 

options.   

                                                 
752 For the nation-wide trend to rationalise education see: Dudley, The Politics of Education 1973-
95 , pp. 102-103, pp. 120-124; Vickers, "Curriculum"  , pp. 253-259; Allen, "Analysis of 
Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-2000" , p. 11. 
753 Allen, "Analysis of Curriculum Policy for Upper Secondary School History in WA 1983-
2000" , pp. 112-113, 166. 
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  One explanation for these changes in the content of upper school history syllabi 

in the State is the social change that was described in chapter one of this thesis. From 

that perspective, these syllabi were a reflection of an Australia that became more 

multicultural and more concerned with Asian culture but less focused on its European 

heritage from the 1970s onwards. As suggested in chapter one, the notion of a powerful 

European element lingered in this Australian multiculturalism that found expression in 

hyphenated terms such as Chinese-Australian or Vietnamese-Australian. If syllabi were 

to be ‘relevant’ to this society, then they had to reflect this social construction of a 

declining but still relatively dominating European element in a society that was 

discovering its own national history. Looking more closely at the constructions of 

European history, however, the question emerges of how depictions of National 

Socialist Germany or the Soviet Union were ‘relevant’ to, for example, Greek-

Australians. More generally, a significant characteristic of these syllabi was a 

considerable emphasis on powerful nations and powerful political ideologies. At this 

point it is useful to return to chapter four, which expanded on a statement by O’Farrell 

and suggested that discussions about transnational history in teacher’s journals “locate[d] 

the student in his or her world”.754 Similarly, approaches to transnational histories in 

Western Australian senior syllabi suggested that they situated students not only in their 

Western Australian society but also ‘locate[d] the student in his or her world’. In this 

world the histories of transnational events such as the World Wars or transnational 

political ideologies such as Fascism or Communism are ‘relevant’ to everyone; their 

relevance extends to the global level. 

 

                                                 
754 O'Farrell, "A Basic Historical Education: Its Aims and Uses" , p. 11. 
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7. Senior Curricula and Transnational Histories in New 

South Wales 

 

Following chapter six, this chapter is the last of the three core or data chapters that 

explore dominant assumptions in transnational histories produced for the secondary 

schools of the two Australian States, Western Australia and New South Wales. With 

regard to secondary school history New South Wales has moved to some extent in a 

different direction from all other Australian States and territories. However, this 

uniqueness has clearly had limits as these peculiarities were checked by the broader 

national and overseas trends in history education and also the State’s secondary school 

system in general has reflected broader Australia wide and international developments. 

These trends were, first, that New South Wales experienced a generally rising retention 

rate that was similar to other Australian States. Student retention to Year 12 increased 

from 36 per cent in 1978 to 51 per cent in 1988 and arrived at 70 per cent in 2008.755  

  Second, national educational reform movements have not only impacted on 

NSW, but also merged with the specific NSW circumstances. For example, the Karmel 

Report and the subsequent policies of the Commonwealth Schools Commission led to a 

significant support of the Catholic school system. As discussed in chapter two of this 

thesis, the Commission increasingly supported private schools. In the case of New 

South Wales this was particularly significant for Catholic schools, which have by far 

been the largest group of so called church schools in the State.756 Moreover, this chapter 

will argue that a 1995 report by Ken Eltis was instrumental in not implementing SoSE 

in the government’s lower secondary schools and that key policy documents such as the 

                                                 
755 For the 1978 number see: Barry McGaw, "Their Future. Options for Reform of the Higher 
School Certificate" (Sydney: Department of Training and Education Co-ordination New South 
Wales, 1996), p. 121; for the 1988 number see: Committee of Review of New South Wales 
Schools. Chairman Sir John Carrick, "Report of the Committee of Review of New South Wales 
Schools. A Summary of Conclusions and Recommendations" (1989), p. 177; for the 2008 number 
see: Australian Bureau of Statistics, "Schools Australia 2010" , p. 31. 
756 For example, in 1975 there were 210,810 students enrolled in church schools; 185,201 or 87.9 
per cent of them attended Roman Catholic schools: Alan Barcan, Two Centuries of Education in 
New South Wales (Kensington: New South Wales University Press, 1988), p. 296; for the impact 
of the Commonwealth see pp. 272-273; The Carrick Committee stressed still in 1989 that the 
Catholic system represented the largest section of non-government schools in New South 
Wales: Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools. Chairman Sir John Carrick, "Report 
of the Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools" , p. 9. 
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Swan-McKinnon Report and the Carrick Report demonstrated abundantly the increasing 

concern also in NSW for a more relevant secondary education. Relevance was redefined 

from that perspective for the growing number of students who would not proceed to 

tertiary studies but sometimes had to struggle to avoid youth unemployment. Relevance 

as a term was used in the 1980s and 1990s in support of calls to include more and more 

vocational and practical education into senior secondary education in order to make 

Years 11 and 12 relevant to the new majority of upper school students who needed to 

join the workforce upon graduation. For example, in 1995 only 37 per cent of the 

students who sat for the final exams actually went on to university studies. 

 

In this context, upper school history in NSW has also been subjected to the 

developments described in the previous chapters. For example, the trend of declining 

student numbers in upper school history that was mentioned in chapter three was also 

detectable in NSW. In 1978 an impressive 38.3 per cent of all candidates for the final 

Year 12 exams had chosen Modern History, but in 1988 this number dropped to 29.5 

per cent and continued to fall further.757 In 1998 only 15.5 per cent of all candidates had 

opted for Modern History and the popularity of the subject remained at that level.758 At 

the final exams in 2007 a mere 15.7 per cent took the Modern History paper.759 New 

South Wales followed the national trend when it responded to these falling student 

numbers in History and also the increasing competition with new senior subjects partly 

with the implementation of new methods in history teaching. For example, this chapter 

will demonstrate the impact of the enquiry method and the British SHP. 

 

However, New South Wales has been with regard to school history different from other 

Australian States. The next section will show that the State’s government schools 

retained History as an independent subject in Years 7 to 10. This characteristic of the 

State’s secondary education might suggest that school history has had a stronger 

                                                 
757 For the 1978 numbers see: New South Wales Government. Board of Studies NSW, "Statistics 
- Higher School Certificate 1971-1978"  
http://www.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/bos_stats/hsc71_78stats.html; for the 1988 number 
see: ———, "Statistics - HSC 1979-1988"  
http://www.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/bos_stats/hsc79_88stats.html. 
758 Board of Studies NSW, "1998 Higher School Certificate Examination Statistics" (Sydney1999), 
pp. 2, 16. 
759 New South Wales Government. Board of Studies NSW, "Candidature 2007 Higher School 
Certificate"  http://www.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/ebos/static/TOTCN_2007_12.html; 
Board of Studies NSW, "2007 HSC Notes from the Marking Centre Modern History" 
(Sydney2008), p. 4. 
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position within secondary education than it has had in Western Australia, which could 

also be identified in the New South Wales policy documents on secondary education. It 

follows that the first section of this chapter is different from the comparable section in 

the Western Australian chapter given that the New South Wales context section 

incorporates substantial discussion of upper school history syllabi. This section is longer 

than the comparable section in the Western Australian chapter because the New South 

Wales reports and key policy documents allow for a discussion of how they impacted 

directly on senior history in the State. 

 

 

7.1 The Development of New South Wales Secondary 

Education with a Focus on Secondary School History in the 

State 

 

7.1.1 New South Wales Secondary Education and the S ubject 

History until 1988 

 

Secondary education in New South Wales is still based to some extent on the Wyndham 

Scheme, which was progressively implemented between 1962 and 1967. After almost 

five decades, this system has been reformed extensively, but the basic structure with 

four years' lower and two years' upper secondary education leading to the Year 12 

Higher School Certificate (hereafter HSC) has been preserved. First examined in 1967, 

this Certificate marked the end of a series of reforms that were based on the Wyndham 

Report, which had been published one decade earlier. The Wyndham Committee 

emerged by and large out of what can be called a crisis in education, which was first and 

foremost the incapacity of Catholic and State schools to react appropriately to 

dramatically rising student numbers. For example, student numbers in state secondary 

schools rose from 85,588 in 1950 to 158,243 in 1960.760 As a consequence, secondary 

schools in general lacked buildings, teachers and above all funding. Part of the solution 

was to reintroduce State aid for church schools in 1963, which was in New South Wales 

also framed by the debates outlined in chapter two. Alan Barcan and Barry McGaw 

                                                 
760 Barcan, Two Centuries of Education in New South Wales , p. 238. 
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pointed in addition to these developments at significant social change that created the 

necessity for reforms in secondary education.761 Similar to the developments described 

for Western Australia in the previous chapter, New South Wales also experienced the 

growth of a new middle class of white collar workers that required higher educational 

standards. Published in 1957, the Wyndham Report reacted to these developments and 

recommended first and foremost the abolition of any examination or other hurdle at the 

end of primary schooling and an extension of the lower secondary school to four years. 

The new system aimed to provide everyone with the opportunity to progress through all 

four years of secondary schooling and this meant that subjects were taught at different 

levels. These reforms were complemented with two years of upper secondary schooling 

and two new external examinations: The School Certificate at the end of Year 10 and 

the Higher School Certificate, which replaced the older Leaving Certificate. 

 

The Committee remained committed to an emphasis on general education and 

recommended “a core of subjects common to all”762 that consisted of English, Social 

Studies, Science, Mathematics, Music, Art, Crafts, Physical and Health Education, and 

finally Religious Education. Social Studies, however, appeared only as a compulsory 

subject in Form I, while in Forms II to IV schools were allowed to decide between 

Social Studies, History, and Geography. Additionally, there were electives that 

encompassed subjects such as Art, Geography, History, Home Science, Languages, and 

science subjects such as Biology, Chemistry and so on. Students were only allowed to 

take electives in Forms II to IV but not in Form I. Looking more closely at these lists of 

subjects, it appears that History could maintain a strong position within the concept of 

general education. Along with Geography, History was defined as a core of general 

education in contrast to languages such as Latin or French and in contrast to science 

subjects such as Chemistry. More important for this thesis is that, compared to Western 

Australia, History survived in New South Wales state schools as an independent subject 

in Years 8 to 10. This significant difference makes New South Wales a suitable State 

for a comparison with Western Australia, as the Introduction of this thesis has argued. 

On the other hand, Alan Barcan suggested that the changing secondary school was not 

beneficial to History. Adding to the new Form I which replaced subjects such as History 
                                                 
761 Ibid , pp. 238, 252, 264; McGaw, "Their Future. Options for Reform of the Higher School 
Certificate" , p. 116. 
762 Committee appointed to survey secondary education in New South Wales. Chairman  H. S. 
Wyndham, "Report of the Committee Appointed to Survey Secondary Education in New South 
Wales" (Sydney: Ministry of Education, 1957), p. 82. 
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with Social Studies, senior history as an upper school subject started to decline with the 

implementation of the Wyndham reforms. Still in 1968 54 per cent of all HSC 

candidates took History, but in 1973 only 41 per cent sat the HSC in History.763 

 

As revolutionary as the Wyndham Scheme was for NSW, it could not entirely break 

away from the perception of senior school education as an elitist preparation programme 

for a minority of prospective university students. Although Wyndham and his 

Committee rejected the older idea of selective secondary education for a minority of 

students, the Committee was more ambiguous with regard to upper school education. 764 

Still it declared that demands by universities to raise the standard of school graduates 

“cannot be met at the cost of endangering the provision of a sound general education for 

all adolescents.”765 On the other hand, however, the Committee clarified that extending 

senior schooling to two years was “necessary to make definite provision for an 

additional year of study for the minority of secondary pupils who wish to proceed to 

university.”766 In 1988 Barcan also suggested that these two positions were ambiguous 

and pointed therefore at concerns that were, for example, also discussed in 1984 in the 

Western Australian McGaw Report. 

 

Despite the Wyndham reforms the universities could maintain control over the senior 

secondary years. For example, the new two school boards that were founded by the 

1961 Education Act suggested spheres of influence. The Secondary Schools Board had 

a stronger representation of the Department of Education itself and the Teachers’ 

Federation, but the separate Board of Senior School Studies gave “universities a 

stronger voice.”767 These relations of power were maintained for much longer, as the 

next sections in this chapter will suggest, and also Ruth Reynolds summarised in 2001 

that until the 1990s “the University of Sydney had considerable influence on secondary 

school syllabuses, particularly through membership on syllabus committees.”768 

 

                                                 
763 Barcan, "A History of History Teaching"  , p. 45. 
764 Regarding the refusal of elitist secondary education see: Committee appointed to survey 
secondary education in New South Wales. Chairman  H. S. Wyndham, "Report of the 
Committee Appointed to Survey Secondary Education in New South Wales" , p. 63. 
765 Ibid , p. 67; see also p. 68. 
766 Ibid , p. 69. 
767 Barcan, Two Centuries of Education in New South Wales , p. 245. 
768 Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" , 
p. 4. 
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Despite falling enrolments, senior history appeared to maintain a strong position 

because of a dominant understanding of general education in New South Wales that 

lasted until the early 1970s. Both Barcan and the Carrick Report suggested that the older 

idea of a liberal–humanist education remained strong in the State until the 1960s and 

early 1970s and History could be seen as an integral part of a particular Australian 

humanism. According to Barcan and the Carrick Committee, the objectives of history 

teaching were identical to the aims of this specific Australian humanism as both 

“favoured moral and character training, transmission of the cultural heritage and the 

development of citizenship.”769 Upper school history was in the early 1970s not only 

affected by the final demise of this old “humanist tradition”,770 but also by syllabus 

change in 1973. Previously the history syllabus of the State had only been minimally 

adapted to the new system, as it had been introduced only in 1957. In the 1960s teachers 

and schools were still in the process of adapting to that pre-Wyndham syllabus and were 

therefore only ready in the 1970s for the next significant history syllabus change.  

 

Evidence suggests that the period between 1967 and 1984 was also in New South Wales 

influenced by a certain egalitarian philosophy. 1984 can be used as a marker for the end 

of a period because of the impact of the Swan-McKinnon Report, which recommended 

not only the introduction of one single secondary education but also a reorientation of 

secondary education towards vocational education. Egalitarian spirit denotes in this 

section a specific approach to education in general and secondary education in particular.  

 

Such thinking can be found in the movement toward schools based curriculum 

development that was discussed briefly in chapter two. In New South Wales this 

movement merged with a contemporary attempt to be more responsive to a changing 

student population at a time when rising retention rates meant more student diversity. 

Based on these trends, so called Other Approved Studies (hereafter OAS) were 

introduced in 1976. These programmes of study for the two upper school years were 

developed by each school separately, but remained second rank subjects because they 

were not admitted as HSC examinable subjects. In 1985 there were even a staggering 

                                                 
769 Barcan, "A History of History Teaching"  , p. 41; see also: ———, Two Centuries of Education 
in New South Wales , pp. 332-333; Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools. Chairman 
Sir John Carrick, "Report of the Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools" , p. 10. 
770 Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools. Chairman Sir John Carrick, "Report of 
the Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools" , p. 10,see also: Barcan, Two Centuries of 
Education in New South Wales , pp. 332-333. 
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3,000 different courses approved by the Board, ranging from Peace Studies and 

Women’s Studies to Living Skills. The proliferation of OAS, however, can be 

understood as only a specific response of a particular period to the new secondary 

school as their number was significantly cut following recommendations by the 

Education Department’s White Paper from 1990. 

  As the OAS did not count towards the HSC, the older academic subjects 

maintained control over the upper school syllabus. Nevertheless, the egalitarian spirit 

affected HSC subjects such as History, too. The old system of level 1, 2 or 3 courses 

was abandoned in 1975 and replaced with a more neutral structure based on units that 

represented periods of study. The standard 2 unit course was complemented with a 

specialist 2 unit course and some subjects such as History even had a 3 unit course, 

which was designed for students who aspired to study History at university. From a 

more practical perspective, this extensive restructuring of the HSC syllabus was a 

second attempt to distinguish between appropriate standards in a subject for all HSC 

graduates on the one side and school leavers who aimed to study the same subject at 

university on the other. The first attempt had been rendered useless when levels 1 and 2, 

which had been designed by the Board of Senior School Studies as the specialist level, 

had been defined by the two leading universities as their general entrance requirement 

for all prospective students.771 The new unit structure was maintained for HSC subjects 

such as History until 1999. Slight alterations and their impact are discussed in the next 

sections. New egalitarian ideologies in education could only be one factor among many 

and had to be seen in particular in context with very real demographic developments in 

the same period.  

 

During the 1970s, the rise in retention rates became more significant as retention to 

Year 12 increased from 22 per cent in 1967 to 36 per cent in 1978.772 Two main reasons 

that contributed to this rise can be identified. First, the Australia wide increase in youth 

unemployment, which was discussed in chapter two, led to more adolescents staying on 

at school. Second, the abandonment of the externally examined School Certificate in 

1974 allowed a higher number of less academically minded students to proceed to 

senior secondary education. 

                                                 
771 These universities were The University of Sydney and The University of New South Wales: 
McGaw, "Their Future. Options for Reform of the Higher School Certificate" , p. 128. 
772 Barcan, Two Centuries of Education in New South Wales , p. 287; McGaw, "Their Future. 
Options for Reform of the Higher School Certificate" , p. 126. 
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Following national trends, the development to make secondary education more relevant 

to less academically minded students continued in New South Wales also in the 1980s. 

The Swan-McKinnon Report signified from this perspective the beginning of a new era 

in the State. Douglas Swan was Director General of Education and had, according to 

Barcan, a slight leaning “towards more formal approaches”.773 Ken McKinnon had been 

director of the Commonwealth Schools Commission and had recommended during his 

tenure there reforms such as six years secondary education and more vocational 

orientation.774 After some initial problems, Swan and McKinnon produced in 1984 a 

partially successful report that was considered in the next Education Act in 1987. 775  

 

The two authors clarified boldly at the beginning that the old Wyndham model of four 

years’ secondary education for everyone was no longer sufficient: “[s]ix years of 

secondary education for all or at least the great majority of young people”776 was the 

first of ten basic principles for their deliberations. As a manifestation of the need to 

develop six years of coherent educational programmes for all adolescents the 

Committee recommended the establishment of one single Board of Secondary 

Education (hereafter BSENSW) that would be responsible for the four lower and the 

two upper secondary years. This core recommendation was finally put into practice with 

the 1987 Education and Public Instruction Act. However, the entire administrative 

structure was again remodelled only a few years later because of a change in 

government in 1988.777 Nevertheless, their basic reasoning behind the demand for six 

years of secondary education was similar to the demand for four years of secondary 

education three decades earlier: “Secondary education must have purpose and value for 

all students, [...] –it should not be regarded principally as a process to select and prepare 

a minority for tertiary education”.778 It follows that Swan and McKinnon inherited an 

old and problematic theme that was, according to the Carrick Report, still evident in the 

                                                 
773 Barcan, Two Centuries of Education in New South Wales , p. 290. 
774 Ibid , p. 308. 
775 Not realised was their recommendation to abolish the School Certificate and replace it with a 
Certificate of Secondary Education, which could be awarded at the end of Year 9, 10, 11, or 12. 
776 D. Swan, and K. McKinnon, "Future Directions of Secondary Education. A Report" (NSW 
Education Department, 1984), p. 9; see also p. 11. 
777 In 1988, twelve years of Labor rule came to an end. The new regulations introduced by a 
Liberal National-Coalition government will be treated in the next sections. 
778 Swan, "Future Directions of Secondary Education" , p. 9. 
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late 1980s: “The ‘academic’ tradition of secondary schooling in NSW carried with it the 

continuing theme of secondary education for an elite.”779 

 

Another key element in the Swan-McKinnon Report was the blending of elements of a 

general education with vocational education. New was to some extent the increased 

clarity with regard to cooperation between schools and the world of work. The Report 

made clear how secondary education could become more relevant to the non-tertiary 

bound student. It suggested offering “various structures and institutional frameworks, 

including TAFE and possibly new institutions to be involved in the delivery of post-

compulsory education.”780 Swan and McKinnon also proposed a new Committee 

responsible for the HSC. In order to make the HSC relevant to all students, their report 

recommended that the “committee should have a membership which acknowledges the 

close association between the Board and tertiary institutions on matters affecting the 

transition from secondary to tertiary studies and the interests of employer and labour 

organizations.”781 As Director General Swan also supported the introduction in 1985 of 

new Joint School TAFE programmes (hereafter JSST), which gave upper school 

students the option to enrol in TAFE courses as part of their secondary education. 

 

Nevertheless, Swan and McKinnon remained committed to the older model of liberal 

education. In defining so called “Core Learnings”782 they rejected with regard to Years 

11 and 12 the idea of “secondary schools as vocational training institutions”783 and they 

insisted that their “views are not to be read as implying a training approach.”784 Their 

intellectual roots in European Enlightenment values were made clear from the start, as 

their response to the “challenge of the eighties”785 had to be education that “is about 

liberation from the tyranny of irrationality, prejudice and ignorance.”786 The Committee 

suggested breadth requirements similar to the regulations in WA when they demanded 

that students “should have some breadth of knowledge in both the sciences and 

                                                 
779 Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools. Chairman Sir John Carrick, "Report of 
the Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools" , p. 20. 
780 Swan, "Future Directions of Secondary Education" , p. 10. 
781 Ibid , p. 14-15. 
782 Ibid , p. 20. 
783 Ibid , p. 21. 
784 Ibid . 
785 Ibid , p. 5. 
786 Ibid . 
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humanities”.787 Moreover, they even recommended that traditional subjects such as 

History should be used to achieve their recommendations. 

 

The Report translated its ideas for ‘core learning’ into a range of so called educational 

experiences that were remarkably consistent with more modern demands for history 

education: “In addition to pursuit of the higher order skills of oral and written 

communication [...] students should be exposed to other cultures and other times, should 

be equipped to deal with the moral and ethical dilemmas which face individuals and 

society.”788 The clear thrust to make senior secondary education more relevant to non-

academic students included, in the eyes of Swan and McKinnon, the reorientation of the 

existing more academic subjects such as History. The traditionally academic subject 

was conceptualised as part of the practical educational experiences recommended by the 

Report as it included in its ‘core learnings’ the “practical experience of [...] historical 

analysis”.789 

 

One detail of this reorientation deserves more attention: In arguing the case for a more 

balanced education programme for the Years 7 to 12, the Report criticised the 

possibility to “complete a secondary education without ever having pursued sustained 

study of history or social science, and consequently, without gaining any appreciation of 

national perspectives and national identity.”790 This understanding of history reflected to 

some extent the changing national awareness of many Australians in a period that had, 

first, been influenced by the redefined nationalism of the Whitlam era and saw, second, 

the preparations for the bicentennial of European settlement. This heightened the 

national awareness that can be identified in this 1984 Report and criticised the lack of 

‘national perspectives and national identity.’ This national orientation can also be seen 

as an important influence on the syllabus change in upper school history in 1986, which 

will be discussed in more detail in the sub-chapter dealing with perspectives on the two 

World Wars in upper school history curricula.  

 

 

                                                 
787 Ibid , p. 20. 
788 Ibid . 
789 Ibid . 
790 Ibid , p. 21. 
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7.1.2 New South Wales Secondary Education and the S ubject 

History from 1989 Onwards 

 

A similar stress on national history was also evident in some of the reforms that 

followed the 1990 New South Wales Education Reform Act. However, before looking 

at the changes to secondary school history that were implemented from 1992 onwards, 

two important pillars of the Act need to be considered. First, the Carrick Report, which 

was released in 1989, is important because it made visible the intellectual basis for the 

reforms of secondary education and delivered the blue print for the new Board of 

Studies. Second, the Education Department’s 1988 Discussion Paper and 1989 White 

Paper on curriculum reform prepared the introduction for mandatory Australian history 

and geography on the basis of eight Key Learning Areas. 

 

The Carrick Report connected clearly to the broader Australian developments in 

education that were discussed in greater detail in chapter two. More specifically, the 

document stressed in a similar way as Dawkins set out for the nation that education had 

to be relevant and efficient. A repeating theme in the paper was the identification of a 

“new focus [...] on how education can effectively raise the economic prosperity of the 

nation as a whole.”791 Carrick and his Committee placed Australia firmly within a group 

of OECD countries where “a clear shift in dominant ideologies [...] to more 

conservative ideas which place greater reliance on market principles”792 replaced the 

focus on egalitarian principles of the two preceding decades. Recognising that “[h]uman 

capital theory has re-emerged”,793 the Committee stressed the importance of broadening 

the curriculum to meet the needs of a national economy for “workers who can adapt 

flexibly to new demands by mastering knowledge and skills which facilitate 

occupational change and by acquiring the expertise to undertake a variety of tasks.”794 

Consequently, the Report noticed with regard to the secondary curriculum “[...] the 

predominant trend [...] for a broader emphasis on general preparation for the world of 

work.”795 However, with this focus on the ‘world of work’ the Report had not only the 

                                                 
791 Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools. Chairman Sir John Carrick, "Report of 
the Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools" , p. 21, a very similar statement can be 
found on p.  24 and the same message is repeated on p. 27. 
792 Ibid , p. 22. 
793 Ibid , p. 23. 
794 Ibid . 
795 Ibid , p. 26. 
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more abstract idea of a national economy in mind, but also the very real problem of 

youth unemployment. With reference to senior secondary education, the demand was 

for work related courses that would encourage young, non-academically minded, people 

to stay on in schools and therefore away from the unemployment statistics.796 

Nevertheless, these demands for a reoriented senior secondary education did not 

necessarily create an opposition to the existing ideas of secondary education. The 

existing canon of academic subjects such as History was not automatically diminished 

in its importance. Summarising recent curriculum trends in Australia, the Report noted 

that in spite of “the greater concern with practical and work related issues there has been 

no real move from a general to a vocational curriculum.”797 The paper identified “a 

belief [...] that a good general education over the full years of secondary schooling is the 

best way to equip students for a highly technological, service oriented economy.”798 

According to this report, general education has meant liberal education as it was 

described by Alan Barcan earlier. 

 

The key recommendation of the Carrick Report to establish an integrated Board of 

Studies (hereafter NSW BoS) also reflected the thinking of the time. Established in 

1990, the NSW BoS replaced the separate administrative bodies for primary and 

secondary schools. The new Board can be seen as an answer to two main issues 

identified by the Carrick Report. First, it was an expression of the idea that “all 

schooling should be seen as an unbroken process.”799 Second, the new Board was aimed 

at alleviating a perceived lack of independence in the old Board of Secondary Education, 

which had shared staff with the NSW Education Department. Furthermore, the new 

Board captured the thinking of the time, which stressed efficiency. The demand for 

more consistency across K12 can be translated into a demand for more efficiency in 

education and the Carrick Committee openly argued that two new separate Boards (for 

primary and secondary schools) would be too costly.800 Similar to Western Australia, 

the Committee also expressed the intention to reduce the influence of universities in the 

new Board, which reflected the priorities of a time when upper secondary education was 

                                                 
796 Ibid , pp. 24, 26-27. 
797 Ibid , p. 27. 
798 Ibid . 
799 Ibid , p. 139. 
800 Ibid , p. 141. 
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made more relevant to the non-tertiary bound students.801 Once established, the new 

Board became the main instrument in facilitating significant curriculum reforms that 

affected senior secondary education and History as a subject. 

 

Curriculum reform was given shape to a large extent by the 1989 White Paper 

Excellence and Equity that formed the basis for the following 1990 Act and therefore 

the structure of NSW education in the 1990s and beyond to some extent. The White 

Paper drew heavily on the Carrick Report, but it also reflected many other influences 

that included a discussion paper and a wide range of community responses. However, 

the White Paper reflected even more influences. Despite the contemporary stress on 

vocational and practical education, the paper insisted “that a narrow, instrumentalist or 

economistic view of schooling would be an unacceptable and counter-productive 

distortion of the essential purposes of school education.”802 This stance reflected the 

above quoted rejection of ‘secondary schools as vocational training institutions’ by 

Swan and McKinnon. The Carrick Report also made a similar point stating “that the 

curriculum, even for a greatly changed school population in senior secondary years, 

should remain predominantly one of general education broadened to include some 

practical and technical skills as well as an introduction to the world of work.”803 Not 

only was an instrumental view of education rejected, but a more conservative approach 

to education in general was also reflected. The new education policy refused highly 

individual pathways during secondary education and “extreme and largely unguided 

devolution to individual schools of responsibility for structure, content and coherence of 

curriculum”.804 

 

A solution was the replacement of the old Core Subjects with eight so called Key 

Learning Areas on both levels of secondary schooling from 1992 onwards. These KLAs 

were designed to ensure “balance, breadth and coherence in the curriculum [...] without 

sacrificing flexibility”805 given that secondary students were required to take courses in 

all eight KLAs. Ancient and Modern History were subsumed together with Geography, 
                                                 
801 Ibid , p. 139. 
802 NSW Ministry of Education and Youth Affairs, "Excellence and Equity. New South Wales 
Curriculum Reform." , p. 10. 
803 Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools. Chairman Sir John Carrick, "Report of 
the Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools" , p. 21. 
804 NSW Ministry of Education and Youth Affairs, "Excellence and Equity. New South Wales 
Curriculum Reform." , p. 13. 
805 Ibid , p. 14. 
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Legal Studies, Social Studies, General Studies, Religious Studies and a range of 

economic studies in the KLA Human Society and its Environment (hereafter HSIE). 

Both the White Paper and the Carrick Report supported the case for the introduction of 

KLAs with examples from other States such as Western Australia, which had similar 

learning area approaches as shown in chapter six.806  Not only the KLAs were 

implemented in NSW but also outcome based definitions of student progress. The new 

BoS divided the whole K12 curriculum evenly into six stages plus Kindergarten and 

introduced sets of outcomes that were defined as “specific, observable indications of 

learning to be expected of students at the end of a particular stage of a course”.807 The 

implementation of outcome statements was also a significant new element in the 1993 

edition of the NSW senior history syllabus. The significance of these reforms is further 

strengthened by, first, the fact that the WA Curriculum Framework represented a very 

similar approach to school curricula and that, second, both States have kept these 

frameworks by and large beyond 2007.808 The most significant difference is that KLAs 

did not replace discrete subjects in NSW lower secondary schools. 

 

Another new curriculum principle affected only the senior secondary curricula but was 

also supported in both States and over a longer time period. Following the example of 

the Swan-McKinnon Report, the 1989 White Paper took up the issue of breadth 

requirements for the upper secondary school again. Although the following 1990 Act 

relaxed the recommendations, it still required candidates for the HSC exam to spread 

their course selection over at least three different KLAs. English was the only 

compulsory subject and the other KLAs were divided into KLA Group 1 containing 

Mathematics, Science and related subjects and Group 2 that consisted of subjects drawn 

from the social sciences and humanities. Similar to the regulations in Western Australia, 

which followed the 1984 McGaw Report, the 1990 Act was also designed to prevent 

students from focusing entirely on what can be termed the sciences or the humanities. 

 

                                                 
806 Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools. Chairman Sir John Carrick, "Report of 
the Committee of Review of New South Wales Schools" , p. 153; NSW Ministry of Education 
and Youth Affairs, "Excellence and Equity. New South Wales Curriculum Reform." , p. 16. 
807 New South Wales Board of Studies, "The Implementation of Initiatives from Excellence and 
Equity, the Carrick Report, the Education Reform Act" (North Sydney: New South Wales Board 
of Studies, 1991), p. 14. 
808 2007 is given as a date here because it marks the end of the examination period in this thesis. 
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With regard to school history, the White Paper took up another important issue pointed 

out by Swan and McKinnon; the perceived neglect of the subject History. However, the 

1989 Paper from the recently elected Liberal-National Government did not expand on 

the 1984 Report from the previous Labor Government, but justified its reform proposals 

with an overwhelming community support of its own 1988 Discussion Paper. The 

White Paper made clear that the new Education Ministry found it “particularly 

disturbing that students can [...] bypass entirely the study of History and Geography 

(especially Australian History and Geography), not just in years 7-10, but across the 

whole of their secondary schooling.”809 As a consequence, it suggested restoring 

“History and Geography, with a particular focus on Australia and Asia [...] to the core 

curriculum for at least part of years [sic] 7-10.”810 The main difference between these 

two statements is the mention of Asia in the second one. Together with the introductory 

“broad set of goals underpinning this Curriculum Review [the White Paper]”,811 the 

inclusion of Asia can be read as the goal to “develop in students [...] a knowledge and 

appreciation of Australia’s historical and geographic context”.812  Seen from this 

perspective, the recommendation lacked the emphasis on Australia’s European heritage 

that was to become important on the Commonwealth level during the Liberal-National 

Howard Coalition. Europe was not mentioned in the document; it was, for example, also 

left out of the 1991 Implementation of Curriculum Initiatives.813  

  Furthermore, this contextualising of Australian history is different from the 

stance presented in the Swan-Mckinnon Report, which suggested a nationalist focus 

without a reference to any context. These shifting attitudes of governments and 

education administrations to the contextualising of Australian history suggest that 

dominant approaches to the content of school history do not necessarily reflect direct 

political influence. A Liberal-National State government in NSW stressed the Asian 

context in their approach to Australian history, which was similar to the thinking of the 

national Labor government under Paul Keating. A key report issued during the time a 

Labor government had been in office in NSW had offered, on the other hand, a more 

                                                 
809 NSW Ministry of Education and Youth Affairs, "Excellence and Equity. New South Wales 
Curriculum Reform." , p. 38. 
810 Ibid . 
811 Ibid , p. 12. 
812 Ibid . 
813 This paper informed about the provisions of the 1990 Act and was an invitation to discuss 
ways the Act  should be put into practice: New South Wales Board of Studies, "The 
Implementation of Initiatives from Excellence and Equity, the Carrick Report, the Education 
Reform Act"  
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nationalist focus on Australian history as it had not put Australia into any context at all 

but had stressed the ‘national perspectives and national identity’ that school history 

should help foster. Disconnected from the discourse between political parties and their 

administrative bodies in Australia, these inclusions and exclusions of Asian history 

when framing Australian history suggest broader cultural influences as indicated in a 

1991 rationale for the new KLA Human Society and its Environment in NSW schools: 

“Australia is regionally based in Asia and the Pacific, but operates in a global 

context.”814 

 

Nevertheless, the focus on national history that followed the 1990 Act prevailed in 

NSW. Australian history became a mandatory part of the KLA HSIE, whereas world 

history remained optional in the new syllabus. As the White Paper recommended, a new 

subject with the name Australian Studies was added to the KLA HSIE in 1992. For the 

Years 7 and 8 this subject was developed in parallel to the new 100 hours courses 

dealing with Australian history and Australian geography, which could be interpreted as 

a threat to the independent subjects History and Geography on the lower secondary 

level. This concern was raised in a position paper of the History Teachers’ Association 

of New South Wales (HTANSW) prepared by Carmel Young in response to Excellence 

and Equity. In this paper she aimed to defend the position of History as an independent 

subject in the light of curriculum changes that saw the creation of Australian Studies 

and the more general advance of integrated subjects such as Asian Studies.815 Young 

and the HTANSW reacted to these policies at a time when the threat to lower secondary 

history in NSW was compounded by the congruent development of the national 

Statements and Profiles. As outlined in chapters two and three of this thesis, the new 

draft national curriculum developed very similar KLAs without indicating a secure 

place for a separate subject History within the KLA SoSE. The implementation of the 

national Statements and Profiles in NSW from 1993 created problems and much 

confusion. However, as the first documents were published, an incoming government 

halted the implementation process.  

 

The new government commissioned the so called Eltis Report, which focused on the 

way outcome based education was realised in the national Statements and Profiles and 

                                                 
814 Ibid , p. 48. 
815 Young, "History - Tomorrow" , pp. 34-36. 
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on the community experiences with the implementation of the national framework in 

NSW. The Report found that not only the research basis was inconclusive but that the 

Profiles and Statements and their implementation in NSW were less than optimal.816 

Hence, it recommended that “the Board of Studies no longer be required to incorporate 

the National Profiles directly into NSW syllabuses”. 817 It also recommended that 

outcome statements should be directly incorporated into the existing secondary subjects 

such as History and Geography when syllabi were due for revision. Moreover, the 

subject History received crucial support from the incoming Labor Premier Bob Carr, 

who was an honours graduate in history himself.818 He argued in 1995 in Teaching 

History that History “as a subject in its own right should be taught in some form in all 

classrooms during the compulsory school years.”819 Anna Clark confirmed his decisive 

influence when she claimed later that “it was [...] Bob Carr, who rejected the adoption 

of SOSE in New South Wales in favour of mandatory Australian history.”820 His 

emphasis on Australian history could also be found in the new 1998 history syllabus for 

lower secondary schools, which was described by Kate Cameron from the HTANSW as 

“parochial. The content to be covered for World Wars I and II, for example, does not 

include reference to Europe.”821 

 

The earlier concerns raised by Young and the HTANSW regarding the survival of 

History reflected long term developments, such as the move to more vocational 

education, which were not beneficial to the subject. 822  Between 1977 and 1994 

enrolments in the group of disciplines in the KLA HSIE dropped from 32 per cent to 25 

per cent.823 In connecting this decline to the concurrent rise in the retention rate in the 

same period, Barry McGaw suggested in 1996 that this “may well simply reflect the 

choices of students now choosing to remain at school for Years 11-12 who would, in 

                                                 
816 Regarding the criticism of the research evidence see for example: Ken Eltis, "Focusing on 
Learning: Report of the Review of Outcomes and Profiles in New South Wales Schooling" 
(Sydney: New South Wales Department of Training and Education Co-ordination, 1995), p. 20-
22; the criticism of the national framework and its implementation in New South Wales is by 
and large evenly spread over the whole text. 
817 Ibid , p. 80. 
818 Harris, "History Curriculum Development in New South Wales: Issues of Control and Its 
Impact on Teachers" , p. 8. 
819 Carr, "Carr on History" , p. 18. 
820 Clark, History's Children , p. 152. 
821 Cameron, "School History in NSW: A Response to Alan Ryan" , p. 21. 
822 Young referred later to the more general, long term developments that impacted adversely 
on school history: Young, "Historical Revivalism" , p. 25. 
823 McGaw, "Their Future. Options for Reform of the Higher School Certificate" , p. 132. 
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earlier years, have left at Year 10.”824 He corroborated this argument by pointing at the 

decline of so called “original disciplines”825 within this group such as Ancient and 

Modern History, but also Geography and Economics. So called “new disciplines”826 

such as Business Studies, introduced in 1990, and Legal Studies, established in 1991, 

rose dramatically in popularity because they were “seen to be more closely aligned with 

potential job opportunities – with relevance for careers.”827 Taken together, McGaw’s 

interpretation of developments further suggested that subjects such as History declined 

because they could be associated with the more traditional orientation of senior 

secondary education as preparation for university study. However, an increasing 

proportion in the student population that was not tertiary bound understood upper 

school education as a preparation for immediate entry into the workforce or, as the 

Carrick Committee and McGaw suggested, as a measure against youth 

unemployment.828 

 

Another set of highly influential reforms to upper school curricula in New South Wales 

between 1994 and 1995 affected History as a school subject mainly on an 

administrative-organisational level. Labelled Pathways, a set of policy documents 

introduced a highly flexible course structure for the HSC that allowed students to 

accumulate all subjects necessary for the award of the HSC Certificate over a period of 

up to five years.829 The provisions included part time study options, repetition of 

courses and the possibility to sit the HSC in one subject while still studying at Year 11 

level in another. Furthermore, the links with TAFE courses were stressed. Pathways 

were a reflection of the significantly changing student population as these documents 

were essentially an adaptation to the needs of students who would be in and out of work, 

requiring the HSC as a qualification for their jobs or who had other family 

commitments. However, they also followed up the principle of Excellence and Equity 

and introduced the opportunity for gifted students to accelerate progression and even sit 

                                                 
824 Ibid , p. 133. 
825 Ibid , p. 140. 
826 Ibid . 
827 Ibid , p. 142. 
828 Ibid , p. 124. 
829 New South Wales Government. Ministry of Education and Youth Affairs, "Directions. 
Vocational Education for the Higher School Certificate through Schools and Tafe Colleges in 
New South Wales" (Sydney: New South Wales Government. Ministry of Education and Youth 
Affairs, 1993); ———, "Directions II. Pathways to Lifelong Learning" (Sydney: New South 
Wales Government. Ministry of Education and Youth Affairs, 1995). 
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the HSC in one subject in Year 10. A prerequisite for this new flexibility affected also 

upper school history. All existing two year HSC courses had to be split into two discrete 

one year courses, which created a Year 11 course with the name Preliminary Course and 

a Year 12 course called HSC Course. Following the Pathways policy, history courses 

also appeared as Preliminary and HSC Courses in Modern History from a syllabus 

revision in 1993 onwards. 

 

New and highly flexible pathways to gain the HSC continued to be accompanied by the 

extending and upgrading of vocational education that was consistent with the policies 

set out in the Carrick Report and the White Paper. Even before the new BoS was set up, 

JSST courses such as Electronics Technology or Accounts Clerical became HSC 

courses. The new BoS continued this policy of reducing, streamlining and upgrading the 

existing, unorganised pool of practical and vocational OAS courses to HSC courses, 

plus it added a new generation of these courses such as Industry Studies. A continuing 

focus on vocational education for the 15- to 19-year-old was expressed by the two 

policy documents Directions as they emphasised first and foremost flexibility, but also 

quality improvements and increased cooperation between schools and TAFEs. The 

policies formulated in the two Directions documents led by 1995 to 38 HSC courses 

eligible for a direct credit transfer to TAFE courses. Students could study them in 

schools or directly at TAFEs, which became more important as providers of entire HSC 

programmes including examinable subjects. However, regardless of the authority that 

had actually developed vocational courses, the Directions policies ensured that they 

were double accredited by the BoS as HSC subjects and by the Vocational Education 

and Training Accreditation Board. Despite strong support for a vocationally oriented 

HSC, the new policies maintained the old “liberal education principles on which the 

Higher School Certificate is founded”.830 

 

A very important effect of the above outlined additions to the HSC in the early 1990s 

appeared to be a significantly reduced meaning of university entrance that endangered 

the meaning of the HSC in general. Instead, the Tertiary Entrance Rank (hereafter TER), 

which was one single ranking index based on a selection of externally examined HSC 

subjects, gained gradually more importance as universities allocated places according to 

                                                 
830 New South Wales Government. Ministry of Education and Youth Affairs, "Directions II. 
Pathways to Lifelong Learning" , p. 6. 
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TER results. Moreover, all the 1990s reforms to the HSC, which reflected an 

increasingly diverse student population, added to the older problem that HSC results 

were reported in a very complex and sophisticated way. McGaw cited the case of 

employers who were required “to appeal to a Tertiary Entrance Rank because they 

cannot interpret cohort-referenced reports of achievement.”831  

  For this thesis chapter, the TER is more important as an instrument that 

demonstrated the continued influence of universities and with them the above outlined 

idea of liberal general education on upper secondary syllabi. However, the extent of the 

influence that universities exerted on syllabus committees was by the 1990s not so clear 

anymore. McGaw argued on the one hand in a 1996 discussion document that 

“universities have continued to have substantial influence [...] both through their 

representation in the succession of statutory authorities and syllabus committees and 

through their intellectual leadership in the domains of curriculum content.”832 Reynolds, 

on the other hand, maintained that in particular the power of the University of Sydney 

“waned in the 1990s when the new Board of Studies established syllabus committees 

based on writing teams informed by representative advisory groups.”833 However, this 

suggests that the TER as an instrument of control used by universities gained 

importance. McGaw’s investigations supported this notion. He summarised substantial 

community response to the earlier document containing the strong notion “that selection 

for university entrance had become the measure of success and that the university 

selection index, the Tertiary Entrance Rank, had usurped the place of the Higher School 

Certificate as the end of secondary education credential.”834 Government policies in 

support of a broadened HSC like Directions appeared not to support but rather to accept 

the TER and its majority of academic subjects. The first Directions statement criticised 

in 1993 the decisive position of the TER on the way to university studies. “This has 

inappropriately shifted the public focus from the Higher School Certificate credential 

itself to the single score Tertiary Entrance Rank.”835 However, universities clarified that 

“neither academic nor vocationally oriented courses can achieve their aims unless their 

                                                 
831 McGaw, "Shaping Their Future. Recommendations for Reform of the Higher School 
Certificate" , p. 118; see also: pp. 29, 101, 109, 111. 
832 ———, "Their Future. Options for Reform of the Higher School Certificate" , p. 48. 
833 Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" , 
p. 4. 
834 McGaw, "Shaping Their Future. Recommendations for Reform of the Higher School 
Certificate" , p. 3. 
835 New South Wales Government. Ministry of Education and Youth Affairs, "Directions" , p. 
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diversity is recognised and encouraged”,836 and therefore they introduced categorisation 

of HSC subjects into A and B subjects. All subjects for less academically minded 

students, such as Mathematics in Practice or Science for Life, were placed into the B 

stream, as were all the newer vocational HSC subjects such as Accounts Clerical and 

Industry Studies. Rejection of the move to include more vocational subjects into the 

HSC can be detected in the circumstance that “[c]ategorisation was introduced when the 

Board assumed responsibility for Joint Secondary Schools/TAFE courses and, at that 

time, all the existing Board courses were categorised A.”837  

 

In 1997, the Government White Paper Securing Their Future mapped the next reforms 

to upper school syllabi, assessment and reporting that defined senior history syllabi 

from 1999 onwards.838 It was based on key documents published by committees under 

the chairmanship of Barry McGaw and Ken Eltis. In particular McGaw’s 

recommendations were central to the fundamental HSC reforms as the Eltis Committee 

reviewed primary and secondary education with a focus on the lower secondary school 

and the two McGaw papers were solely concerned with Years 11 and 12. Moreover, the 

subsequent government reforms were entirely in line with McGaw’s main concern that 

the contemporary HSC was not demanding and fair enough. They also agreed in the 

understanding that a main reason for deficiencies in the existing system was that 

diversification had gone too far in curriculum, assessment and reporting. The existing 

system offered a range of less and more demanding courses within each subject and 

students were only marked in comparison to their peers in the same course.  

 

With regard to curriculum reforms, McGaw and Securing their Future set out, first, to 

reduce the variety in course provisions, to streamline and simplify the curriculum 

structure, to delete subjects and to reduce course options in subjects generally in order 

to raise standards and student achievement levels. McGaw refuted community response 

favouring NSW diversity simply by arguing that other Australian states had much less 

diversified upper school curricula (with the exception of Tasmania). Critical to the new 

system was a new course structure based on a 2 Unit standard course plus one advanced 

                                                 
836 Board of Studies NSW, "HSC Pathways Implementation Guidelines. Incorporating the 
Tertiary Entrance Rank: New Rules to Apply from the 1995 HSC" (North Sydney: Board of 
Studies NSW, 1993), p. 14. 
837 Ibid . 
838 The Government of New South Wales, "Securing Their Future. The New South Wales 
Government's Reforms for the Higher School Certificate" (Sydney: NSW Government, 1997). 
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course for each subject. Overlapping content should enable reporting of student 

achievements on one single scale that was designed to make the new system more 

challenging. However, content overlap between subjects was removed, a number of less 

demanding subjects deleted and the use of KLAs for the upper school curriculum 

abandoned as it was seen to foster proliferation of new courses in some Learning Areas. 

Furthermore, the old breadth requirements were dropped, although the Government 

stopped short of full deregulation with regard to subject choice: “The Government, 

however, will limit the study of science to a maximum of six units.”839 It also 

acknowledged the critical role of English as it remained the only mandated subject in 

the HSC. Second, McGaw opposed the separation between academic and non-academic 

subjects, which can also be read as opposing a separation between vocational and non-

vocational education. His suggestions, which emphasised the incorporation of 

vocational studies into an integrated, broad education programme, were also supported 

by the White Paper. This view of vocational education could also be detected in the 

approach to address the Mayer competencies specifically in the outcomes of each 

subject syllabus so that competencies such as “[c]ollecting, analysing and organising 

information [or] [c]ommunicating ideas and information” 840 can be examined and 

reported based on concrete examples even in subjects like History. Thereby, students 

could obtain a further qualification – the Australian Qualifications Framework Level 1 

Certificate – automatically without adding a separate course in vocational studies. The 

main difference between the directions taken by McGaw and the Government was their 

approach to the School Certificate. Although McGaw recommended its abandonment, 

the Government went in the opposite direction and mandated the reintroduction of 

external exams at the end of Year 10. This new School Certificate was significant in 

another respect, too. Among the four subjects that were examined was also Australian 

Studies. Although not called as such, it consisted of Australian history, geography and 

civics. With this policy the Carr Government continued to stress national history in the 

lower secondary schools in NSW that had started before the Carr administration came 

into office with compulsory Australian history and geography in 1992. However, such a 

clear emphasis on Australia was not unanimously supported and in 1995 the Premier 

himself “expressed concern over the relative neglect of world history in the syllabus.”841 

 

                                                 
839 Ibid , p. 19. 
840 Ibid , p. 17. 
841 Carr, "Carr on History" , p. 19. 
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In upper school history, the situation was different. As with other senior subjects 

excepting English, History was not compulsory and history teachers claimed in 1997 

that their subject suffered from the above mentioned diversity and lower standards. 

These teachers suggested that new Board developed HSC subjects such as Business 

Studies or Legal Studies attracted potential History students as new courses were seen 

as an easier option.842 McGaw stressed, however, an old and unresolved main problem 

with HSC History that was mentioned in as early as 1983 by the Chairman of the 

Modern History Syllabus Committee and was addressed with limited success in the 

1986 syllabus revision.843 The problem being that the subject was very diverse in itself. 

Different nations, time periods and historical sub-themes such as social or economic 

history made possible many different options to study History and many different exam 

questions. For 1996 McGaw counted “960 different combinations of [exam] questions 

for the 6,390 students”844 of a popular course for Modern History. This issue requires 

more attention in the next section, which is concerned with the specific analysis of 

syllabus content. McGaw’s Report captured also community opinions of the late 1990s 

of such questions as compulsory Australian studies for the HSC. He found that 

Australian Studies was the predominant choice, if the new HSC was to implement 

something like a common core study. However, the support was in his opinion not 

strong enough and “Australian Studies was rejected by others as inappropriate in an age 

when a global perspective was increasingly necessary.”845 

 

 

7.2 Senior History Syllabi in New South Wales 
 

The following analysis identifies three main generations of upper school syllabi for 

Modern History between 1978 and 2007. Despite a gradual extension that had started in 

1973, the 1978 syllabus was to some extent still based on the older 1957 syllabus. In 

1983, Bruce Mitchell, Chairman of the Modern History Syllabus Committee, described 

                                                 
842 McGaw, "Shaping Their Future. Recommendations for Reform of the Higher School 
Certificate" , p. 13.  
843 Bruce Mitchell, "Reviewing Modern History in Years 11 and 12" Teaching History 16, no. 4 
(1983), pp. 41, 45;  see also: Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development 
and Curriculum Change" , p. 7.  
844 McGaw, "Shaping Their Future. Recommendations for Reform of the Higher School 
Certificate" , p. 30. 
845 Ibid , p. 69; for the discussion about Australian Studies as a possible core see also p. 68. 
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“the addition of Options to the long-standing [i.e. 1957] World History syllabus” as a 

“major innovation [...] without a consideration of the whole subject or the problems 

Options might create.”846  

  These ‘problems’ were called by Ruth Reynolds twenty years later the 

“examination controversy”,847 and the aim “to ensure that all candidates were treated 

fairly and consistently in the examining process”848 was a main reason for Mitchell to 

work towards a new syllabus, which was released in 1986. The causes of unfair 

examinations in Modern History were succinctly described by McGaw, Reynolds, and 

Toohey James in her doctoral thesis. They all stressed that it was impossible to enter 

students’ achievements on the marking scale for one single history course, if they are 

studying different Options.849 Furthermore, Mitchell aimed for a syllabus that would 

consider the above outlined changes in the student population. As increasing retention 

rates resulted in more and more non-tertiary bound senior students, a new general 

course was intended to be the right answer. Hence, the existing syllabus with specialised 

and more demanding Options should be replaced with one general course that would, at 

least partly, not require examination with essays because they were also considered to 

be an advanced assessment method. Another important reason for the production of a 

new senior syllabus was, according to Phil Harvey, Tom Maxwell, Grahem Wilson and 

Ruth Reynolds, the introduction of a new lower secondary history syllabus in 1982.850 

That syllabus was inspired by the innovations of the British School History Project 

(SHP) that was discussed in chapter three of this thesis. In order to realign the upper 

secondary with the new lower secondary syllabus also the former needed to be changed, 

as stated by the syllabus itself: “This Syllabus and the Years 7–10 History Syllabus are 

linked by their similar sets of aims and objectives”. 851 Moreover, Harvey, Maxwell, 

Wilson and Reynolds claimed that also the new 1986 upper school syllabus was 

                                                 
846 Mitchell, "Reviewing Modern History in Years 11 and 12" , p. 41. 
847 Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" , 
p. 7. 
848 Ibid, p. 7. 
849 McGaw, "Their Future. Options for Reform of the Higher School Certificate" , pp. 30, 94-95; 
Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" , p. 
7; Toohey James, "The Evolution between 1962-1982 of the Modern History Curriculum for 
Senior Classes in New South Wales" , p. 421. 
850 Harvey, "Problems Associated with Applying Skills Objectives to the Discipline of History" , 
p. 71; Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum 
Change" , pp. 7, 9. 
851 Board of Senior School Studies, "Modern History Syllabus: 2 Unit and 3 Unit Related" (North 
Sydney: Board of Senior School Studies, 1986), p. 5. 
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designed with the SHP in mind.852 A number of British history educators such as Denis 

Shemilt and Martin Booth visited the State but in particular John Fines appeared to 

remain important for history teaching in New South Wales.853 Beyond visiting the State 

he repeatedly ignited discussions in the HTANSWs Teaching History, where he 

published twice.854 Although Fines advocated strongly the inquiry method and student 

work with primary sources, he also cautioned that history teaching should not lose a 

basic narrative. Later Fines supported topics of transnational history when he argued in 

Teaching History that racism and here in particular anti-Semitism were very important 

topics that should be addressed by school history.855 The 1986 syllabus displayed close 

links to the SHP through its comprehensive set of skills objectives, its utilisation of the 

enquiry method – also in examinations – and the introductory Case Studies, which 

demonstrated the influence of the SHP’s What is History introduction.  

  This syllabus was only minimally changed for the next thirteen years. In 1989, 

the general course Modern History 2 Unit General was renamed People and Events. 

The reason was that HSC general courses had become a success in all subjects because 

of their reputation as easy courses.856 McGaw pointed again at the rising retention rate 

of the 1980s as a trigger behind this development. Put into context, attendance in these 

courses doubled from one per cent in 1977 to two per cent of the student cohort in 1989 

in parallel to the above described substantial increase in the overall student population. 

In 1993 the syllabus was again only slightly adapted; this time to comply with the NSW 

government’s Pathways policy, which was described in some detail in sub-chapter 7.1.2. 

The revised version offered two one year courses for the Years 11 and 12 instead of one 

two year course that had covered both years. This move to split syllabi was, however, 

not unanimously welcomed and the 1993 HSC Pathways Implementation Guidelines 

noticed that “the main cause for concern came from the need to revise and rewrite 

syllabuses.”857 However, substantial syllabus change did not appear to be the agenda of 

the NSW BoS, as it clarified in the same document its aim to preserve the previous 

                                                 
852 Harvey, "Problems Associated with Applying Skills Objectives to the Discipline of History" , 
p. 78; Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum 
Change" , pp. 8, 9. 
853 Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" , 
p. 9,  Cameron, "School History in NSW: A Response to Alan Ryan" , p. 20. 
854 Fines, "Three Little Paradoxes and a Duck-Billed Platypus" , pp. 29-30; ———, "If History Is 
to Survive in Schools..." , pp. 15-20; and the responses: Kiem, "The Fascination of Historical 
Narrative" , p. 35; Mootz, "Teaching against Racism" , p. 9. 
855 Fines, "If History Is to Survive in Schools..." , pp. 15-20. 
856 McGaw, "Their Future. Options for Reform of the Higher School Certificate" , p. 141. 
857 Board of Studies NSW, "HSC Pathways Implementation Guidelines" , p. 9. 
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syllabi. Syllabus committees were asked to split the existing courses “with minimal 

change to existing practices.”858 Furthermore, the Board also asked to “make the 

division without affecting the rigour of courses.”859 Similarly, the introduction of a new 

terminology had no effect on the content of the syllabus. Following the 1990 Act, all 

senior syllabi were called key stage 6 syllabi. 

  A substantially revised syllabus appeared in 1999. According to the history 

teacher Ian Keese, it had in common with the 1993 syllabus that it was written 

frantically under enormous time constraints. He claimed that both were therefore 

essentially “cut and paste”860 of the previous syllabus documents, which implied that 

they did not contain substantial innovations. The 1999 revision was part of the above 

described, broader HSC reforms that focused on new, higher standards. Moreover, Kate 

Cameron from Macquarie University suggested that beyond the “pursuit of ‘rigour’ [...] 

economic expediency”861 had an additional impact. Realising the policies outlined by 

the McGaw Reports and the Government policy papers, the existing variety was 

abandoned and the less challenging course People and Events, which was designed for 

less capable students, discontinued. Cameron cited “educational bureaucrats”862 behind 

the development of a new Modern History Standard and advanced HSC History 

Extension course. A further revision in 2004 did not change substantially this basic 

structure of the syllabus. 

 

 

7.3 Analysis of the Central Themes in Senior Histor y Syllabi 

in New South Wales 

 

Following the analysis of Western Australian senior history syllabi, the investigation of 

New South Wales senior history syllabi also centres on dominant elements in the 

construction of transnational histories using the analytical methods proposed in chapter 

five. Hence, the structure of this section follows the same sequence of geographical 

categories, which starts with Europe and finishes with the African continent. As 

                                                 
858 Ibid , p. 9. 
859 Ibid . 
860 Keese, "Has 'Modern History' Passed Its Use by Date?" , p. 72. 
861 Cameron, "School History in NSW: A Response to Alan Ryan" , p. 21. 
862 Ibid. 
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suggested at the beginning of the previous chapter on Western Australian syllabi, 

temporal and modal categories are part of the metadiscussion in chapter eight. This 

chapter along with the previous one are designed to lead into a finishing discussion of 

the Dimension Theory and Knowledge in chapter eight, following the overall 

framework for the syllabus analysis in this thesis. 

 

 

7.3.1 Perspectives on Europe 
 

In the New South Wales 1978 syllabus, European history had a clearly preeminent role 

within the notion of ‘The West’. Europe was the principal part of ‘the West’ as a 

cultural unit which was constructed in opposition to Asia. This syllabus consisted of 

five so called Options; one was entirely focused on European history and two others had 

a European bias. One of the two with a clear European focus was Option A, Modern 

World History from 1789. With this Option teachers were offered continuity as it made 

it possible to continue teaching the old world history survey from the 1957 syllabus. 

The 1978 world history Option consisted of six so called Sections, five of which were 

based on the idea of ‘The West’ as a governing concept. One example was Section V, 

Civilisation: “Art (including Architecture) [had to be studied] in relation to Society in 

twentieth century Europe and the United States of America”.863 It is perhaps not 

surprising that the concept of ‘The West’ seemed to refer to the history of Europe and 

the USA. More surprising perhaps was that Russia and even the Soviet Union were 

located within ‘the West’ as part of Europe. Even though the concept of ‘the West’ 

seemed to serve as a basic reference, a certain European bias was still detectable: 

Section V also offered the study of religious developments, although this was restricted 

to “[c]hurch and the State in France, Germany and Italy, 1871-1914”.864  

  The basic definition and concept of Option B, Revolution in the Modern World, 

also indicated an emphasis on European history. First, it started with the French 

Revolution and disregarded the American Revolution entirely. Second, the general 

framework of this Option also focused slightly on Europe: Five Sections on specific 

historical revolutionary periods contained three European revolutions, one Asian 

(Chinese) revolution, and the last Section covered a whole group of revolutionary 

                                                 
863 Board of Senior School Studies, "Modern History Syllabus. Years 11 and 12" p. 8. 
864 Ibid p. 8. 
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processes in the so called Third World (including the Cuban Revolution or the 

Indonesian Revolution) 

  Option E covered European history. Particularly interesting appears to be the 

approach to the diversity of Europe. In this syllabus European history meant clearly the 

history of the powerful states that represented powerful ideologies. Italy had its own 

Section as it represented Fascism, but Spain was excluded. The declining monarchical 

power in Russia was important for the development of world communism; the declining 

monarchical power in Austria-Hungary was excluded. These distinctions will be 

significant for the discussion in chapter eight of this thesis.  

  The only Option that was later added to this syllabus was on American history. 

This 1982 addition to the old syllabus reinforced the concept of ‘the West’ and 

diminished but did not supersede a European focus within this concept. New was that 

there were two independent Options on US-American and European history. However, 

the slight European bias in Option A and B remained. 

 

As indicated in the introduction to this section, Bruce Mitchell reviewed this syllabus in 

1983 in Teaching History. 865 In addition to the issues outlined above, he focused on the 

discussion about the merits of Options as opposed to a general course and argued that 

teachers were particularly in favour of the Options structure as it gave them 

opportunities to develop their own interests. Mitchell also maintained that “Modern 

Europe is the most popular option at that moment and should be retained in some 

form”.866 This popularity of modern European history with students seemed to be used 

as a central argument for the position of the field in the syllabi, and Patricia Toohey 

James agreed in her PhD thesis with Bruce Mitchell’s analysis.867 Her observation went 

further as she identified World War One as the most popular choice at exams in 1983.868 

Another significant factor for the viability of a history course appeared to be the 

availability and easy access to books and other resources. Toohey James argued that 

both young and experienced teachers clung in the 1970s to the existing Europe-centred 

world history survey because of the wealth of textbooks and other teaching resources.869 

Later the History Syllabus Committee supported the suggestion to introduce a Word 

                                                 
865 Mitchell, "Reviewing Modern History in Years 11 and 12" , pp. 41-45. 
866 Ibid p. 43. 
867 Toohey James, "The Evolution between 1962-1982 of the Modern History Curriculum for 
Senior Classes in New South Wales" p. 420. 
868 Ibid, p. 430. 
869 Ibid, pp. 416, 432. 
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War One core with the “fact that there were plenty of resources”.870 Considering the 

above mentioned aim for a general course that would provide for a fairer examination 

basis than the syllabus with Options, a curriculum with at least a general core based on 

the most popular choice of students and teachers seemed advisable. 

 

Considering this analysis, it is not so surprising that European history strengthened its 

position in the new syllabus, which was approved in 1986. In this Senior Syllabus for 

Modern History the concept of core and options was introduced. On the one hand, the 

old concept of ‘the West’ was dismissed, but on the other hand, World War One was 

introduced as the new Core Study of the syllabus. This conceptualising of a syllabus 

that elevated one content area indicated several major changes. It was new to prescribe 

content that everyone studying the course was required to know. In other words, it was 

new to define a foundation of knowledge that was deemed more important than other 

knowledge. The idea of a combination of Core Study and options implied that one part 

of history was more important than the sum of other parts, as this Core was defined as 

knowledge everyone was required to have whereas the other knowledge was defined as 

exchangeable. This structure hinted already at the prime importance of European history: 

As the main battlefields of World War One were all located in Europe, it is arguable 

that this War was primarily a European war. University historian Ian Tyrrell objected to 

the conceptualisation of this War as Core. He pointed out that the syllabus did not take 

the opportunity to extend the focus beyond Europe and discuss, for example, the 

“central role of Wilsonian liberalism and its ideological foe, Bolshevism”.871 Perhaps 

more significant was that the most important predevelopments for World War One 

could be found in European issues and conflicts. Although they were partly situated in 

other world regions, they still expressed conflicts between European empires extending 

their disputes over the world. This lead up period to the War could be adequately 

covered by Nineteenth Century Studies,872 but the neglect of this period was another 

major criticism by universities and academic historians.873 The NSW universities 

                                                 
870 Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" , 
p. 8. 
871 Ian Tyrrell, "A Response" Australasian Journal of American Studies 9, no. 1 (1990), p. 56. 
872 The 1986 syllabus referred to Nineteenth Century Studies but the 1993 revision changed the 
title to Nineteenth-Century National Studies: Board of Senior School Studies, "Modern History 
Syllabus" , pp. 11, 26; Board of Studies New South Wales, "Modern History Syllabus" , pp. 14, 
29; this thesis uses the 1986 title only in order to maintain consistency. 
873 Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" , 
pp. 7-8; Tyrrell, "A Response" , p. 55. 
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criticised as early as during the negotiations for the new syllabus the missing historical 

perspective, anticipating later criticism of academic historians. For example, Tyrrell was 

adamant that the “absence of much study of the nineteenth century reveals a disturbing 

lack of depth to the syllabus”874 and Peter Bastian objected to the possibility that a 

“student could [...] begin a study of European history in 1914 and complete the subject 

for the exam with no knowledge of the nineteenth century at all.”875 Keeping a focus on 

‘the West’, Tyrrell suggested that “the rise of industrial society and the expansion of 

Europe would provide a better context for the study of the modern period”876 than the 

existing World War One Core Study.  

 

These deficiencies could be explained with the influence of the HTANSW, which 

favoured the activity centred student work with source material from the War period 

instead of more content oriented nineteenth century studies. Although the universities 

succeeded in adding optional Nineteenth Century Studies to the syllabus, it could still be 

seen as being more relevant to the needs of an increasingly diverse group of upper 

school students.877 Above all, it was more relevant to students given that it connected, 

according to a member of the syllabus committee, to “the upsurge in interest in ANZAC 

Day”.878 From this perspective, the 1986 curriculum appeared to have relatively little 

focus on Australian perspectives. As Australia’s participation in World War One had 

far-reaching repercussions in the home country, which ranged from the conscription 

battles over industrial disputes to widening social divisions, it would perhaps have been 

possible to programme such a Core Study partly as Australian history. Alone, this was 

apparently not the case: A programming suggestion of the New South Wales Education 

Department for the 2/3 Unit Course allocated to the section The Impact of War on 

Australia, Britain and Germany only sixteen per cent of the total teaching time of the 

whole Core Unit, or a mere eight Lessons out of 51, and these were shared with British 

                                                 
874 Tyrrell, "A Response" , p. 55. 
875 Peter Bastian, "History and the High School: New South Wales as a Case Study" Australasian 
Journal of American Studies 9, no. 1 (1990), p. 51. 
876 Tyrrell, "A Response" , p. 55. 
877 Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" ,  
p. 8. 
878 Ruth Reynolds cited this opinion of a ‘syllabus committee member’ without providing a 
name: Ibid, p. 8. 
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and German history.879 All other units were clearly European history or European 

colonial history with minute sections on the USA thrown in (three to four lessons in the 

second half). All these findings derive their salient meaning from the fact that World 

War One was still in the 2004 document defined as Core Study, although it was in the 

later syllabus more a nominal core than a factual one. Further discussion about origins 

and meanings of the Core Study First World War can be found in the section dealing 

with the two World Wars. 

  The emphasis on Western Europe expressed by the Core concept was to a 

certain extent balanced by the concept of National Studies and Modern World Studies 

because neither of these exhibited a particularly European perspective. Hence, these 

syllabus elements will be discussed in the following sections dealing with Asian, 

American and African histories. 

 

Still, the popularity of this version of European history seemed to support the subject. 

For example, Tim McMullen pointed in 1986 at “[m]ore traditional History teachers” 

who were “[u]sed to teaching [...] a Europe-based course from the French Revolution to 

World War II, with perhaps a few bits of Asian and American history thrown in”.880 

Support for European history was also expressed in student choices for the HSC exams 

and Bastian concluded that “the modern history focus is heavily European in its content 

options and in the choices students make when answering the examination 

questions.”881 Based on the development of examination numbers in the first years after 

the introduction of the new syllabus, the high school teacher Ian Simpson, who had 

been supporting the teaching of Asian history, feared a “narrowing of the course 

towards something which more closely resembles ‘Modern European History’ than 

anything else (with the notable but single exception of China)”.882 As the syllabus was 

only minimally revised in 1993 the same teacher warned again in 1997 that “History 

courses are equipping them [i.e. students] with a Eurocentric view of the world.”883 

 

                                                 
879 NSW Department of Education. Studies Directorate, "Curriculum Ideas for Secondary 
Schools. Modern History. Programming the Core Study: World War 1" (Sydney: NSW 
Department of Education, 1986), pp. 8-21. 
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Although the extensively revised 1999 senior syllabus for Modern History retained the 

old basic structure with the Core Study, it shifted the focus slightly from Europe only to 

resurrect an old concept. In a completely revamped overall structure, the old Core was 

largely retained but in particular two changes are relevant to the focus of the analysis in 

this thesis.884 Firstly, the 1999 Core lost its central position: Particularly affected was 

the Preliminary Course (Year 11) Core Study, which fell from being worth 40 per cent 

of the course in 1993 to 20 per cent. Secondly, the focus on Europe was reduced, which 

was also apparent in the terminology: The old Causes section for the Preliminary 

Course was renamed The World at the Beginning of the Twentieth Century. It is also 

interesting that a narrow scope was made more obvious with the restriction to the 

beginning of the twentieth century. Most important, however, was that the new syllabus 

used the term ‘world’ as the only geographical distinction. It thereby avoided any 

national focus as it referred solely to social groups, gender, classes, and nationalities 

without specifying them in the document. Despite these changes to the Year 11 course, 

the HSC Course Core Study basically offered the same content as in the old syllabus, 

although it was totally restructured on the surface. 

  A further important aspect was the abandonment of nations as a main 

organising principle in the syllabus. It was replaced by the revival of ‘the West’ as basic 

concept, albeit below the surface. The National Study concept and the focus on nations 

were to a large extent abandoned, and replaced with two lists containing Depth Studies, 

which were renamed in the 2004 revision Case Studies. List one included implicitly 

only countries from ‘The West’; it had fourteen modules related to “European, North 

American or Australian”885 studies. List two on the other hand was simply concerned 

with everything else; it had also fourteen modules but they were concerned with “Asian, 

African or Central/South American”886 studies. This construction had at least three 

important aspects: First, the scope was now broadened. By including African history 

and significantly more Latin American history it gave students the opportunity to widen 

their view on history. Second, the introduction of this distinction and the definition of a 

structure that grouped Australia with North America and Europe in clear opposition to 

                                                 
884 On the surface, this syllabus discarded the old 2, 2/3 Unit-structure, and replaced it with the 
standard and advanced course structure as introduced and discussed in more detail further 
above in this chapter. Hence, this change was founded on NSW specific policies and not in 
changing perceptions of history.  
885 Board of Studies New South Wales, "Modern History. Stage 6. Syllabus" (Sydney: Board of 
Studies New South Wales, 2002), p. 19. 
886 Ibid . 
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‘the rest’ implied a certain world view: Australia was culturally and politically defined, 

albeit implicitly, as part of ‘The West’, as opposed to being geographically defined as 

part of Asia.887 Additionally, Australia was clearly related to both North America and 

Europe in this version of history. Third, it seemed that, within this implicit concept of 

‘The West’, the dominance of European histories was clearly diminished, but still 

detectable. Out of fourteen modules that were offered to be studied in depth there were 

eight clearly on European history. However, this old and new concept of ‘The West’ 

with its slight majority of European history was outweighed by the other syllabus 

elements: Not only was this Preliminary Course List, which epitomised the notion of 

‘The West’, juxtaposed with List B on Asia, Africa and the Americas, but the 

Preliminary Course Core Study was also stripped of European political history. 

Furthermore, the HSC Course National Studies and International Studies in Peace and 

Conflict did not show any preference of European nations or conflicts. For example, a 

new study option with the name International Studies in Peace and Conflict introduced 

a non-European approach to the Second World War as it only offered students the 

option to study The Pacific War 1937-1951. 

  In a more extensive revision of this syllabus in 2004 this non-European 

perspective on the Second World War was addressed and a new option on the European 

aspect of this War was added. However, this syllabus appeared to continue to broaden 

the view of history. Looking more closely at the Year 11 Core Study The World at the 

Beginning of the Twentieth Century, it appears that it no longer emphasised the 

traditional European centres. Although the content was essentially still focused on 

World War One, a relatively large section of it was concerned with the Balkans and the 

July 1914 crisis that followed the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. A 

broadened view of Europe can also be found in another programming suggestion from 

the New South Wales Education Department, which started with a “[m]ap exercise on 

the World in 1870 and 1900 with details of Europe and the Mediterranean”.888 Social 

history covering this period appeared to be restricted to a particular world region, as 

students were only concerned with ‘the working class in European countries’.889 

Another new syllabus element that did not exhibit a distinct focus on Europe was 

Personalities in the Twentieth Century. It will be discussed in the section on Asian 

                                                 
887 For the argument to emphasise Australia’s geographical location stronger see chapter four. 
888 Board of Studies NSW, "Support Material for Modern History. Stage 6 Syllabus" (Board of 
Studies NSW, 2005), p. 25. 
889 Ibid . 
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history. Apart from these more significant changes, the rest of this document was to a 

large extent a rearranging and rewrapping of the old material. 

 

An examination of European histories in NSW syllabi should close with the new 

flagship of upper school history in this State; the Extension Course. Its syllabus was not 

substantially altered between its introduction in 1999 and 2007. The Extension Course 

was introduced following the above discussed recommendations of the two McGaw 

Reports and the Government’s Securing Their Future policy document. This advanced 

course in History consisted of two parts, only a section in the second part included 

content in the form of basic designs for case studies. In order to consider the nature of 

history, students were required to select a book from a resource list and to “use 

historical debates from one case study”.890 These case studies were divided into units 

called Ancient, Medieval and Early Modern, Modern, and Australian. In order to keep 

the focus of the analysis in this thesis, only the Modern unit is considered here. This 

unit seemed to have a European bias. There were seven sub-units offered: four were on 

European history (which was slightly more than the half), two on US-history and only 

one on Asian (Chinese) history. Thus, also the extension course adhered to an 

underlying paradigm that was focused on powerful nations from ‘the West’ with a 

distinct European perspective. 

 

With regard to European history, the development of senior curricula for Modern 

History in New South Wales suggested a dominant perspective. The fact that the First 

World War was conceptualised as Core from 1986 onwards as a replacement for the 

former ruling concept of ‘the West’ enshrined a preeminent role of Europe in the syllabi. 

Accompanying concepts such as the focus on big western nations and a revival of the 

old organising principle of ‘the West’ further suggested a distinct perspective in these 

documents on dominant forces within a dominant western discourse. Although this 

vision of history was under constant attack by, among others, teachers of Asian history 

at school and university level, it could not be superseded, although it could be 

weakened.891 This dominance could directly be explained by a range of reasons such as 

a particular image of a national community, easy availability of teaching resources, and 

                                                 
890 Board of Studies New South Wales, "HSC History Extension. Stage 6. Syllabus" (Sydney: 
Board of Studies New South Wales, 1999), p. 11. 
891Simpson, "Letter to the Editor" , pp. 3-4; Keese, "Has 'Modern History' Passed Its Use by 
Date?" , p. 71; Lee, "Asian History in New South Wales Schools" , pp. 61-62. 
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the political climate of the 1980s with the bicentennial of the British settlement. A 

further reason for European history has been the ongoing popularity in the HSC exams. 

All in all, constructions of European centres have changed in the New South Wales 

syllabi for senior history at the same time as their relative importance within the course 

has been diminished. 

 

 

7.3.2 Perspectives on Asia 
 

Parallel to the retreating dominance of European histories in NSW upper school syllabi 

an extension of the depiction of Asian histories can be identified. Given that a focus on 

powerful nations was similar to the construction of European histories, the perspectives 

on Asia also supported the suggestion that power was an important factor in the 

construction of these syllabi. For example, in the 1978 New South Wales document, 

India and China were unequivocally defined as the two major civilisations in Asia. As 

argued above, a significant element of this syllabus was the idea of ‘the West’, which 

also affected perspectives of Asian histories. Moreover, the treatment of Asian histories 

further supports the argument of a retreating European focus. This syllabus grew out of 

the 1957 world history survey and these roots could still be detected in its world history 

Option, which led students to study “Asia and the West from about 1800” up “to about 

1940”.892 Significant Western impact on Asia is beyond doubt, but the end date of this 

syllabus Section might reflect what the title suggested: a distinct Western perspective. 

Western dominance could be seen as a declining element in Asian history especially 

after the First World War. The United States tended to be isolationist during these 

interwar years and the influence of the struggling colonial European powers such as 

Britain declined relative to the aggressive expansionism of imperial Japan. However, 

the 1978 syllabus featured a range of Options in addition to the world history survey. 

Option C, the Asian History Course, stressed in the introduction that it “encourage[d] 

the development of an Asian centred perspective on the history of Asia”.893 As the 

Asian Option was conceptually a newer element of the syllabus it indicated a trend that 

was to become clearer in the later syllabus generations.  

 

                                                 
892 Board of Senior School Studies, "Modern History Syllabus. Years 11 and 12" , p. 6. 
893 Ibid , p. 15, the emphasis is in the original. 
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The new National Studies that were introduced in 1986 in parallel to the new Core 

Study can be understood as a balancing syllabus element to the European focus of the 

Core Study because they balanced the histories of European with Asian nations. This 

equilibrium was visible in the Nineteenth Century Studies and Twentieth Century 

National Studies given that they included three European and three Asian nations for 

each century. A focus on powerful nations could be identified in the selection of nations: 

India, China, and Japan. Nevertheless, Peter Bastian noted four years after the 

introduction that the “choices made by students and teachers also mean that little 

attention is paid to Asian sections of the syllabus which are grossly under-represented in 

terms of examination candidates.”894 A perspective on dominant countries was further 

expressed by the 1993 revision of the document since China was the only prescribed 

nation in the 3 Unit Course, which was designed for advanced students. This syllabus 

revision even led to a further increase in the dominance of European histories because it 

removed the second national study at exams so that the remaining national study was 

from then on in majority on European and here in particular German history from the 

inter war period.895  

  This regulation was maintained in the new 1999 curriculum, which also 

reduced the National Studies. Nevertheless, they showed an expansion of Asian history. 

Of the eight study options only two were European nations (including Russia), but four 

were Asian nations and Britain was replaced by Indonesia. Instead of dealing with the 

whole of World War Two, the European part was cut out and substituted with a 

distinctly Asian perspective on the War. Revealing in this sense was also the non-

European perspective on World War Two in International Studies in Peace and Conflict, 

which had only the option The Pacific War 1937-1951. Instead of studying World War 

Two, the European component was removed and substituted with a distinctly Asian 

perspective on the conflict. 

  A revised syllabus introduced in 2004 the new section Personalities in the 

Twentieth Century, and the selection of individuals for this new part demonstrated the 

concern to broaden the picture; it contained a number of influential individuals from the 

USA but also from Asia and Africa. For example, Robert Menzies and J. Edgar Hoover 

shared a place on this list with Emperor Hirohito, Sun Yat-sen and Nelson Mandela. 

                                                 
894 Bastian, "History and the High School: New South Wales as a Case Study" , p. 51. 
895 Keese, "Has 'Modern History' Passed Its Use by Date?" , pp. 71-72. 
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Personalities such as Douglas MacArthur and Bernard Law Montgomery appeared next 

to the founder of the Chinese Red Army, Zhu De, and Ho Chi Minh. 

 

Hence, a closer look at the approaches to Asian histories reveals that to argue that these 

syllabi depict the histories of a few powerful nations would be too simple. Another 

important aspect seems to be distance or rather closeness; that is, how close the nations 

were to Australia. As European centres lost their power their great distance to Australia 

became a more important factor for Australian syllabi. Hence, more modern syllabi 

replaced Britain with Indonesia, and the battles of the Second World War fought in the 

Pacific became more important than those fought in Europe. Therefore, I suggest the 

emergence of two guiding principles: power and distance. National histories were either 

relevant because of their power or their geographical position made them relevant to 

Australian syllabi. China was a fixture in National Studies of the Asian continent, but 

Indonesia was also included. The image of the Second World War was shifting and the 

Pacific region was superseding Europe. 

 

 

7.3.3 Perspectives on the Americas and Africa 
 

That these continents are dealt with in one sub-chapter and not two separate ones 

reflects the treatment of these world regions in New South Wales senior history syllabi. 

Africa was covered only marginally. It follows, that the analysis of the syllabus content 

relating to this continent in this thesis is therefore too brief to justify a standalone sub-

chapter. The treatment of the histories of the Americas was also relatively scarce in the 

NSW upper schools’ syllabi when compared with the extent of the coverage of 

European and Asian histories. Hence, the treatment of these two world regions is 

analysed in one sub-chapter.  

 

Americas 

The representation of the Americas in these texts further supported the notion that the 

prevalent history constructed in these documents was a collection of the histories of 

powerful nations. Here the USA was emphasised and Latin America was neglected as 

its histories were not treated independently. One characteristic of these syllabi was a 

continuous linking between US American history and Australian history from 1986 
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onwards. The Nineteenth Century Studies in the 1986 syllabus introduced a common 

framework for Australia and the USA. Nineteenth Century Studies was organised in 

three areas, two of which were simply defined by continent (Europe, Asia), and the third 

area was apparently defined by a common historical experience – it only contained 

Australia and the USA. The construction of this syllabus suggested a common historical 

experience, which was demonstrated not only by the grouping of the two nations in one 

area but also by the very structure of the two study options. Their structure was identical 

and this was in contrast to the other two areas. It emphasised immigration, settlement 

and indigenous history. In the 1999 syllabus commonalities between the USA and 

Australia were expressed differently but still in a more subtle way. As indicated in the 

section on European histories, the new curriculum introduced a new course structure 

containing thirty so called Depth Studies, which put Australia into one group with 

Europe and North America. Therefore, this syllabus suggested a similar intellectual 

influence to the one identified in the section on American histories in Western 

Australian syllabi in chapter six. However, such a traditional emphasis on a progressive 

Western cultural heritage linking these geographic entities was in the case of the 

1999/2004 NSW syllabi not clearly detectable in the individual study options. The List 

with topics from ‘the West’ advanced, for example, the only option to study Canadian 

history, which was “[t]he struggle for Indigenous rights in Canada in the late twentieth 

century”896 but it also offered “[t]he trans-Atlantic slave trade”.897 The List containing 

‘Asian, African or Central/South American’ topics featured “Allende, Pinochet and the 

1973 military coup in Chile”898 and “[n]uclear testing in the Pacific 1950s to 1960s”.899 

Moreover, the syllabus organisation allowed for a broadened scope that included 

significantly more Latin American history because care was taken that the group 

containing study options about ‘the West’ was balanced by an equally sized group of 

“Asian, African or Central/South American”900 studies. This syllabus represented, 

therefore, an exception to the other documents. However, it could also be understood as 

evidence that the subtle influence of dominant ideas of history can still be detectable in 

a document that reflected a mixture of interests and influences. Hence, the proposition 

that these syllabi reflect dominant assumptions about historiography needs to be put into 

                                                 
896 Board of Studies New South Wales, "Modern History. Stage 6. Syllabus" , p. 19. 
897 Ibid . 
898 Ibid . 
899 Ibid . 
900 Ibid . 
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the right context because it acknowledges the large variety of influences that impact on 

the histories in school syllabi. Broader cultural leads must be seen as only one set of 

influences underlying the more concrete negotiations between different stakeholders 

that take place. In the case of these NSW syllabi the result was a diverse document that 

invited students to develop critical thinking and satisfied examination requirements. 

Nevertheless, a dominant approach to modern history could be found in the focus on 

one powerful centre in the Americas, which was further strengthened by the neglect of 

the Commonwealth nation Canada which was in the whole 1999/2004 syllabus treated 

only in one ‘Depth/Case Study’ among fourteen others. Earlier syllabi had no study 

option for Canadian history. This suggested that the old cultural, colonial ties Australia 

had to other Commonwealth nations was, in these documents, much weaker than the 

relationship with, and the present day might of, the United States. This relationship 

between the United States of America and Australia has, of course, been of particular 

strength in the twentieth century, when Australians fought with US troops, for example, 

in World War Two, Korea, Vietnam and now in Afghanistan. However, in particular the 

last War shows that the relationship has not been strictly bilateral as is also 

demonstrated in Australia’s participation in the ANZUS. Nevertheless, this ‘special 

relationship’ has been subject of scholarly discussions in Australia.901 

 

Africa 

The perspectives on Africa are particularly interesting as they appeared to demonstrate 

the impact of transnational historical concepts rather than dominant countries. African 

histories were approached in NSW syllabi in ways similar to the depictions of Latin 

America. The syllabi did not describe major civilisations in their own right but African 

histories were utilised as examples illustrating broader developments. Different from the 

constructions of Latin American history was their stronger alignment to ideas of 

transnational historical concepts such as revolutions or racism. Historical developments 

that crossed national boundaries and originated in European cultural heritage appeared 

to be important in these histories. For example, Africa was given some attention in the 

1978 curriculum when Option B, Revolution in the Modern World, utilised Kenya and 

Algeria as examples of modern revolutions. After a hiatus of thirteen years, the 1999 
                                                 
901 More recent examples with two very different perspectives are: Manne, "The New 
Dominion"  , pp. 55-73; and Marilyn Lake, "Special Friends" in Reflected Light, La Trobe Essays, 
ed. Peter Beilharz, and Robert Manne (Melbourne: Black, 2006), pp. 74-89; an old but still useful 
essay written for New South Wales history teachers can also be found in Teaching History: 
Phillips, "Myth and Reality in Australian-American Relations" , pp. 6-10. 
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curriculum reintroduced African subjects such as The United Nations as Peacekeeper 

1946-1999, which offered seven African nations as case studies. These perspectives on 

the African continent communicated a Western approach to transnational history as the 

UNO was the lens through which African history was viewed. This is not the place to 

discuss the merits or demerits of the UN but rather to suggest that this organisation – 

which is headquartered in North America and Western Europe – is clearly a product of 

US-European thinking and mentalities. Its origins and history are intimately connected 

to European and US history since they are derived from the League of Nations and the 

US-European Atlantic Charter. Moreover, its intellectual basis is rooted in the idea of 

universal human rights, which is based on European cultural heritage. Hanna Schissler 

also argued in 2003 that the universal human rights that are enshrined in the Charter of 

the United Nations are not as universal as they may seem. Discussing the representation 

of non-European histories in German textbooks and curricula, she suggested that they 

should be read instead as a unique expression of European history and culture.902 

 

 

7.3.4 Perspectives on Selected Transnational Events : The Two 
World Wars 
 

This section focuses on the First World War because of the remarkably salient position 

of this historical event in the NSW Modern History syllabi. Given that this War was 

defined as the core element in the syllabi from 1986 onwards – albeit with gradually 

lowered weighing within the course – it downgraded the position of World War Two in 

the design of the syllabus. 

 

Contrary to the design of the 1978 curriculum, which did not indicate a salient position 

for either World War, all syllabi from 1986 onwards elevated World War One in their 

structure. Supported by the Chairman of the Syllabus Committee, Bruce Mitchell, the 

Catholic Education Office and the HTANSW, this new Core Study put into practice the 

idea of a general course that was decidedly student-centred as opposed to discipline-

                                                 
902 Schissler, "Außereuropäische Geschichten und Regionen in Deutschen Schulbüchern und 
Curricula" , pp. 162-163. 
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centred.903 Student-centred meant the provision of one single course that would be more 

accessible for a wider range of students given that it would be examined partly without 

essays replacing in part the traditional, more demanding specialisation in upper school 

history. Moreover, the pedagogy of the new Core Study fostered the development of 

transferable skills such as critical analysis based on the above described enquiry 

approach. World War One was from that perspective particularly suitable given the 

readily available wealth of source material for the enquiry method. From an academic 

perspective, there were a number of problems. Universities objected to the syllabus for 

not being rigorous enough and for taking the enquiry approach too far.904 For example, 

Ian Tyrell argued that  

 

[f]rom the point of view of the academic historian, the central concern is the 

core curriculum on World War I. World War I is in no way the most important 

turning point in modern history, and it seems rather unimportant from the 

perspective of the 1990s.905 

 

 

However, the new Core Study could be read as a continuation of Europe centred history 

as is suggested further above in this chapter in the section dealing with European 

histories, where it is also argued that the syllabus text hardly took Australian 

perspectives into account. Nevertheless, this War can be understood as the foundation of 

a specific Australian identity as was also suggested by a member of the Syllabus 

Committee who claimed that one of the main arguments in support of World War One 

as a new Core Study was that “it could, given the upsurge of interest in ANZAC Day, 

‘also grab students emotionally’”.906 Here it is important to refer back to chapter one of 

this thesis, which contains important discussions about national identity and the 

contested, relative dominance of the Anglo-Celtic heritage within the Australian society 

                                                 
903 Regarding support see: Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development 
and Curriculum Change" , pp. 7-8, the support of the Catholic Education office is assumed here 
because its officer and Vice President of the HTANSW, Tim McMullen, participated in the 
writing of the syllabus: Harvey, "Problems Associated with Applying Skills Objectives to the 
Discipline of History" , p. 71; see also: McMullen, "The Origins and Philosophy of the New 
Modern History Syllabus" , pp. 29-30. 
904 Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" , 
pp. 7-8. 
905 Tyrrell, "A Response" , p. 55. 
906 Ruth Reynolds quoted this Committee member without providing a name: Reynolds, "A 
Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" , p. 8. 
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that has consequently still the capacity to define Otherness to some extent. The 

treatment of the First World War in New South Wales can be read as a supporting 

example for these more general discussions in chapter one. 

 

World War One was – and perhaps still is – in the popular imagination defined by the 

ANZAC legend, the story that has Australians reassured that a unique Australian 

character was the reason that their soldiers excelled in bravery on the battlefields of the 

Gallipoli peninsula. John Hirst reconfirmed the validity of this reading of history still in 

2006.907 Following Benedict Anderson’s argument, it is possible to detect in this 

campaign the basis for a powerful image that was created and disseminated through 

print media at the right time during the War to create an Australian community, 

imagined through common suffering and endurance.908 This imagined community was 

unaffected by social divisions; in this display of human virtues common soldiers and 

officers were simply one imagined community that was clearly separate and even 

independent from but still connected to a British community. Stuart Macintyre and Bill 

Gammage argued that the ANZAC legend served as the basis for an essentially 

conservative national identity as it emphasised in opposition to the Bush Legend 

allegiance the Australian loyalty to the British Empire.909 This form of national myth 

has been spread in Australian schools by veteran organisations such as the Returned 

Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Imperial League of Australia (hereafter RSL) from the 1920s 

onwards. Macintyre argued that a more conservative, nationalist version of the ANZAC 

legend was “codified by the office bearers of the RSSILA [read RSL] and taught to 

generations of schoolchildren”910 following World War One. The Great War and the 

ANZAC story created from that perspective the basis for a further, more heroic, 

possibility to link the Australian national identity with Europe – beyond the settler 

narrative and more ancient than post-1945 immigration stories. The understanding that 

the Core Study actually communicated an Australian national legend that stressed 

                                                 
907 In 2006 Hirst included sections of an earlier essay on this topic which he had published in 
1990 in Quadrant in a collection of his historical work: John Hirst, Sense & Nonsense in Australian 
History (Melbourne: Black Inc. Agenda, 2006), pp. 230-233. 
908Anderson, Imagined Communities ; regarding the role of the print-media see: Macintyre, The 
Oxford History of Australia. Volume 4 1901-1942. , p. 151; moreover, John Hirst stressed in the 
above mentioned essay the high quality of the writings of Australia’s official war correspondent 
C. E. W. Bean: Hirst, Sense & Nonsense in Australian History , pp. 232-233. 
909Macintyre, The Oxford History of Australia. Volume 4 1901-1942. , pp.181-182; Gammage, 
"Anzac"  , pp. 295-296. 
910 Macintyre, The Oxford History of Australia. Volume 4 1901-1942. , p. 189. 
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Australia’s ties with Europe could further be supported by the entire syllabus design, 

which introduced the World War One Core Study and National Studies concurrently. 

With the focus on the First World War, the British Empire and ANZAC came also a 

focus on the idea of history as a history of nations. This focus on nations was weakened 

in 1999; however, the Core Study was maintained. 

 

As noted above, World War Two was neglected in the design of the syllabi from 1986 

to 1998. Howard Wolfers offered in 1988 an explanation for the disregard of the 

National Socialist Germany in the syllabus and textbooks of that time: 

 

Examinable subjects like Modern History already have constraints imposed by 

their syllabuses, e.g. the absence of World War II in its Courses. The concern 

of some teachers to avoid emotive topics, so that as HSC candidates their 

students don’t risk offering imbalanced arguments, can affect proper 

consideration of the historic past. [...] [T]exts, like Condon’s [popular textbook,] 

omit World War II altogether […].
911

 

 

Moreover, the Second World War received more support as a part of the study of Asian 

history, which created a contrast to the World War One Core that displayed a focus on 

European history. Referring to the 1986 syllabus, Robert Lee from the University of 

Western Sydney suggested replacing the World War One Core with World War Two as 

this War could take Asian perspectives better into account.912 It is this approach to the 

Second World War that was reflected in the 1999 syllabus because it offered the study 

option The Pacific War 1937-1951. Hence, this syllabus section was treated above in 

the section on Asian histories. However, this sub-unit The Pacific War 1937-1951 was 

part of International Studies in Peace and Conflict and it was complemented in 2004 

with the sub-unit Conflict in Europe 1935-1945. This revision supported the notion of a 

retreating but still important position of European histories in the NSW upper school 

syllabi.  

 

 

                                                 
911Howard Wolfers, "Nazi Ideology, War Aims and School Textbooks" Teaching History 22, no. 2 
(1988), p. 29. 
912 Lee, "Asian History in New South Wales Schools" , pp. 61-62. 
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7.4 Conclusion 
 

Similar to the upper school history curricula in Western Australia, syllabi in New South 

Wales were also impacted by the trend to more relevance. By following this influence 

they also followed broader national and transnational leads. The syllabi were made 

more relevant to a constantly broadening and diversifying student population that 

demanded reforms to the traditional academic orientation of History and needed skills 

more readily applicable to the job market. Pedagogic models derived from the British 

SHP and influenced by individuals such as John Fines provided the changing student 

cohort with overseas approaches to history teaching in reply to their needs. However, 

not only did the changing student population constitute a need for reforms. As student 

needs were increasingly defined by the post-school job market, so too was upper school 

education increasingly required to connect to the ‘Dawkins paradigm’ that was 

introduced in chapter two. As a consequence, syllabi were made relevant to an era that 

demanded relevance, efficiency and economic rationality. Hence, curricula 

implemented outcomes based education, which defined the skills and understandings 

students were expected to achieve. With these reforms New South Wales echoed again 

overseas developments. In this case it was the new British National Curriculum, which 

grew, as in New South Wales, out of the concern for falling standards.913 The British 

Curriculum introduced in 1988 so called Attainment Standards against which students’ 

success was measured. Similarly, the New South Wales Government introduced after 

1997 standards that were described in the new outcomes statements. Moreover, these 

outcomes statements also demonstrated the aim to make the syllabi and history 

education relevant to students as citizens of the Australian nation. All syllabi from 1986 

onwards made clear that they conceptualised upper school history as a part of civics and 

citizenship education, which was discussed in chapter three. Hence, the basic outcome 

statements in these curricula went beyond a strictly national focus and included a hint of 

a global perspective as these syllabi located civics and citizenship education in the 

framework of “the contemporary world”.914 

  The question is whether the upper school history syllabi of the State were 

being made relevant to the students of the dawning global age to which the respondents 

                                                 
913 Booth, "Cognition in History" , p. 66. 
914 Board of Senior School Studies, "Modern History Syllabus" , pp. 6-7; Board of Studies New 
South Wales, "Modern History. Stage 6. Syllabus" , p. 9; ———, "Modern History. Stage 6. 
Syllabus" (Sydney: Board of Studies New South Wales, 2004), p. 8. 
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to McGaw’s 1996 Report referred. Evidence suggests that the syllabi from 1986 

onwards were made relevant to students who could relate to an Australian identity that 

was rooted in Western European and above all British history. Syllabi from 1999 

onwards can also be seen as being more relevant to a global age because they allowed 

for a diversified picture of the history of the world that was less focused on the old 

concept of ‘the West’ and the nation in general. However, ‘the West’ and a focus on 

powerful nations continued to form a backdrop against which historical diversity has 

unfolded. Explicitly used as an organising concept until 1986, ‘the West’ gave way to a 

more explicitly European focus in the Core Study and a clearer emphasis on powerful 

nations, only to reappear implicitly in 1999 in lists of study options alongside the still 

existing Core Study. The syllabi have therefore been relevant to students who have been 

able or prepared to connect their local identity to a global diversity of histories that 

nevertheless acknowledges Western dominance. 
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8. Conclusion 

 

8.1 Final Discussion of the Findings 

 

In Western Australia and New South Wales the emergence of outcome based syllabi 

that aim for the development of generic, transferable skills can be seen as one of the 

major evolutions in history curricula between the 1970s and the early 2000s. This 

marriage between economic demands for a relevant education and for generic skills and 

the demands of ‘new history’ for more student engagement and for a more active history 

teaching, which has aimed to halt the decline of student enrolments, has been thriving. 

Both partners in this relationship have been influenced by transnational developments. 

If it was John Dawkins who established the idea of an ‘efficient’ education that was 

relevant to the national economy, key policy documents that defined curriculum 

developments in Western Australia and New South Wales indicated a similar 

orientation. These texts readily acknowledged the influence of other Western countries, 

or more precisely, the USA and the UK, on the respective State education policy in 

general.915 This thesis has repeatedly pointed out how significant overseas pedagogical 

influences such as the British SHP or scholars such as Jerome Bruner, Edwin Fenton, 

John Fines and Martin Booth have been. However, all innovations in the teaching of 

history were inevitably based on some sort of content that provides the necessary 

foundation from which students can develop their skills, even though content has had to 

be reduced in light of new pedagogic approaches. 

  Graeme Davison claimed succinctly that in “history, more than in many other 

subjects, the relationship between content and pedagogy is more than accidental.”916 

Following his argument, this thesis raises the question of what it would mean for the 

content when pedagogy is to a large extent shaped by transnational developments. Of 

                                                 
915 See for example: Andrich, "Review of Upper-Secondary Certification and Tertiary Entrance 
Procedures Commissioned by the Minister for Education in WA" , pp. 16-103; Print, 
"Curriculum Review of Social Studies and Social Sciences Education" , p. 96; Committee of 
Review of New South Wales Schools. Chairman Sir John Carrick, "Report of the Committee of 
Review of New South Wales Schools" , pp. 21-23; Eltis, "Focusing on Learning: Report of the 
Review of Outcomes and Profiles in New South Wales Schooling" , pp. 11-12, 15. 
916 Davison, The Use and Abuse of Australian History , p. 195. 
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course, there are a multitude of factors at work shaping both content and teaching 

approaches, which range from the availability of textbooks and teaching resources to 

politics, economics and social changes. But if there is “this important link between the 

what and the how of history teaching”,917 then the question arises also whether there is 

also a link between the influences shaping the what and the forces moulding the how. If 

this connection does exist, then the next step would be to investigate whether, and if so 

to what extent, transnational ideas and concepts also shaped the transnational histories 

constructed for Australian secondary schools. 

 

The discussions outlined in chapter four can be seen as an introduction into the main 

themes for transnational histories in and for Australian upper school history. As the first 

step in the investigation of approaches to transnational history in this thesis, it indicated 

a significant concern with the position of European histories and their meaning for 

Australia as a nation. Australia and its relation to Asia and Asian histories could be 

identified as another main topic in teachers’ journals such as Hindsight and Teaching 

History. While the meaning and place of European and Asian histories was openly 

discussed, chapter four suggested that the significance of US history was less 

questioned; indeed, it received considerable support. The history of the USA stretches 

mainly over the twentieth and the long nineteenth century. This fact is meaningful here 

because coincidentally this is the same historical period that the analysis in chapter four 

identified as the focus of Australian secondary school history. 

 

The second step in the exploration of transnational histories was the analysis of Western 

Australian and New South Wales syllabi, which was based on the analytical framework 

suggested in chapter five. As a consequence, the analysis in chapters six and seven 

departed from the dimension Pedagogic Approaches to the Discipline in order to 

provide a suitable background for the focus on the dimension Subject Content. Taken 

together, chapters six and seven found three major commonalties: the temporal category; 

a certain focus on European history; and an emphasis on powerful nations in general. 

 

First, the history covered in Western Australian and New South Wales syllabi was 

restricted to the long nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which is the same time frame 

suggested by the review in chapter four. Looking more closely at the periods treated in 

                                                 
917 Ibid . 
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these syllabi, it appears that the twentieth century was stressed. For example, in 1977 

and 1978, New South Wales trialled the Option The Nineteenth Century European 

Experience but dismissed it because of declining student interest.918 Nineteenth century 

history subsequently became the issue for a major conflict in the discussions leading up 

to the introduction of the 1986 upper school syllabus. On the one hand the HTANSW 

aimed to discontinue the study of the nineteenth century altogether, but this was 

vehemently opposed by the NSW universities.919 Western Australia mirrored this trend. 

Twentieth century themes such as Weimar Germany, National Socialist Germany or the 

Russian Revolution were very popular with students and this was the reason these topics 

were spread over both Year 11 and 12. It was also the reason why chronological 

sequencing of the curriculum that would see nineteenth century history dominating the 

Year 11 curriculum was also rejected. Also the popularity of US history was explained, 

by the apparent popularity of topics from the twentieth century such as World War One 

and the Great Depression. 

 

Second, Western Australian and New South Wales syllabi both focused their treatment 

of European history only on the period ending with 1945. For example, in the 1978 New 

South Wales curriculum the only study option on European history dealt with the 

continent’s history between 1914 and 1945. The above discussed Lists with study 

options in the 1999 and 2004 syllabi, restricted all European history options to pre 

1945-history. In the Western Australian document from 1978 the central Unit One was 

Europe 1870–1914. However, a redesigned Unit International Relations in the 1996/7 

syllabus applied post-1945 European history as one of three fields of study for an 

investigation of how the “immediate post World War II situation reflected a new world 

order.”920 Recent European history was in this context merely an example of how 

“regional interests […] determined national foreign policies of the major powers”.921 

These were the USSR and the USA. Post World War Two European history was 

conceptualised in this Unit only as an example in which to analyse post World War Two 

power relations, which were framed in the globalised Cold War. The focus on ‘major 

                                                 
918 Toohey James, "The Evolution between 1962-1982 of the Modern History Curriculum for 
Senior Classes in New South Wales" , pp. 415, 418. 
919 Reynolds, "A Framework for Researching Syllabus Development and Curriculum Change" , 
pp. 7-9. 
920 Secondary Education Authority, "Syllabus Manual. Year 11 and 12 Accredited Courses. 1997. 
Volume VIII. Society and Environment" (Osborne Park: Secondary Education Authority, 1997), 
p. 129. 
921 Ibid . 



Page 280 of 317 
 

powers’ was similar to another feature that the Western Australian and New South 

Wales syllabi shared; a specific idea of European history.  

 

Third, a distinct emphasis on powerful nations could be identified as a consistent thread 

in the syllabi. For example, the idea of European history as a history of powerful 

countries representing powerful ideologies dominated these curricula. Fascism was an 

important element, given that Germany and its history were major topics that gained 

relevance through the World Wars and National Socialism, while Italian Fascism was 

also a recurring topic. Russia and the USSR were used to demonstrate the development 

of Marxist socialism. Finally, Britain and France were offered as salient examples of 

liberal democracy. One reason why the syllabus focussed on pre-1945 European history 

appeared to be political power shifts. European Fascism was defeated by 1945, and, 

although democracy remained strong in France and Britain after the War, they ceased to 

be leading democracies on the world stage as the World War significantly reduced their 

colonial power. Only Soviet Communism remained ambiguous from this perspective, 

given that it surpassed the 1945 limit. As this version of history restricted European 

power to the pre-1945 period with the only exception being the USSR, the question 

emerged as to whether this interpretation described an actual power shift to other global 

centres or whether this understanding of history represented a uniquely Australian 

perspective. 

 

However, the analyses in chapters six and seven suggest that perspectives on Europe 

were not entirely Australian. For example, there is no history of Greece or Yugoslavia, 

although after 1945 they were both important sources of migration to Australia. As 

shown in chapter one, the ‘White Australia’ policy strongly encouraged immigration 

from southern Europe (in addition to the traditional preference of British migrants) until 

1973. Nevertheless, the emphasis of pre-1945 European history in syllabi from the 

1980s and 1990s appeared to be ignorant of these circumstances. Indeed, Italy and 

Germany were not seen as the native lands of thriving immigrant communities in 

Australia but rather as examples of Fascism. Even Britain no longer had a salient 

position in this picture of Europe. As discussed in chapter one, the British or Anglo-

Saxon heritage still occupied a relatively powerful position in the identity constructions 

of the specific Australian multiculturalism that was developed from the 1970s onwards. 

Recognising this still detectable strength of Australia’s identity as a part of the British 
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Commonwealth, it was particularly surprising that the Commonwealth nation Canada 

was all but invisible in accounts of the American continent.922 

 

Also, perspectives on other world regions did not entirely reflect a uniquely Australian 

perspective, although they maintained a focus on political power. More accurately, they 

could be seen as a product of a negotiation between power and distance which 

particularly affected the presence of Asian histories. Historically powerful countries 

such as China and Japan dominated the picture, but Australia’s neighbour, Indonesia, 

was a consistent, albeit intermittent, part of it. However, like the perspectives on Italy 

and Germany, the histories of Vietnamese immigrants were considered from the 

perspective of a powerful ideological struggle between Socialist regimes and the 

American-led Western world. Even the Americas were part of this version of history. 

While the cultural power of a major nation state such as the USA appeared to be 

dominant, other parts of the Americas were almost entirely absent from Australian 

curricula, with the notable exceptions of Cuba and Chile. However, they were included 

as examples of a global power struggle between the USA and the USSR.  

 

 

8.1.2 Discerning two Dimensions: Local and Trans-Lo cal 
 

Looking at this summary of findings, it is important to return to Davison’s dictum that 

in ‘history, more than in many other subjects, the relationship between content and 

pedagogy is more than accidental.’ If we understand that a string of transnational 

concepts of history education had a significant impact on the pedagogy of Australian 

history, then such an ‘important link between the what and the how of history teaching’ 

suggests some form of transnational influence on Australian versions of world history. 

This might help explain why the above findings indicate that some specific Australian 

aspects of transnational history are neglected. Nevertheless, the investigations presented 

                                                 
922 Regarding Australia and a still existing British identity see for example: Meaney, "Britishness 
and Australian Identity" ; Stuart Ward compared Australia with New Zealand and Canada 
when he examined the struggles to find new national identities in the former ‘British world’: 
Stuart Ward, "The 'New Nationalism' in Australia, Canada and New Zealand: Civic Culture in 
the Wake of the British World" in Britishness Abroad. Transnational Movements and Imperial 
Cultures, ed. Kate Darian-Smith, Patricia Grimshaw, and Stuart Macintyre (Carlton: Melbourne 
University Press, 2007), pp. 231-263; with reference to a unique Australian approach to 
Britishness see also: Gammage, "Anzac"  , pp. 54-66. 
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in this thesis also found evidence that such a transnational influence must be seen in 

context with specifically local, Australian approaches to transnational history.  

 

Specific Australian approaches to transnational history could be identified in the 

growing Asian content in the syllabi in both Western Australia and New South Wales. 

Chapters six and seven argued that the Asian histories were growing in the upper school 

syllabi between 1970s and early 2000s. For example, the continuous rewriting of the 

Unit International Affairs since 1945 by Western Australian authorities during the 

1980s and 1990s expressed an increased emphasis of Asian histories in this Unit. In 

New South Wales the National Studies, which were introduced in 1986, balanced 

European with Asian nations and the 1999 syllabus revision introduced a majority of 

Asian nations. In general, the cutback of European histories in the same syllabi in both 

States was not matched with a reduction of Asian content, which meant that the 

coverage of Asian histories was expanded in these curricula. The growth of Asian 

history can be connected to the specific Australian circumstances of the period, as 

chapter one has shown. Chapter one described the rising awareness of the impact of 

large-scale Asian immigration and the consequences for school education. Similarly, 

chapter four traced the meaning for school history of discussions about the question of 

whether, and if so to what extent, Australia could be understood as part of Asia. These 

debates also touched on the above mentioned peculiarly Australian perspective on Asia 

because they dealt with the argument that South East Asian history specifically was 

relevant to Australia. This ties in with the principle of ‘power and distance’ proposed 

above, which meant that the inclusion of Australia’s nearest neighbour, Indonesia, in 

combination with a limited number of other powerful Asian nations, reflected a specific 

Australian view of Asian history.  

 

In sum, the findings of the analyses in this thesis can be organised into two groups. First, 

the analysis of upper school syllabi suggests that constructions of transnational history 

exhibited not only specifically Australian perspectives of the world; they also hinted at 

an important role of transnational influences. This was expressed in a focus on political 

power given that they stressed the role of powerful nations and powerful ideologies 

from Europe up to 1945. Histories from other world regions were also characterised by 

their emphasis on powerful nations and transnational historical events. These, too, were 
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driven by the powerful ideologies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that were 

manifest in the Cold War and the two World Wars. 

  Second, the common sense understanding that Australian approaches to 

transnational history cannot entirely be controlled by transnational developments was 

confirmed by the analyses in this thesis. In both States, a growing influence of 

Australian nationalism on history could be identified. In Western Australia, national as 

well as local history was extended to the point where Australian history was the only 

compulsory historical theme in the 1996/7 syllabus. In New South Wales, the First 

World War became the Core Study of the whole syllabus, largely because of the 

argument that the ANZAC story occupied a powerful position in the national psyche. 

This strengthening of Australian history was connected to the approaches to 

transnational histories as both underlined the transnational power of the national idea. 

World history was in these syllabi predominantly conceptualised as a history of nations. 

  It follows that this thesis suggests a dialectic relation between local and trans-

local levels of influence, at the same time as it points at a dualism of power and 

proximity, both of which shape constructions of transnational histories. If such a ‘trans-

local level of influence’ is introduced, then the questions emerge as to where these non-

Australian influences could come from and how they act on Australian understandings 

of transnational history. The next section will suggest that the stress on political-

ideological power, the 1945 limit, and the very idea of national histories, which became 

very prominent in Australia, point towards the form the transnational influence on 

Australian school history took. 

 

 

8.2 Contextualising the Findings 

 

A closer reading of Western Australian and New South Wales senior history curricula, 

together with a review of discussions about transnational histories among the 

professionals in the school communities, points to a continuity and consistency that 

reflects hegemonic understandings in the constructions of transnational histories. In this 

thesis the term ‘transnational’ has a dual meaning and this is a constant thread running 

throughout the entire text. It is necessary to return to this terminology first before 

examining how approaches to national histories in different world regions or political 
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power in syllabi mirror transnational influences on ‘pedagogic historiography’ in 

Australia.923 Introduced to express the double edged aim of this thesis “to break free 

from dominant national paradigms”,924 it has been used, first, as a collective term to 

denote all histories other than Australian histories, which has created a specific 

approach to world history. Second, ‘transnational’ has identified ideas and concepts that 

cross national borders, or as Ann Curthoys and Marilyn Lake put it, a “transnational 

perspective offers insight into the interconnectedness of political movements and 

ideas.”925 These two understandings of the term ‘transnational’ were developed in the 

introductory discussion of theory and drew to some extent on the concept of 

postmodernism. This theoretical approach suggests that the two uses of ‘transnational’ 

must be seen as having a close relationship. Pivotal to postmodernism is the concept of 

power, which has the capacity to construct truth, historical knowledge and, hence, ‘true’ 

histories of the world. Such an idea of power can also be found in the concept of 

cultural power, which this thesis has borrowed from Michael Apple’s reading of 

Antonio Gramsci and Raymond Williams. The adaptation and extension of this idea of 

cultural power into the transnational space appears to provide the appropriate theoretical 

framework. Weaving these theoretical approaches together creates a specific idea of 

cultural power that can help explain transnational flows of ideas and concepts that are 

expressed in the shape transnational histories have taken in Australia. As a result, 

Australian syllabus texts communicate approaches to transnational history that reflect 

much more than national Australian perspectives. 

 

 

8.2.1 The Idea of Cultural Globalisation 
 

One way to conceptualise that cultural power which has the potency to shape historical 

narratives on a transnational scale is by understanding it as a part of globalisation. 

Historian Patricia Clavin, for example, pointed out in 2005 that “studies of 

‘globalisation’ [...] have informed and encouraged the study of transnationalism.”926 

Four years later, Michael Müller and Cornelius Torp went much further when they 

                                                 
923 For the term ‘pedagogic historiography’ please see chapter five at the end. 
924 Clavin, "Defining Transnationalism" , p. 434. 
925 Curthoys, "Introduction to Connected Worlds"  , p. 11. 
926 Clavin, "Defining Transnationalism" , p. 426. 
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argued that “globalisation became a major topic of historical research”927 to the extent 

that it “has grown in many ways to dominate current [2009] historiography”.928 More 

problematically, they also claimed that “it is assumed that history beyond the nation-

state is ‘global’ by definition.”929 Historical narratives produced for schools need to be 

seen in context with education too. Gita Steiner-Khamsi, who is an expert in 

comparative and international education, is very sceptical towards the (over)use of the 

concept of globalisation. In 2004 she nevertheless agreed to “take the process of 

globalization for granted”.930 Although Steiner-Khamsi expressed “serious doubts about 

whether globalization necessarily leads [...] to an international model of education”,931 

she noted that the “semantics of globalization has been so effective that policy analysts 

and practitioners often defer to a new sort of patriotism, one that claims that the nation 

state must transcend national boundaries in order to survive”.932 

  Globalisation as a term and wider concept is difficult to define; nevertheless, it 

has been widely used in the media, popular culture and various academic fields. In a 

recent introduction to globalisation for educationalists, Nigel Bagnall made extensive 

use of the systematic and comprehensive framework developed by David Held, 

Anthony McGrew, David Goldblatt and Jonathan Perraton.933 Importantly, Held and his 

colleagues took a historical perspective and argued that, although globalisation is not a 

new phenomenon, its present profile is distinct from previous forms. They proposed 

approaching also present globalisation as a long running historical and holistic process, 

an idea that can be read as a rejection of the argument that globalisation concerns itself 

with commerce, trade and communication technology in the late twentieth and early 

twenty first centuries: 

 

Globalisation is [...] neither a singular condition nor a linear process. Moreover, 

it is best thought of as a highly differentiated phenomenon involving domains of 

                                                 
927 Müller, "Conceptualising Transnational Spaces in History" , p. 610. 
928 Ibid. 
929 Ibid. 
930 Gita Steiner-Khamsi, "Introduction: Globalization in Education: Real or Imagined?" in The 
Global Politics of Educational Borrowing and Lending, ed. Gita Steiner-Khamsi (New York: Teachers 
College Press, 2004), p. 4. 
931 Ibid . 
932 Ibid , p. 5. 
933 Bagnall, "Globalisation"  , pp. 283-286; Held, Global Transformations . 



Page 286 of 317 
 

activity and interaction as diverse as the political, military, economic, cultural, 

migratory and environmental.934 

 

This very broad understanding of globalisation also included cultural globalisation.  

Held stressed this inclusiveness when he introduced the idea of “flows [which] refer to 

the movements of physical artefacts, people, symbols, tokens and information across 

space and time”.935 This formulation of cultural globalisation provides a missing link 

between the theoretical discussion in the introduction and the discussion of the findings 

in this conclusion. Held and his colleagues expanded further on the idea. In addition to 

stressing modern popular culture they also identified the spread of Nationalism or what 

they called “transnational secular ideologies”936 such as Socialism and Liberalism as 

phenomena of cultural globalisation.937 These political forms of globalisation were 

extensive in so far as they had a global impact and intensive in that they changed the 

way whole societies thought about themselves. Finally, they had a significant structural 

impact because “the spread of Western conceptions of the modern state and capitalist 

markets have conditioned the development of the majority of societies and civilizations 

across the globe.”938 Contrary to the high velocity with which twenty-first century 

popular culture spreads globally, “less consciously organized processes of cultural 

diffusion exist where cultural practices are slowly digested by other cultures through 

repeated contact and local adaptations.”939 

 

It is this particular idea of cultural globalisation that can be extended and applied in this 

thesis. It can be linked to the idea of cultural power as was suggested by Apple’s 

interpretation of Williams and Gramsci, because cultural globalisation can be read as a 

hegemonic form of cultural power. Apple’s proposition of a hegemonic, ‘central, 

effective and dominant system of meanings, values and actions’ can be linked to Held’s 

approach to cultural globalisation because cultural hegemony was shaped by those 

extensive and intensive flows of ‘symbols, tokens and information across [transnational] 

space and time’ which impacted in the long run on “domestic social, economic and 

                                                 
934 Held, Global Transformations , p. 23. 
935 Ibid , p. 16. 
936 Ibid , p. 336. 
937 Ibid , pp. 328, 336-340. 
938 Ibid , p. 18; terms in italics are the central spatio-temporal categories in the theoretical 
framework suggested by Held and colleagues: ———, Global Transformations , pp. 17-25. 
939 Held, Global Transformations , p. 330. 
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political organization and behaviour.”940  Moreover, this approach to cultural 

globalisation is also consistent with the finding in this thesis that transnational histories 

in syllabi suggest a dialectical relationship between local and trans-local levels of power. 

Held and colleagues argued that “globalization is mediated [...]. States and societies 

may display varying degrees of sensitivity or vulnerability to global processes such that 

patterns of domestic structural adjustment will vary in terms of their degree and 

duration.”941  Educationalist Jürgen Schriewer underscored the significance of the 

“analyses of the transnational processes of [...] diffusion and reception (of ideas and 

models) which pervade with increasing intensity the European – and later the world-

wide – history of education from the nineteenth century on.”942 However, he stressed 

that the receiving entity is by no means only passive when he argued that “the global 

spread of a world-level developmental and educational ideology and the persistent 

diversity of socio-cultural interrelationship networks” are interrelated developments.943 

Müller and Torp also suggested dialectical thinking.944 They argued that “[h]istorians of 

globalisation [...] tend to confront the territorially limited space of the nation-state with 

the unlimited space of global flows.”945 Such historians, they claimed, would focus on 

the question of “how processes of change and interaction on a global scale have affected 

‘national spaces’ [...] and how national actors have reacted to such challenges”.946 

  Applying these theoretical deliberations to the investigation presented in this 

thesis suggests that approaches to transnational history that were produced for and 

discussed in Australian secondary schools, reflected elements of contemporary 

globalisation. More specifically, history syllabi can be read as expressions of a 

negotiation between local agents such as syllabus committees or boards of studies on 

the one hand and powerful trans-local influences that can be understood as processes of 

cultural globalisation on the other. A truly transnational process such as cultural 

globalisation can therefore be seen as the ‘authoritative other’ that has the cultural 

power to negotiate the shape of transnational histories with local individuals and 

authorities.947 

                                                 
940 Ibid , p. 18. 
941 Ibid , p. 19. 
942 Schriewer, "Comparative Education Methodology in Transition"  , p. 27. 
943 Ibid , p. 31. 
944 Müller, "Conceptualising Transnational Spaces in History" , p. 612. 
945 Ibid, p. 610. 
946 Ibid. 
947 The term is borrowed from Peter Seixas. However, Seixas used it differently in that he 
argued that some school students uncritically absorb history because it comes from the 
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8.2.2 The Idea of Cultural Globalisation and Upper School Syllabi 
 

This concept of a powerful cultural globalisation which generates transnational flows of 

intellectual concepts that also affect school history on different levels can be applied to 

Australian states and territories. Australian schools and curriculum writers can be 

located in an ongoing, dialectical discourse with processes of cultural globalisation that 

have the potential to impact on the historical narratives in syllabus texts. Understanding 

Australian individuals and institutions as local and cultural globalisation as trans-local 

means that New South Wales and Western Australian syllabi can be seen as textual 

expressions of complex and multilayered negotiations between local and trans-local 

levels of power. 

 

Local curriculum committees, boards of studies, other school or education authorities 

and State reports, such as the McGaw and Beazley Reports, are, from this perspective, 

conceptualised as simply one set of influences amongst many that inform historical 

narratives in syllabi. Fully acknowledging that specific syllabus texts emerge partly 

from a web of local influences, this thesis has aimed to introduce a global perspective to 

the understanding of these texts of ‘pedagogic historiography’. A global perspective is 

even proposed in some of the more recent local policy texts. For example, a 1991 

discussion document in New South Wales warned that the planned introduction of 

compulsory Australian history and geography should not narrow the scope of the new 

KLA Human Society and its Environment. As mentioned in chapter seven, it instead 

introduced a suggested rationale for the new KLA with the clarification that “Australia 

is regionally based in Asia and the Pacific, but operates in a global context.”948 In 

Western Australia the 1998 Curriculum Framework introduced into the History related 

strand in Year 10 to 12 SoSE three “area[s] of focus”949 which included “the study of 

important themes”.950  One of these was the theme “global contact, control, and 

                                                                                                                                               
“authoritative others” such as professional historians, teachers and textbooks: Seixas, "Mapping 
the Terrain of Historical Significance" , p. 24. 
948 New South Wales Board of Studies, "The Implementation of Initiatives from Excellence and 
Equity, the Carrick Report, the Education Reform Act" , p. 48. 
949 Curriculum Council, "Curriculum Framework for Kindergarten to Year 12 Education in 
Western Australia." , p. 277. 
950 Ibid . 
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influence”.951 Interpreting these scattered voices, I propose that local elements, such as 

syllabus committees and various policies by education authorities, are not as 

autonomous in their creation of transnational histories in upper school curricula as we 

are inclined to think. 

 

From this perspective, local producers of senior history curricula participate in a global 

discourse that constructs transnational histories. Australian individuals and institutions 

can be understood as forming one side in a dialectic discourse that is embedded in a 

complex, even global, cultural environment. To put it differently, I suggest 

reconsidering the role of syllabus committees, boards of studies, or other secondary 

education authorities because they are impacted by dominant assumptions about global 

society and its histories. One such assumption can be found in the idea of the nation as 

Held, McGrew, Goldblatt and Perraton suggested.952 By way of introduction, chapter 

one argued that school education is in a symbiotic relationship with the modern nation 

state.  

  The cultural power of a paradigmatic concept such as national history can be 

expressed in schools in many ways. First and foremost it can be the history of one’s 

own country, but the internationally dominant idea of the nation has been utilised in the 

senior syllabi of Western Australia and New South Wales to describe the history of the 

world, too.953 Consequently, senior history syllabi in Western Australia and New South 

Wales have reflected with great consistency the dominance of the concept of the nation 

in their approaches to the histories of the world. Even constructions such as ‘the West’ 

in earlier New South Wales syllabi and also the Western Australian units on Liberal 

Democracy, Communism and Fascism were organised around the histories of a few 

nations. Syllabus elements, such as the National Studies in New South Wales and the 

Units in Western Australia, that were designed to investigate historical concepts but 

were still based on the history of nations, reaffirmed Benedict Anderson’s claim that 

“nation-ness is the most universally legitimate value in the political life of our time.”954 

The notion that syllabi that constructed a world history based on national histories were 

an expression of modern cultural globalisation was also supported by Michael Mann’s 

approach to the nation state of the early twenty-first century: “We are now in an age of 

                                                 
951 Ibid , p. 277. 
952 Held, Global Transformations , pp. 328, 336-338. 
953 For a more elaborate discussion of nationalism and Australia see chapter one of this thesis. 
954 Anderson, Imagined Communities , p. 3. 
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nation-states, just as we are now in an age of globalization. The globalization of the 

nation-state is a key part of globalization, not its victim.” 955  Discussing these 

developments on a worldwide scale, Eric Hobsbawm offered a more nuanced 

perspective. On the one hand, he demonstrated that he was cognisant of processes of 

globalisation when he claimed that “the history of a world […] can no longer be 

contained within the limits of ‘nations’ and ‘nation states’ as these used to be 

defined”.956 On the other, he showed that he was well aware that the decline of the 

national paradigm “does not mean that national history and culture will not bulk large – 

perhaps larger than before – in the educational systems and the cultural life of particular 

countries”.957 From that perspective, Australian syllabus writers could be located in the 

broader, global trends described by Anderson, Mann and Hobsbawm.  

  Looking at the roots of the modern territorial nation state and nationalism, 

European history is significant. Although Anderson stressed the importance of colonial 

societies in European empires, Hobsbawm, supported later by Held, McGrew, Goldblatt 

and Perraton, argued that the modern nation state and national identity were European 

inventions and were based on European history.958 It follows that if we recognise that a 

dominant assumption about transnational history which organises the histories of the 

world as a history of nations, is linked to cultural globalisation, then the question 

emerges whether, and if so to what extent, constructions of European histories are 

impacted in a similar way by processes of cultural globalisation. 

 

In particular the constructions of European history in Western Australian and New 

South Wales secondary schools point at a significant characteristic of contemporary 

cultural globalisation not only because of their potential meaning for the development 

of the modern ideology of the nation. Although chapters six and seven proposed that 

parts of European history such as sections of German, French or Russian history were 

relatively dominant in this curricula of both states, the discussion of findings indicated 

that these approaches to European history did not appear to reflect specific Australian 

perspectives of Europe only. Instead of emphasising British history or the more recent 

                                                 
955 Michael Mann, "Globalization, Macro-Regions and Nation-States" in Transnationale 
Geschichte. Themen, Tendenzen und Theorien, ed. Gunilla Budde, Sebastian Conrad, and Oliver 
Janz (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), p. 23. 
956 Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780 , p. 191. 
957 Ibid . 
958 Anderson, Imagined Communities ; Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780 ; Held, 
Global Transformations , pp. 336-338. 
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histories of Italian, Yugoslavian, or Greek immigrants, these European history sections 

demonstrated their concern with powerful states, and political ideologies in the context 

of pre-1945 history. Moreover, in the most recent Western Australian curriculum, post-

1945 European history was contextualised in the history of the Cold War powers and 

this is consistent with the treatment of the histories of other continents. As the syllabi in 

both states were focused on the twentieth century, including the most recent history, this 

communicated a clear restriction of European power; it communicated that European 

power had no significance in the recent history or present anymore. The whole 

development of the European Communities into the present European Union had simply 

no meaning in these documents. European influence was clearly limited – from the 

perspective of a present day school student – to a distant past. In this picture a Europe 

emerged that had almost disappeared from the current world, but only after it had been 

severely disrupted by the most devastating manifestations of Fascism. As the liberal 

democracies, Britain and France, were parts of this Europe that has disappeared after 

1945, there was only one dominant power left to fill the void opposite to the, by now, 

only powerful European nation – the USA emerged, in conflict with the USSR. 

 

If we equate powerful nations with cultural powers that impact on the transnational 

flows of ideas in processes of cultural globalisation, then we might also understand the 

most powerful nation of the present as the cultural power that impacts most on historical 

narratives on a global scale. Nigel Bagnall has made a similar point, albeit without 

referring to the dominant cultural construction of the nation: “Globalisation is about 

power and how that power is distributed. It is about culture and the way that some 

cultural groups have more power than others.”959 If the USA can be conceptualised as 

such a globally powerful nation, then the question emerges as to what cultural ideas, 

‘symbols, tokens and information’ could be found in constructions of transnational 

history in schools outside of the USA that reflect United States perspectives on the 

histories of the world. In the 1970s, Western Australian and New South Wales senior 

history syllabi openly reaffirmed Australia’s membership of the Western sphere and 

now, as the Cold War adversary, the USSR, no longer exists, the only remaining super 

power from this era is the USA. 

  From a specifically United States perspective it was important that European 

history was focused on this pre-1945 history because the Second World War saw the 

                                                 
959 Bagnall, "Globalisation"  , p. 297. 
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decline of European powers – including Britain – and the rise of the USA. Generally, 

the finding that European history has been a dominant, if declining, element in New 

South Wales and Western Australian history curricula, appeared to mirror a specific 

United States view of history. Gilbert Allardyce, Ross E Dunn and Eckhardt Fuchs 

showed that the teaching of world history in US high schools has focused for a long 

time on the central narrative of ‘the West’, which understood the United States as the 

most significant bearer of European enlightenment concepts of statehood and 

nationhood outside Europe.960 If the United States was considered to be of European 

heritage, then it was important to establish 1945 as an end- limit for the treatment of 

European histories. With the consolidation of the USA as a hegemonic power of the 

Western sphere at the end of World War Two, more recent European history lost its 

significance and the neglect of European post-1945 integration could be seen as another 

consequence of this approach to history. Even the vehement criticism of this Western 

Civilisation approach in US high schools by scholars such as Ross E. Dunn and Peter 

Stearns was echoed locally.961 Their argument, that the teaching of world history 

contained too much European history and would not represent adequately the 

multifaceted and multicultural diversity of world histories, was also shared by 

Australian academics and history teachers. Chapter three elaborated more on different 

models for world histories that would avoid an alleged overemphasis on Europe in US 

high schools, whereas chapters four and seven introduced specific Australian 

discussions about ‘Eurocentrism’ among history teachers and history academics who 

discussed what they saw as a need to include more Asian histories in Australian models 

of world history. Moreover, chapters six and seven proposed that the retreating 

emphasis on the histories of ‘the West’ in the United States was shared by similar 

developments in Australian syllabi. On the whole, this interpretation of transnational 

history with its declining emphasis on certain aspects of European history suggests a 

local, Australian reading of history that reflects the viewpoint of the only remaining 

trans-local superpower, the USA. 

 

However, introducing the concept of cultural globalisation rejects simplified ideas of a 

US culture spreading over the globe. Instead, the United States is understood as a 
                                                 
960 Allardyce, "Toward World History" , pp. 45-49, 51, 56, 60-62; Dunn, "Constructing World 
History in the Classroom"  , pp. 124-125; Fuchs, "Teaching World History in the U.S. In the 
Twentieth Century"  , pp. 280-287. 
961 For criticism regarding the USA see for example: Dunn, "Constructing World History in the 
Classroom"  , pp. 126-137; Stearns, "The World History Standards" , pp. 441-444. 
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visible manifestation of a general process in which local and trans-local levels of 

cultural power negotiate transnational flows of ideas and concepts. Essentially, the main 

argument does not simply focus on American influences but on the influences of 

cultural globalisation. One example that demonstrated this was the idea of the nation 

which was introduced as a transnationally dominant concept of thinking about and 

organising society irrespective of any notion of American cultural power. Hence, this 

thesis suggested the idea of a global cultural environment that establishes globally 

dominant assumptions of transnational history, such as a world consisting of a 

patchwork of nations, European power as a significant factor of pre-1945 modern 

history, and the existence of only one leading power in the late twentieth and early 

twenty-first century. In this global cultural environment there is no agent USA 

necessary; that is, the United States does not need to actively exert direct influence on 

cultural institutions such as national school systems and their syllabi. Instead, the 

findings were based on an abstract, non-state specific, concept of a hegemonic, cultural 

power which was extended into the global sphere. The understanding that such a power 

should be seen as a process that creates and controls dominant assumptions about 

history was critical. Individuals, national institutions or commercial enterprises of the 

United States were not seen as the agent and globalisation as their vehicle, but the other 

way round. It was proposed that powerful processes of cultural globalisation should be 

seen as agents. Consequently, the USA was not conceptualised as the reason or the 

driving force of globalisation, but rather as the framework, giving visible shape to 

processes that have been going on for a much longer time. In sum, I suggest that the 

United States as the most powerful nation of the day makes only visible and gives shape 

to the power of cultural globalisation that creates a dominant cultural environment 

where negotiations about constructions of transnational history take place. 
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